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AUTHOR’S NOTE


The promise of the pelican, by legend, is that the great bird, in dire times, will pierce its breast for blood to feed the starving chicks. From medieval bestiaries to heraldry, religion to literature—“the kind life-rend’ring pelican” Shakespeare wrote in Hamlet—the soaring creature evokes sacrifice, devotion, protection of the young and the vulnerable.


[image: image]


A Pelican Feeding Her Young 1278–1300, unknown illuminator, Franco-Flemish. Tempera colors, pen and ink, gold leaf, and gold paint on parchment, The J. Paul Getty Museum.




PART I




1
DUTCH


IN FIRST LIGHT, ON THE vast bed he was not yet accustomed to inhabiting alone, Hank lay awake listening to Roger’s breathing where his grandson slumbered on the nearby sofa. In and out, in out, steady, no congestion, thank the Lord.


He is four and I am eighty-two and when he’s my age I’ll be 160.


He will have to be Methuselah, he knows, if his daughter keeps up her reckless ways. Somebody has to care for the child.


The luminous clock on the nightstand showed 5:30 a.m. Fran starting up the grill at Jewel’s Café for the old-timers, the changing of police shifts in the somnolent station, the Brown brothers on the pier with their arsenal of rods and reels in position—Hank’s mind clicked through morning rituals of the little town. Somewhere a couple were rolling toward each other in half-drowse (how often he and Margery had done so when their bodies were electric and he was not yet preoccupied with his criminal law demands for the day) enfolding each other like new lovers again. But she was fading no matter how he tried to hold on.


He heard a scrabbling at the front door. “Lupita?” He got up, padded into the living room and pulled back the curtain and thumped the window: beneath his pecan tree squirrels scurried off with their bounty. He opened the door. The October air of coastal Alabama was finally fresh and cool, like September along the Prinsengracht Canal in his boyhood Amsterdam. He whispered the Shehecheyanu prayer welcoming the new season.


Lupita had never been this late: five forty-five. He went back in to the bedroom. On the sofa, made up with blankets and pillow, Roger stirred.


What his grandson saw and heard he could not tell. The boy understood more than he could express and sometimes laughed when nothing seemed funny or cried when startled by what seemed like no big deal. Did he make up for it in his dreams? Maybe there he was like any other four-year-old running across the playground and scampering up the jungle gym without falling, or casting a line and reeling it in, fine motor skills smoothly developing.


He envisioned the road leading down to the pier, and could smell the mullet.


It was now 6 a.m. “Lupita be damned,” he said. “C’mon, Roger.” He bent down and tousled his hair. The boy blinked up at him. “Gradee,” he said.


“I’m your Gradee, right, c’mon now. It’s time I taught you something useful.”


He helped the child dress, fixed him breakfast, and snugged him into a Crimson Tide sweatshirt.


“Know that when we get where we’re going you’ll have to stay put,” he said. “I’m too old to be jumping into the bay after you. OK?”


“O,” Roger said, and a moment later, grasping Hank’s hand, “K.”


“Thatta boy. You can help me pull the wagon.”


He went out to the net hanging dry after he’d run the garden hose over it yesterday to rinse off the brackish bay water, lifted it off its peg, and coiled it onto the red wagon. He filled a Styrofoam chest with ice and set it in next to the net. He grabbed the handle of the wagon with one hand and Roger’s hand with the other. They started off.


Down the lane where magnolias canopied creole cottages, by the porch where the rocker sat empty of his late friend, Judge Nikos, toward the bay peeking through the pines where a bar pilot navigated a freighter to port, they made their way. They passed the sea-food restaurant where his firm held his retirement party—how he’d prayed that Margery would rally and they’d enjoy his new free time together—but that retirement, now in its lonesome fourth year after her rapid decline, seemed to stretch behind him for decades.


If it hadn’t been for going to speak to the judge a couple of months ago about his daughter’s dangerous repeat DUIs, he wouldn’t have been inside a courtroom at all. An attorney herself who should have known better, Vanessa reacted like the air had been knocked out of her when given an alternative sentence at the Beacon Home for Women, but he’d felt satisfied. Her firm put her on medical leave, a damn good deal, too, he told her, and with Lupita’s help he could handle Roger. He’d gone home and kissed Margery’s picture, changed clothes, and headed out to the pier.


Behind them as they walked, Roger’s little legs moving in a lop-sided gait, the wagon bumped and rattled. He should have brought a radio—that would keep Roger occupied if he wanted to wander, any kind of music would.


