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				May the harbor reject you, may the ferry landing reject you! May you who used to walk its shores be denied its shores!

				—The Epic of Gilgamesh (trans. Maureen Gallery Kovacs)

				The God of the Flood

				still lives here.

				—J. Bruce Fuller, “The Dissenter’s Ground”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chenière Disparue, Louisiana

				1893

			
			The inhabitants of Chenière Disparue had a reputation for sloppy living. They ate whatever, married whomever. On Sundays, they sometimes went to sea or danced or gambled. Too lazy, it was said, to go up the bayou for wood, they had cut down the protective oak trees on their barrier island, cleared a path for Gulf winds and storm surge. They were Cadiens, the French-speaking descendants of the rollicking, complacent Acadians expelled from New France more than a century before, and also, as legend had it, of Caribbean pirates who had hidden themselves in the shifting mazes of the saltwater marsh that surrounded Chenière Disparue and had given the wooded ridge its name: It was a place for lost men, disappeared men, or those who wanted to be.

			The proclivity for piracy lived on. In hard years, Noé Terrebonne, the great-great-grandson of Acadian exiles, would do a bit of smuggling for Li Shan, the Chinese proprietor of a shrimp-drying platform on Bayou André, in the marsh northwest of Chenière Disparue. From time to time, Li Shan would offer Noé a sum impressive to a fisherman to sail his lugger—a forty-foot vessel made for the shallower waters of home—into the Gulf to meet a ship bound for New Orleans. Noé and his sons would take on cargo from this ship, barrels that they would stow in the hold among the hills of oysters or shrimp, padded all around with damp palmetto leaves to keep them cool. In these barrels: men and women from China, the Philippines.

			And once, when his son cried out the approach of inspectors, Noé Terrebonne was only a good enough man to think first of his wife and children, of his two sons on the boat who would also bear the consequences should they be found out. He did as Li Shan had told him: He and his boys hugged between them one barrel at a time, apologized in French through the air holes they had drilled in the sides, and ignoring as best they could the muffled panic, the thudding and scratching, they heaved the barrels overboard into the Gulf.

			He had not seen their faces, had not passed a single word through those barrel staves until the end, and he never spoke of it again, but his sons did, much later, as though it had happened to someone else. Through the generations, Noé’s descendants would never forget what Noé’s sons could never forget: the meek and sickening glug-glug-glug-glug as water swallowed man and barrel both.

			

			—

			When the great storm came in 1893, it was easy enough for reporters to turn the story into one of human, not natural, evil—of negligence or decadence or felony—treading carefully only because so many had died: more children than adults, more women than men.

			Still, so many newspaper accounts told it this way: On the night of the storm, seeing the darkening skies over the Gulf and the violent waves that broke on the sands of their secluded barrier isle, the Cadiens of Chenière Disparue clucked their tongues at the weather, and then, ignoring every sign of impending doom, calmly set about their customary hedonism—dancing, spreading gossip, betting on a game of galosh—until their walls began to shudder and a fifteen-foot storm surge burst through the doors and drowned them all, the sad, unwitting souls who had thought themselves invisible to the vengeful hand of God. It was tragic, of course, but given the obvious certainty that one day the sea would rise up and wipe them away, they had no business settling on this shifting landscape in the first place. The houses and farms, the gestures at permanence: all folly and hubris. Why not speak the truth that everyone was thinking?

			It served those Cadiens a little bit right.

			The mundane details of October 1, 1893, were mostly forgotten in the storytelling, eclipsed by the doomful storm, except that the weather was decidedly unstrange. How could the skies—a gentle morning rain and then so lovely an afternoon—fail to warn them? How could no command come from on high to build an ark, to gather their animals and loved ones?