Hank glanced behind him, imagining Lupita hurrying to his door, always showing up on the dot to help take care of Roger through the long day. “Don’t keep her on,” one of his neighbors had said. “Those people pick up and move in the middle of the night. Immigration police come snooping around and they’re gone.”


“Do you live in my house?” he’d said. “Mind your own damn business.”


Through the trees he caught his first glimpse of the pier stretching out a quarter mile into the water. There was a skein of light over the bay.


“There it is, Roger, look. Fairhope Pier! We’re gonna catch some fish.”


“Fih.”


“Yes, Fih. And plenty of them if we hurry.”


During his years practicing law, he and Margery had been rooted in Mobile across the bay, picking up a weekend cottage in this water-front village. When Vanessa went off to college they’d expanded the cottage, making it their full-time home, Hank commuting the half hour into Mobile, handling cases on the Fairhope side of the bay, too. He’d spent his first hours drinking coffee with Margery and reading the news, checking the weather in the Netherlands and the price of air travel though he hadn’t set foot there in the decades since his escape. But he was too busy to venture down that dark path again. During his career the glimpse of old men languishing on a pier on a workday morning made him shake his head at the thought of folks whose productive lives were over.


Now he could not get to his spot fast enough, his heart leaping with the sight of every mullet net spinning out in a golden circle.


They arrived at the top of the bluff, the sidewalk leading down to the pier in a long curve. The water was slick.


Pelicans swooped and plummeted to scoop up shiny menhaden before flapping aloft again. “What a show!” he exclaimed to Roger. “They fly together, a family, just like us.” He started to tell him of the legend that a pelican, if her chicks were starving, would pierce her own breast to feed them her blood. But he didn’t want to scare him. “They’ll do anything for the babies, like I will, like your Mommy. She loves you.”


“Mommy.”


Down by the marker for the founding of the single tax colony in 1894, past the rose garden fountain they made their way.


At the pier’s start he saw the Flounder King and the retired butcher nicknamed Cap’n and the man who spoke through a hole in his throat called Ol’ Fella and the Rev. Jonathan Blue, forever mourning his son, all focused on their endeavors. Roger was captivated by the Flounder King in his straw hat. Even as they kept walking down the pier, Roger was turning his head to watch the lean old-timer walking along the railing dragging his line.


“Look here,” said Hank. He saw Roger gazing back over his shoulder. “No matter. You’ll come around.”


They got toward the end of the pier, to a spot the regulars knew was Hank’s, and settled in. “You sit here.” Hank lifted out the ice chest and set it down and patted the lid. Roger took his position.


“Now,” Hank said, “we prepare.”


How he loved the swirl of the netting rising over his arm, its folds like Margery’s skirt slipped off, bunched against the sofa.


He lengthened out part of it, shook out the kinks, making sure the weights on the hem hung free, and trained his gaze on the bay.


Roger, on the edge of the ice chest, was a very good boy.


“Know what I’m looking for?”


Roger sat motionless, staring out, then turned his eyes to Gradee.


“Look there, son.”


Even though the sky was cloudless, a patch of darkness moved swiftly over the water as if a fragment of cloud blown across the sky were casting a shadow.


“It’s a spirit breathing on the water.”


The spirit raced toward them and Hank rocked back then forward, letting the net fly.


The orb of light on the Prinsengracht Canal from his childhood window, the turn in the Alabama River at Selma when he was a teen, the full moon rising across the woods from the bay —all the patterns of his life blending into this near perfect “o” of netting that turned straight down and lassoed the bay.


There was a shimmer of silver beneath the surface. “Look, Roger!”


Hank pulled on the cord attached to the net and the glimmers showed themselves as the rounded heads of fish. The net became a loose sack brought high over the water until Hank drew it all the way up, gave it a yank, and the bag came over the railing and plopped down on the wharf.


Roger got up cautiously, bending to the creatures, holding one hand out, a tiny finger pointing at the eye of the biggest mullet, the fish lying still as if paralyzed by the light, Roger’s finger getting closer until Hank said, “Don’t poke his eye now, that’d be mean,” the fish sighing, already resigned, it seemed, to whatever bizarre fate it had encountered on what had begun as a sunstruck, swimmable morning.


The mullet gave one violent spasm, flopping up as if a flying fish and Roger was off, his little legs churning, no longer the tyke lollygagging on the walk but a four-year-old making a dash for the railing, up and over it now.


Arms and legs flailing, he was airborne for a long moment as Hank gasped and raised his hands as if to cup Roger’s head in a Sabbath blessing—“God bless you and keep you”—the boy seeing who knows what sunlight, bay, twirling nets, sailboat masts, looping gulls all far from the evil eye of the fish. Then he dropped straight down.


That Hank’s heart might give out was of no concern only that he go flying over the railing too.


But then he saw a small agile form beating him there, the woman’s leg over the railing in a seamless move like a hurdle jumper, and Lupita was in the air, thick black hair flying upward as she plummeted down and, by the time Hank got to the spot, bobbing up with the boy in her arms.


“Oh, Lupita, Lupita, thank you.” Hank felt the tears streaming down his face. “Lord, thank you.” He tasted their salt, the bitter herbs of an old man’s neglect.


“Lo siento, lo siento.”


I am sorry, Lupita kept repeating, soon able to stand in the shallows, carting Roger along.


A small crowd quickly gathered, the Flounder King, the all-night sitters, the Brown brothers and Ol’ Fella, all pushing around.


Lupita came ashore holding Roger, squeezing him tight, then setting him down. The boy uttered nothing, but pressed up against her.


Hank squatted until he was eye to eye with his grandson, reaching out to him. The child looked at him shyly, then went to him.


“It was because of Julio,” said Lupita. “My brother.”


Hank nodded, not understanding her reference, but happy just to be holding Roger who relaxed against him now.


“The police came to my house, buscándole. Looking for him. Oh, Mr. Hank. Necesito su ayuda.”


Ayuda. Help.


“Anything for you, Lupita. You saved my boy’s life.”


“Julio, la policía, the police, they say they are looking for the man who did a killing last night.”




2
JULIO


ON THE DIRT LANE BEHIND the small house, he moved through the lifting darkness, the blue light of the sheriff’s car cutting swatches through the misty dawn. The light from Lupita’s room shone like a fading beacon behind him. He had gone there long enough to change his bloody shirt, grab a jacket against the October chill, and somehow lie down and sleep a fitful hour or two, the violence on the seventeenth green—the golfer’s white polo shirt turning red with blood, the man’s hand twisting toward him, cash spilling onto the ground—surreal in his head, a grotesque dream that had taken him over and not let go. Why had he thought they wouldn’t look for him here?


It had been a late afternoon like any other, knocking off at 5 p.m. from his day on the grounds crew at the resort hotel, taking the short cut by the lush camellia garden that looked out to the sweeping fair-ways of the hotel’s golf course, the big oaks casting long shadows like ghosts stalking the last players scooting by in their carts. He was behind his usual schedule, though, having lingered to visit with a Honduran newcomer, typically home by five thirty in the dormitory at the resort perimeter if not traversing the four miles to his sister’s for a hot meal and falling asleep in front of the TV watching her telenovelas. Rather than go by the work shed to leave off his serrated garden knife he carried it on his belt, sheathed and ready for the next morning. The boys in the Tulane sweatshirts—he’d seen them the day before, too. “Hola, amigo,” one had shouted and waved him over as they stopped their golf cart on their way back to the clubhouse. “¿Cómo se llama usted? My Spanish is pretty damn good, huh?”


“My name is Julio,” he answered in his rudimentary English.


“¿Usted de Méjico”


“Honduras,” he had answered.


“We love Roatan,” they chimed, stopping the cart. “Good ganja, too. You want?”


He knew “ganja,” from the Jamaicans who worked in the kitchen.


He’d looked around to make sure no supervisors were watching and stepped closer to them. He’d overstayed his work visa, but no one would bother him unless he was picked up for smoking pot, or another infraction. He was too valuable, he knew, in his cheap but tireless toil.


He sucked on the joint, passing it back and forth to the college boys still seated in the cart who went on about how good the fishing was off the coast of his country. One held out his cell phone for a group selfie, motioned for him to lean in tight, saying, “Peace, Julio,” and all three made the peace sign. “Keep the faith, hombre,” they yelled as the cart zoomed off. He’d continued on, the sinsemilla already setting him atilt.


“Help me!”


In the encroaching dusk the words had been low and plaintive, coming from the course, and he’d hurried to see who called out. The golfer alone on the green, holding onto the pin, wavered before Julio, the pot turning the fairway into liquid green that he stepped across, faster now.