			After shrimping the shallows of the bay, Noé spent the morning selling his haul to Li Shan. Li Shan, like Noé, was sixty-some years old, a patriarch. He knew his business. Catch, boil, salt, sell. The son of a Cantonese fisherman, he had crossed the Pacific for the promise of gold in California, and when white miners drove him from his claim, he took up the profession of his forefathers, fishing the waters of Monterey Bay. And when white fishermen drove him from that livelihood too, he went east to New Orleans—the Civil War was over—then on down the Mississippi River and through the twisting waterways beyond, into the treeless, brackish marshes to the southwest. Eighty miles from New Orleans as the pelican flies, but so much longer by boat. For ten years now, Chinese had been banned from immigrating to this country. No Chinese could naturalize. If he went home to see his old mother and his sisters, he would have to leave all this—and his Indian wife and children—forever.

			Those men and women in barrels? It wasn’t only a mercenary venture.

			Together, these two men stood under the awning of Li Shan’s commissary and watched Noé’s boys shovel their catch from the hold of the lugger into baskets on the wharf. The lugsail rippled and popped overhead. The tide was going out fast, pushed back into the Gulf by the wind. The last heat of summer went with it.

			Noé negotiated with Li Shan in a pidgin mix of French, English, and Cantonese as the workers fanned out on the wobbling platform, slipping on the slick bodies and shells of the catch. The ripe salt-sea smell, raw and delicious and foul, that rose up from the platform and haunted the marsh for miles around, was today tamped down by the freshwater air blowing down from the north. The workers on the platform were Asian, black, Houma Indian, a few destitute Cadiens. Which of these men arrived here in barrels hidden on Noé’s own boat? Whose wives or brothers had he drowned?

			

			—

			By the time Noé and his sons were back home and had moored the boat to their wharf on the narrow pass that separated Chenière Disparue from the mainland, the last low clouds of the front hung over the Gulf. Noé’s wife had been to Mass that morning with the younger children, and now they were home again. She stood on the porch of her house—pristine white and smelling of sap, built last spring with money from Li Shan—and she peered into the barrels that collected rainwater from the gutters. As Noé came across the front patch of yard, she proclaimed as though it were an omen, “I y a un rat!” She scooped out the dead rat with a bucket, handed the bucket to Noé, and then almost wiped her hands on the front of her Sunday dress.

			Noé returned to the wharf and slung the dead rat across the water. He helped his sons gather up the seine nets, and the three of them went around back of the house, where they would drape the nets over the corral fence to dry. Noé’s horse huddled against the work shed. One of Noé’s younger boys stood on a ladder under the orange tree, plucking fruit from the branches and chucking them to the ground, scattering the chickens.

			Noé and his sons looked up at the sky to watch five pelicans fly northward, away from the Gulf. Silent and purposeful, the pelicans cut through a raucous chaos of gulls at the end of the wharf and glided on into the marsh. The gulls flew inland, indecisive. They circled the church tower just to the west; their calls joined for a while with the nine bright peals of the noontime Angelus. Finally, they, too, disappeared into the marsh.

			

			—

			At twilight, the bell began to toll again, erratic, like a spoon pinging the side of a coffee cup. The sound hung, tinny, above the steady roar of the wind that had risen as Noé’s wife was laying out dinner. The younger sons were in their attic room, the oldest out somewhere, wooing the Guidry girl or playing cards with her brothers—when a stronger gust slapped the house. Dishes rattled in the cupboards. Another gust hit the southern wall, and there was a crash as something—a tree limb?—flew hard into the steep slope of the roof, then clattered down, scraping against the shingles. Off in the distance, the church bell tolled one wavering note, was silent, tolled another.

			Noé’s wife called her children down from the attic, wrapped them in blankets, and made them huddle under the table.

			Noé said, It’s too late to leave.

			But he went out anyway, leaned and pushed fifty paces into the gale until he could see the waves rise up and crash against the shore. The wharf was swallowed completely, and his lugger listed so far to starboard he could see the bare plane of the deck. No rain yet, but across the water, the whispery glow from the setting sun lit the northern face of the storm.

			Inside, they crouched against the noise of the wind. The house was creaking and groaning, but Noé knew the strength of every crossbeam, having placed each one himself, and the house, he believed, would hold. It was a bad storm, but they had seen storms. Only five weeks before, another one hit farther west, and in no memory, living or recorded, had two storms struck the same coast in one season. Even if it was bad, how bad could it be? But there was water coming under the door and up through the cracks in the floor. Noé’s wife lifted the smaller children onto the table; the larger ones got themselves up on cupboards. Noé lit a lantern and another, gave one to his wife. If the flood came higher, they would go upstairs.