There was no one else on the fairways, only the arcing shapes of the trees, wraiths spilling over the sand trap, onto the clipped grasses.


“Help me.”


The golfer’s white polo shirt was turning deep red, the blood soaking the fabric, his red pants like the bright flash of a cardinal that came from the nearby woods.


Julio thought to yell out, but the man seemed to utter his name, and crumpled bills spilled from his pockets, a ball of fifties and hundreds in his grip. It was as though he were handing it all to Julio.


He smelled sweat and grass and the unmistakable stench of whiskey, too, and the man, uttered, “Take it,” he thought—could it be?—dropping the bills, and reaching out to grab him.


He felt himself in the crush of the golfer’s embrace—beefy, hot, the man beginning to sag—and it was as though he were being pulled down into the earth, the clipped golf course a maw sucking them both in.


He heard a voice inside, “Run,” and was holding a stranger sinking down, his face so familiar now, like other golfers he’d seen liquored up, lit with booze and betting.


Run.


A wooziness overtook Julio and the golfer falling to the ground, blood seeping into the green around him, seemed unreal, and he watched his own hand grabbing at the cash, sensing he might need it for the long haul ahead. Had the golfer said “Take it?” Had he said, “Run?”


He looked around frantically. With no phone he thought to reach into the golfer’s pocket and find his, calling 911, or just shouting for help. But then he saw a distant figure, another worker, who’d emerged from a distant sand trap and was yelling at him. From his right, a flash of red again—a hurtling redbird?—and his feet were in motion.


Through the gloom he raced, into a construction area where the hotel was building condos, into a partially built residence, its walls sheltering him against prying eyes. In the far distance he was aware of the whoop of sirens and then it stilled, like the night, the dampness circling him round.


When there was no movement anywhere, no sound, he found himself leaning back against a wall and closing his eyes before the golfer loomed before him. Only the wads of cash crumpled up in his pocket made him realize what had happened. The stench of sweat and whiskey, the man’s oily skin and pomade of his hair, his chunky arms clutching him, holding tight, then grip loosening—the kaleidoscope of sensations coursed through him.


“Lupita,” he said, and started toward her home, past stately houses at the perimeter of the resort, through shadows beyond the reach of streetlights, farther into the county where red brick ranch houses stood on clearings and a barbecue smokehouse was dark and shuttered. He turned into the woods to follow a back path to Lupita’s, the hooting of barred owls and racket of crickets his company. When he got caught in a tangle of vines he pulled out his knife, its sheath covered in the golfer’s blood. Ripping at the vines he sliced his finger, his blood spooling onto the knife. He wiped the blade on the sheath and hurled it into the overgrowth, slipping the sheath off his belt and pitching it into a watery ditch.


Arriving at a clearing the stars revolved overhead like he was walking to his house in San Pedro Sula, his mother in the kitchen awaiting him, a lunch bag packed like he was heading off to school instead of the US, where his grandfather had found him work with a chain of resort hotels. He knew what his mother would say: “La policía. Vete a la policía,” go to the police, but he would answer, “No me fio de la poli,” I don’t trust the cops. How could he when so many were on the take? Some controlled by the very gangs they were battling? Lupita had told him it was otherwise in the US, that here the police could help you, too.


“Ten fe en Dios,” Mama’s words reverberated. Have faith in God. He would go to the police right away and tell them what had happened.


He did not want to arrive there soaked in death.


At his sister’s, he stripped off his shirt and changed into other clothes he kept there and thought to rouse her. But he felt an enormous fatigue, like the marijuana lassoing him in its own net, and lay down for a few minutes. The darkness covered him like a cowl, safe, warm, secure.


He woke with a start as the blue lights flickered through the air and knew that if he were picked up he’d have no story they’d believe and he’d be thrown into an Alabama jail, or worse, sent home for judgment, his work papers expired, where the Scorpions gang would hunt him down as they had vowed.


If he could just make it as far as New Orleans.


Heading out from Lupita’s, her house trailer next to open land, he went from stand to stand of trees, racing across a field where a boy in pajamas on his porch like a red-haired goblin shouted, “There’s a man playing chase in the yard.” Julio veered away toward the road, glancing behind to see the boy inside the house with his mother looking out from parted curtains. The sun rose and he stayed an hour in a barn, then took off down another road where the turf farms stretched to both sides, Latino men rolling up the grass like coils of carpet. Here is where Immigration and Customs Enforcement looked the other way he knew, ICE authorities downing beer and boiled shrimp with the landowners at the seafood joints, their kids dating each other in high school. It was not until the word came from above that it was time to crack down, candidates for office decrying the crime of illegal immigration, local authorities pushed by the feds—tolerancia cero, zero tolerance, was the new mandate—that the white cars with ICE logos would roar up, sending the Mexicans and Guatemalans and Salvadorans and Hondurans scooting off into the fields. Then the tension eased off, it always seemed, and Spanish voices rose again bending, cutting, picking over the lush, coastal terrain.


Which way to the skiff he and Paco had bought for a pittance from a Colombian being deported? They’d tied it up in a tributary leading to Fish River then out to the bay. He’d recently filled the gas canisters for the 25 hp outboard, enough juice to get him across the bay to the Mississippi Sound where he could refuel before heading to Louisiana. Being waterborne, hugging the barrier islands— Dauphin, Horn, Petit Bois, Cat, Ship Island—was his best way to hide.


He came to a crossroads near a gas station where a sheriff’s car sat idling. Was it a sign? His mother had spoken to him, as they’d walked home from church, how Jesus set out signs to heed, like street signals, she’d said, showing the way. “Solo necesitas leerlos,” she explained. All you need to do is read them.


“My name is Julio Blanco. I work at the Bayfront Resort and Golf Club. Last night I found a man on the golf course stabbed in the chest, bleeding, crying for anyone, dying. I went to help him. He grabbed me, held me in his arms. I was afraid. I ran. God sent me to him, I now know, for a purpose. I am here to tell you what happened, to tell you the truth.”


As a pickup truck zoomed by at breakneck speed the sheriff set off his siren, though, and peeled off behind, disappearing around a far bend.


That was the sign.


Julio cut across fields now, stepping through stalks stripped of their corn, to the back of a barnyard where chickens clucked and scattered and a man appeared on his back porch, shotgun in hand, demanding, “What you want round here?”


“I want to work,” Julio lied in his best English.


“No work here. Git!”


Julio backed away, walked at a steady pace to the road, and soon recognized the path by the cotton field leading to the creek. He saw the sheriff’s patrol car returning from its chase.


He ducked into the cotton field, surrounded by hip-high stalks, and moved through it crouching down for cover. The siren whooped. Another car came from a second direction.


He was a fugitive now, leaving the scene of a murder he did not commit but fleeing like he had. How had God, the protector who watched out for them all, his mother claimed, set him on this path that had taken him to the dark circle ruled by Satan, he now believed, where he’d felt a man’s last breath against his neck, sensed the life draining out of him like water shaken from a net?


He found his way back to the path to the creek, locating the skiff. He jumped in, untied the line, squeezed the priming bulb to gas up the motor, and pulled the starter cord. The engine blasted on. He opened the throttle and coursed toward the river, knowing he’d soon find the salvation of the wide-open bay.




3
VANESSA


AT THE BEACON HOME FOR Women, Vanessa ran her mop in “S” patterns down the hallway, pushing the wet tangle by the cafeteria and toward the common room. “I need to update my CV,” she said to herself. “Salutatorian, Andrew Jackson High. Honors graduate, Vassar College. JD, NYU Law. Inmate, Beacon Home for Druggies and Drunks.”


Residents of the center for substance and alcohol abuse were called “clients,” which made no distinction between those who’d checked in on their own—stressed-out PTA moms, unhappy young marrieds, grandmothers who couldn’t stand one more day of pretend—and those, like Vanessa, sent to the Beacon as an alternative to doing time. “Inmate” was more accurate for her, she knew. Two DUIs, the second resulting in the near crash of a motorist who careened off the road when Vanessa had swerved into the oncoming lane—that was enough, in addition to her onerous fine, for a sentence up to a year, most likely at Tutwiler, the women’s prison upstate. It had been humiliating but essential to turn to her eighty-two-year old father for help, making her feel like a child again. Putting away his fisherman clothes and donning his old seersucker suit, he’d escorted her to the courtroom and asked for leniency. The judge had admonished Vanessa, “You have a son to raise, a great education, and so much to contribute to our community. This behavior has got to stop.” He’d directed her to a long stint at the Beacon, where work and chapel, along with group therapy sessions, was a mandate.