			When the water had soaked Noé’s boots and risen to his shins, something knocked against the door, or rather, someone did, and Noé’s wife slid away the bolt, and the door swung wide, sent waves through the flood that slapped against the cabinets and carried a pair of shoes across the room. It was their oldest son, huddled under his tented coat, sludge-soaked, and behind him, twenty or more people, a few gathered on the porch helping others out of the churning waters, men with children on their shoulders, women dragging their heavy, drenched skirts. They crowded Noé’s house, filled the place with the mineral smell of mud and sea. More than sixty of them had been pressed together in the Guidrys’ house, a bit higher on the ridge but nearer to the Gulf, when the house collapsed under the force of the wind. Somehow they got out, waded or swam toward the only light they saw.

			“Écoute!” said one. Do you hear that?

			It’s the bell.

			No, it isn’t.

			Or it was, but above the bell, a higher, quieter tone, rising up in swells and sinking, from no clear direction or from every direction: shouts, anguished cries.

			

			—

			Near midnight, the sea calmed, the wind died. The water drew back from the house, left a thick, stinking silt across the floor. Noé unlatched the door, stepped onto the porch with a few of the men. They heard now, in the distance, a whoop, and they whooped too, calling across the water. Noé lowered himself into the flood that lapped at the top step of the porch, about as high as it had ever risen before, and waded toward the floating white belly of his overturned bateau, tangled in the moorings of the lugger, which was still tied to the bare pilings of the wharf, though the wharf itself was gone.

			Above: a mess of stars, a thin moon. Everywhere: the mirroring flood. Noé set right the skiff, found a floating limb for a push pole. The men on the porch gave him a lantern and one of them, his neighbor Jean Guidry, jumped into the boat beside him. Guidry, at the prow, raised the lantern, revealed in the circle of light a bobbing tangle of sargassum weed, a swimming snake, a child’s cloth doll. And beyond the light: What? Noé followed the sound of voices, moved the skiff toward a flickering in the church tower. The storm, he knew, was only taking a breath. They didn’t have much time before the eye of the hurricane passed, an hour or two at most.

			“Icitte!” called a woman clinging to a barrel. Noé Terrebonne and Jean Guidry pulled her into the skiff. A little farther, and again, “Icitte! Aide-moi!”—this time an old man, a young man, a woman. Noé knew them all—Melfort and Hélène and Marie Gaspard, Léon Boudreaux, Rodolph Thériot, Lucien Picciola, and on and on—swept into his path from all over Chenière Disparue. He took them one by one into the boat until the boat was full; then he ferried them to his teeming house and went back out for more.

			They were near the church when the wind returned, now from the west, and set the bell to ringing again. Noé looked up toward the light in the steeple, where a silhouette—the priest—gestured toward a darkness in the water, and when Jean Guidry cast the lantern there, they saw it was a man—Basile Perrin, yes, that was Basile—holding on to the slippery hand of a girl and hugging a tree limb under one arm. The girl’s eyes were rolled back, her head kicked helplessly by waves.

			Noé leaned over the side of the boat, reached out with the oar. The water was breaking across the bow, the flood lifting them, the wind pushing them farther from the house. You can’t help her, shouted Noé. Basile, let her go. But the man would not let go, would not grab the oar, and he and the girl were swept away.

			

			—

			When the storm was again at its full raging strength, more than seventy people were sheltered in the Terrebonne house, brought there by Noé himself or having found their way, wading, swimming, paddling, afloat on unhinged doors, the ruins of their homes. They were packed into this house, in the damp, in the dark, shoulder to shoulder in the single ground-floor room, children riding the backs of their fathers, grandparents linked arm in arm to keep themselves upright, and outside was the wind, flood, roaring sea, and the bell in the distance, and here, Noé with his lantern, hip deep in flood, arguing—they could hear him in every corner of the house, above the wind, the hammering rain—with a group who wanted to leave, who did not trust this house to stand the storm. But where would they go? At least here was a roof. Yes, they said, a roof under which we might drown. A roof that will come down on our heads. More souls pushed toward the door. Noé stood his ground, blocked their passage. He held up the lantern, lit their faces.