That she had given over care of Roger to her father, with the help of Lupita, had caused her to weep uncontrollably the first night at the clinic, but she also knew—and said in the group circle—that Gradee, as Roger called him, was a monumental figure in the boy’s life. And Lupita, in her employ since Roger’s birth, was like his big sister and second mother. Any chance Mack would get custody was out of the question. The same demons that had taken her down had destroyed her ex, too, bourbon his vice, vodka hers. Bloody Marys at lunch, martinis at happy hour, vodka tonics to herald sunset near Fairhope Pier. Alcohol heightened Mardi Gras, Fourth of July, college football kickoffs, any occasion a good reason for pouring a libation.


“The nightcaps,” she told her group. “It got to the point that without them we couldn’t even be intimate.”


“What was really going on?” the facilitator asked.


“You’re asking if that’s what we had in common?” Vanessa questioned aloud. “Our fuel?”


“Only you know the answer.”


She had begun to wonder, indeed, what the answer was to the question put to her by other residents—why did you throw it all away? “The vodka,” she’d say.


But they pressed her, “It’s just a symptom, not a cause.”


She’d fallen for Mack on a trip home one winter break during her senior year of college, she told them, captivated by his radiant smile, his easy athleticism, his buoyant way of heading off for a jog or leaping headlong into the bay for a half-mile swim. That he’d mostly sat on the bench as a third-string quarterback for the Crimson Tide made no difference to his being a hometown hero, a big-time stockbroker on the local scene his first year out of school. He’d invited her to a Mardi Gras ball and she found herself in a circle of socialites she’d only known from a distance growing up.


With Mack there was no mournful casting back to the grimness of the concentration camps, no sadness, like a ship’s wave, washing over them every time a mention of Amsterdam came about. She’d grown up in lower Alabama but had not really felt part of it, eager to go north to college, never thinking she’d return home for good until meeting him. It had been fun to share with her roommates in Poughkeepsie tales of her lark with a hometown boy. Then when she was in law school at NYU he’d come to see her in the city and had waxed eloquent before a Rembrandt at the Met—he’d done his homework on the Dutch masters of her father’s native land—and she felt carried away. He sketched, too, quick renderings of joggers in Central Park and tourists at Times Square and replications, while standing before them, of his beloved Rembrandts and Vermeers.


“You didn’t see that sensitivity right at first,” she told the group. “He kind of kept it tucked away, for me. It was pretty amazing.”


When they’d married he’d yearned for a son, and when Roger was born his baby gifts were “Roll Tide” onesies and a football signed by Mack’s famous coach.


She told of a night, a few years earlier, after a booze-flowing dinner party, when their friends started talking about the first moment little Eddie or Bobby had held his head up without help, or discovered his feet, or taken a first step. Beautiful but all-too-quiescent Roger was already so far behind. She and Mack had gone into his room after the party and leaned over the crib, watching him sleep, and Mack had burst into tears. She’d tried to comfort him, but he turned away.


At two years old when Roger could hardly throw a ball, two and a half when he could not keep up with other toddlers racing across the yard, Mack grew more distant still.


“He said to me,” she told the group, “he said, ‘When you were expecting, you were fucking’—I hate this word, and I hate him saying it—‘trashed.’ Was it my fault? Is that what he was telling me!?


“I cursed him. He backed off. I couldn’t admit to my father, who was grieving my mom, how Mack was treating me. I was their future. I tried harder, but something had changed.


“I got pregnant again. But after seven weeks”—she shook her head—“it wasn’t meant to be. Mack didn’t say a word. Every evening after work I’d read Mother Goose to Roger then start into my Grey Goose. By now Mack would rather spend time with Jack Daniel’s than with me.”


She’d found comfort in telling these stories to the other residents and didn’t mind when they said they were praying for her—she was used to that expression having grown up in the Deep South—but the “Righteous Path of Jesus,” part of the Beacon’s stated mission, didn’t sit well with her either. It made her envision a twelve-step program to heaven, even though the director, nicknamed Crazy Betty when they first met in high school, said the clinic respected all faiths. “Not Christian but Christ-centered,” Betty said. “Just think of His teachings.”


A heathen among the believers—that’s always what she would be as the lone Jew, she knew. Why did she ever imagine it would be otherwise? That the clients were joined in their bad behavior, their folly wrecking marriages and careers, made for a higher calling, though. Sin provided a stronger bond than virtue.


Having mopped as far as the dorm rooms she looked up to see Crazy Betty hurrying toward her, announcing, “Phone call!”