			Here were his neighbors.

			When his wife led more than seventy up to the attic—impossible to imagine how they fit together under those eaves, crouched away from a hole the wind had blown in the roof, piled on each other’s laps, smelling each other’s terror—there were three who would not go. Two shouted at Noé to move aside. One folded her arms over her head, could not get her breath. The walls of the house tilted and groaned. The bell had stopped altogether, the church tower gone down. There was no time, there was no time. Noé left the three, went up to his wife and children and seventy neighbors, and downstairs they tugged at a door that would not open, and all at once, the walls gave. The upper floor came down on the lower.

			

			—

			A New Orleans newspaper printed a photograph of Noé Terrebonne taken in the days after the storm. The photo’s caption says, “Rescuers and Survivors from Chenière Disparue, 1893.” It is clear who is rescuer and who survivor. The men are gathered at a great plank of a table on the deck of a boat—a much bigger outfit than Noé’s lugger—one of the steamboats, surely, that came down from New Orleans loaded with food, clothes, ice, and, from the Board of Health, sacks of lime to scatter over the dead. The rescuers: four men in bowler hats, coats, and ties. One of them stands with fists on hips, listens—the mouth under his mustache in a pucker of Yes, yes, I see—to a seated man, another rescuer. They—these rescuers—are likely discussing practical things: how to navigate a bayou clogged with debris, on whom which task will fall when they reach the chenier. A survivor consults or simply listens. Or doesn’t listen but looks on.

			The survivor, Noé Terrebonne, wears the blank face a man wears when his wife, his children, cousins, neighbors, friends will be recorded as numbers only:

			
				
						
						 

					
						
						Lost

					
						
						Saved

					
				

				
						
						Broussard, Eraste

					
						
						10

					
						
						2

					
				

				
						
						Guidry, Jean

					
						
						2

					
						
						4

					
				

				
						
						Terrebonne, Noé

					
						
						0

					
						
						7

					
				

			

			Or no, the look on his face is exhaustion. He is alive. He has gone for and brought back help. There are bodies to bury, what’s left of his house to salvage: crossbeams, floorboards. He has been away for three days, carrying the news to New Orleans, northward through a tangled maze of bayous and flooded marsh, an eight-hour journey by boat under the best circumstances, so he does not know yet how many are gone. When he left, his wife was crouched on the slanting roof of their collapsed house, leaning out for an orange drifting on the floodwaters. A dozen more women, a few children, crowded behind her; they straddled the roof peak or lay reclined upon it. The men dropped into the flood, wading, chest deep, toward the places where their houses and boats used to be.

			At dawn, Noé found his own boat exactly where he’d moored it, mud-spattered but upright, afloat, and his neighbors wondered at this miracle as they would at the smaller miracles they would uncover in the next days; the mystery that spared their most fragile, most trivial possessions—teapots, porcelain icons, nestled perfectly intact in the mud or perched exactly as they had been, on the mantel of a still-upright chimney—but not the houses themselves, not their children and wives.

			Noé and his son traveled slowly up Voisin Canal toward Bay St. Honoré, steering around wreckage, afraid every moment of losing the canal and going aground. Noé’s son perched on the bow and called out directions to his father, around fallen trees, upturned boats, drowned cattle. On a dry ridge just above the waterline, they saw Eraste Broussard and his boy beneath a bare oak tree, looking up. The man raised his arms to a figure in the branches, a woman whose head drooped, hair loose, wet, falling forward across her face, her breasts. She was naked, her pale arms and legs not clutching but limp, caught.