“It’s not phone hours, is it?”


“Your father. You can take it in the office.”


She felt herself crumpling, the fear she lived with, a young woman’s dread, an old dad’s looming mortality, descending over her again. The story oft told by the family of how Vanessa had been the best forty-eighth birthday gift of all to Hank from her mom, a miraculous forty-one, brought smiles to everyone but her. She’d been named Vanessa for both her paternal grandmothers—the one she never knew, Vida, murdered at Auschwitz, and Violet, who welcomed her with big hugs and sweet iced tea in Selma, at the house where her dad was raised. Vanessa’s was the weird family tree in eighth grade, the multiple grandparents, the vanished uncles, aunts, and cousins, all listed at her father’s insistence. At high school graduation her friends asked which grandfather Hank was, and she blushed when saying he was her dad. Seventy-six when she married Mack, the look on his face when he gave her away—that softest kiss on her cheek, his warm hug—made her wish he was young again. That he could still knock heads in court then, facing off prosecutors two generations younger, gave her heart, though, that he would be with her and her son for a very long time.


“Daddy, what is it?”


“I need you to know something.”


“What’s wrong?”


“It’s OK now.”


“Are you sick? Is it your heart?”


“It’s not about me.”


“Tell me then!”


“This morning I took Roger to the pier with me.”


“Oh, God.”


“He’s fine now.”


“Why did you take him!”


“Lupita was late.”


“Couldn’t have you waited for her? You and your damn fishing.”


“Roger loves going with me.”


“What happened, Daddy?” She was shaking.


“Lupita got there, to the pier. I just didn’t want you to hear it from somebody else.”


“Did something happen to my boy?”


“He got startled, you know how he can be. He started running from me.”


She had a picture in her mind, his little legs churning, his face stricken with fear. He needs his mother. He needs his mother.


“Before I knew it—I tried to stop him—he grabbed hold of the railing, he’s so small, I didn’t think he could get over, he grabbed hold of the railing.”


“He jumped?”


The walls of the Beacon closed in on her, the confines no respectable parent should have to feel, no decent mother should have pressing closer still, keeping her from her child.


“He didn’t hurt himself.”


“He can’t swim!”


“And then Lupita was there. Jumping in too, grabbing hold of him, bringing him to the beach.”


“Could he breathe OK?”


“Breathe, yes, he thought it was an adventure!”


“I need to get out of here, Daddy.”


“You know what Judge Myron ordered.”


“Get me out of here. Please. I can’t stand it.”


She heard him say that the woman she’d forced into a ditch with her drunken recklessness was now complaining about shoulder and neck pain but held off suing knowing that Vanessa was in what she called, “a good Christian rehab. It makes it easier to forgive her.”


“I need out!”


“Vanessa, mijn schatje,” he said, his Dutch endearment, my loved one. “It could be so much worse. So very much.”


“Always be worse, you’re a broken record, but this is pretty damn bad, too.”


He put Roger on the phone and she repeated, “I love you, I love you, I love you.”


“Mommy bye.”


Crazy Betty came to the door and tapped her watch.


She started back with her mop, only a short while until the day’s first meeting. At the end of the hallway was a door to the wide world beyond. WARNING. DO NOT OPEN. ALARM WILL SOUND.


She cleaned up to its edge, then hearkened to the clinic’s bell. She stowed her cleaning supplies and, insides churning, so much new to share, headed to group session.




4
STRANGERS’ FACES


AFTER PARKING ON MAIN STREET, as Hank headed to Jewel’s Café, he felt menace roiling the air. The victim’s name, Beau Shepherd, spun the atmosphere like a hurricane bearing down. As a criminal lawyer Hank had immersed himself in the details of destructive acts, witnessing families, whole communities, ripped apart by violence. Whatever happened—a shooting, a beating, a fatal car crash—the world of those caught up in it, no matter the judicial outcome, was never the same. His serene village, with its verdant bluff above the glittering bay, its police blotter a usual litany of petty crimes, was in shock—Beau Shepherd, a local contractor and former state legislator, had met a gruesome fate on a tranquil October day.


On the phone to Vanessa he had said nothing of Julio—why should he throw her into a panic about Lupita’s family?—hoping, as he told Lupita, “they’re just following all the leads.” Why had Julio disappeared, though? “Sus papeles,” Lupita said. “His papers.” He’d urged her to head home to wait for word, but she wanted to stay at his house, caring for Roger. She would leave early to get to five o’clock Mass.