			Broussard turned on his boy, swung an open hand into the boy’s ear. The boy staggered and fell into the mud. “Regarde-lé pas! Regarde-lé pas, mon fils-de-putain, va!” he shouted. He raised his fists to the two men passing in the boat. Don’t look at her, you sonofabitch. Broussard, a decent man by all accounts, generous with his neighbors, welcoming to strangers, had lost everyone and everything but this boy. The daughter in the tree, his wife, his elderly parents, and six more children besides. Meanwhile Noé, by some miracle or accident, had lost none. It wasn’t a question of deserving.

			On Bayou André, where Li Shan’s village had been: nothing. Just water, the tips of reeds, a floating mat of palmetto thatching that might have been someone’s roof. How swiftly and utterly a flood will erase a man’s guilt, or at least the tokens of it.

		

	
		
			
				Pelerin Parish, Louisiana

				2010
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				Wilford “Boy” Broussard

			
			If it’s good to eat, he’ll shoot it, never mind what the law says. That’s just his right, as he sees it. Gros becs, bec croches, hérons bleus. Wood ducks too, but there haven’t been many of those the last few years. He don’t pay no mind to all them rules that say kill three of this and none of that, a female this, a male that, and only during these particular months. He don’t waste his money on no lease nor license. Boy Broussard shoots or fishes for what he wants, wherever he wants, as long as he can eat it or sell it.

			He doesn’t brag, never mentions the salt-cured alligator hides rolled up behind a false wall at the old camp, or the sack of doves out of season, or the three dozen squirrels in the freezer. The bobcat pelts and coon tails. The owl skull on top of the TV. And anyhow, he doesn’t do it to brag. He does it to get by.

			He ought to have inherited the piece of marshland that had belonged to his forefathers, granted to his long-ago Acadian ancestor on his mama’s side, Louisana’s ur-Guidry, by the Spanish colonial government and handed down for almost two hundred years, even up to his parents’ generation. Boy’s mama would spend every winter out there with her sister and parents, piled up in a houseboat, trapping muskrats. If some part of that land had come to him as it should have, he would now be making bank on the extraction of oil. He might have become a hunter, trapper, fisherman, and pursuer of traditional arts for the pure shits and giggles of it instead of by necessity. Local color by choice. Meanwhile, the royalties would roll in. He’d have a house that was a proper house and not a fortified trailer on stilts. He’d have something to offer this daughter of his, suddenly in his life, twelve years old or thereabouts, with her always-astonished eyes and crumpled shoulders.

			Instead, by shenanigans too complicated to understand or explain, the land did not come to Boy and was now solely the property of his conniving uncle by marriage and his willfully ignorant aunt, Jacot and Rosa Terrebonne. Deeds and quitclaims and tax bills and mineral leases, a hurricane of paperwork that has nothing to do with the very simple fact of everyday use, of history, of what is right and just. But never mind all that. It gives him a headache, every damned time.

			Some inherit, others glean, and justice don’t enter into it. Louisiana law might say if you live on the land and use the land, it’s yours, squatter’s right and all that, but try proving it in court when all you’ve got for evidence is stories. And those stories say that his people have been here longer than American laws have been here, longer than plat maps and mineral rights and hunting leases. The Acadian people, that is, though he believes he might be a little bit Indian too. They all are, aren’t they, the folks down here? Houma, Spanish, German, African, Acadian, Creole. Chinese, even. All mixed up, speaking their wonky French. Who knows what all they are. Who knows in how many ways they have used and owned and forfeited the land under their feet. He’s read a good deal of history, not to mention what has been passed down, the family lore. You don’t need a college degree to figure this stuff out. You’d be surprised what you can pick up just poking around the library or keeping the radio tuned to talk that isn’t flat-out evangelism, which bores the hell out of him.

			Boy applied once for a roll card with the Houma Nation. He had a great-grandfather the family always claimed was Houma, and if that was so, the way Boy lived was just a matter of asserting his ancient rights. A few weeks later, the application came back to him stamped “unable to process.” He could not, after all, produce the receipts.