In the café he recognized Beau’s full, ruddy face in the photo of the Tuesday regulars near the cash register. Riley, the longtime waitress, showed him to a booth.


“Poor Mister Beau,” Riley said. “Whoever did this”—she poured him coffee—“look at me, I’m shaking, will damn sure pay.”


A mounted TV showed Shepherd shaking hands with the governor in Montgomery, then a loop of the plane crash in Africa that had almost claimed his life four years ago.


Hank knew the Africa tragedy well. At the pier, over and again, the Rev. Jonathan Blue—Pastor Blue to his fishing buddies—had recounted the accident that ripped away his son.


Pastor Blue’s church, Bay Jubilation, had set out for Uganda on an annual mission trip, headquartered in Kampala. With Pastor Blue unable to make the African journey, Zach Blue, his son, was teamed up with Beau Shepherd, a board member, and two other congregants, to explore new destinations to carry the word of Christ. On a small plane chartered from Kampala they set out to far-flung areas, scouting for future mission homes. The Piper Cherokee plummeted into a remote mountainside.


After two days, at the crash site in dense jungle, the bodies of the pilot and other members of the church team were recovered. But Zach disappeared. That Shepherd, dehydrated and near starved, had found his way back to a village after three days, became the stuff of legend. He said his prayers for a miracle had been answered. “I never saw Zach after we crashed,” Shepherd said.


But Blue was convinced his son had survived. “God spoke to me,” the pastor said.


Sometimes, with Hank, he’d lean against the pier railing and look out at the sun saturating the horizon with its deep colors at end of day. “I feel he’s out there, still, somewhere.”


The pastor had traveled twice to Uganda on his own since the crash, to no avail. No trace of his son. No word.


Blue’s marriage had fallen apart, he’d stepped down from his pulpit at Bay Jubilation and started spending time on the pier about the same time as Hank. Their connection had deepened when Hank told him how often he imagined his parents were alive. Somewhere. His last image of them was in front of the deportation center for Jews in Amsterdam as they embraced him with fervor, the guards taking him and other children for incarceration in the school across the street. The youths, too, were soon sent on to the camps in Germany and Poland, except those, like Hank, who escaped. He’d repeated the story often to Blue how he’d never seen his mother and father again. But even when he was on a ship to America, soon with new parents in this strange place called Alabama, he imagined they were coming for him. “I am over eighty and I sometimes wake thinking I am a boy and they are coming in my door.”


Riley broke his reverie. “Fried chicken today, Mr. Hank?”


“Just the coffee, thank you.”


“I don’t blame you. Who can eat with all this going on? I can just see Mr. Beau sitting there at his favorite corner table, big, friendly, proud of being sober. He wasn’t ashamed. He took up drinking after that Africa thing, then went cold turkey.”


“I’ll be.”


It was one of those Southern expressions like “I declare” or “bless your heart” Hank had mastered in Selma, a polite invitation for the speaker to keep on.


“I used to bring him sweet tea, adding extra sugar, he needed something to get him going, but last time I saw him, poor thing”— Riley made a motion like tilting a glass—“he was backsliding. You could smell the bourbon on him from here to Biloxi. Rest his sweet soul.”


Had Beau been inebriated on the seventeenth green? Hank made a mental note of it. That Julio might be a suspect was still a possibility. The cops would cast their net wide, especially if it involved what they called “illegals.” The politicians got too much traction out of it.


He finished up and departed Jewel’s, driving to the water.


On the pier he found the men clumped in a small group, talking. Even the Brown brothers, whose attention was always focused on the water, had joined the gab.


“Cash. Lots of it. That sucker loved to bet.”


Hank heard the words and moved in closer.


“He fucked me over once, I’ll tell you.”


“Somebody got back at him.”


“Whoever it was is a dumb motherfucker, out on a golf course. Broad daylight. Had to be a stranger, one of the Spanish guys works there. They like that”—T. Brown made a lunging motion—“blade work.”


“Hey, Dutch.”


He wasn’t aware they’d noticed him. Over the years he’d been retired each man had turned to him with a legal question about some daily drama—a son’s divorce, a title dispute, a threatened home foreclosure. It was a long sight from defending a man indicted for capital murder to dispensing advice about child support or workmen’s comp, but what he gave them, he knew, was often all they got. “The way I see it,” he’d begin, ending with, “but you need to consult an attorney in that field.” Few did.
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