			Even so, some of his best friends have been Indian. Okay, so not best friends, but they’ve been the guys to drink with him and invite him to crawfish boils, barbecues. He’s been in their houses and camps and boats, and he can vouch firsthand that he lives more like a Indian than they ever did, with their HDTVs and Wi-Fi routers. One guy has never even shot a gun. (Nor a bow and arrow neither. Ha ha.) And Boy’s babymama, as they say these days, is Indian, mostly (but also French, like everybody else. And maybe Chinese! Who knows!), so Boy’s daughter, Lee, is Indian too (et cetera), unequivocally, more or less, in the eyes of the law.

			Boy knows plenty about being Indian, not least because he was halfway raised by one (who was also Cajun and et cetera). Old Mr. Hubert, who spoke French better than English, who claimed to be Houma, and who had learned from his own Cajun grandmother to be a traiteur, relieving neighbors of shingles and warts with a touch, a prayer, and a poultice of cut potatoes. When Boy was ten years old and his mother and stepfather had had enough of his lying and stealing, it was Mr. Hubert or juvenile detention. Together, him and Mr. Hubert lived like old-time Cajuns, like legitimate Indians, far out in the marsh where they could pull what they needed, when they needed, from the water. Mr. Hubert seemed to know everything that could be known about the marsh, about living off it. He knew every creature, how to catch it, whether to. He knew every plant and what it was said to do for a person, knew every prayer to the Catholic God and the older gods. Knew, too, that good medicine came bubbling up from the earth, painted rainbows on the water, with the acrid, near-poisonous smell of things that heal. Boy never had the heart to tell him different. Oil. He always knew the old man was talking about oil.

			

			—

			Boy met this daughter of his only a few weeks ago.

			Her mother called him up on his landline, the same number he’d always had—he hadn’t heard from her in years, but they’d gone together for a good six months before she came up pregnant—and though he thought for just a second about putting the receiver right back down in the cradle or, better yet, of stretching the line all the way to the bathroom and giving her the flush treatment like he did the telemarketers, he stayed on the phone.

			She said, “I’ve got a little girl here asking all kinds of questions.”

			And he surprised himself, he really did. He said, “Why don’t y’all meet me on Saturday evening. Let’s get dinner at the Piccadilly.” In the moment, it was the only sit-down place he could think of.

			Truth be told, he’d been wondering about that little girl. He had always wanted a family, sure, but not with Mandy.

			For one thing, she’s from down on Chenière Disparue, what’s left of it. Cursed, that place, sure enough. Boy’s own ancestors had the good sense to clear out after the Great Storm of Eighteen Ninety-Whenever drowned every other Broussard but them two. The Cajuns left that sodden place to the Indians and took to higher ground. A little up the bayou, deeper into the marsh, in that sense higher, but still basically mud. Mandy’s parents lived down on the chenier until it wasn’t even a chenier anymore so much as a strip of road with the water lapping up on either side. Nothing left but a few stilt houses, some old folks and poor folks holding out.

			Don’t get Mandy started on politics. Don’t get her started on the environment. She took some classes at the community college, and if you caught her in the wrong mood, she’d get going real good on silt and subsidence and disturbance hydrology, how all seventeen thousand souls of the Houma Nation (not counting Boy, of course) are still doing battle for federal recognition, how the oil industry tore up their marsh, stole the land from their people, stole the wealth right out from under them, and left them with nothing—nothing!—but a waterlogged strip of highway. Mandy was raking in money from the oil industry too, though, so it was a little hard to take when she’d get on Boy’s case about chucking a beer can into the bayou or hunting where he shouldn’t. If there’s one thing he can’t stand, it’s a hypocrite.

			When he met her, she was working down at Port Goulot as a dispatcher while she logged hours on the water toward her captain’s license, and she was so often the only woman out there that eventually her manner, which was none too ladylike to begin with, began to match her mouth, which was positively filthy. She liked to cut up with the boys on the CB radio. She had a handle and everything. Renard Rouge. Red Fox. Too easy, right? All those hours alone on a boat with a bunch of men, and when she came up pregnant, the child was definitely, without a doubt, his? Sure it was, Renard Rouge.

			But when he saw the girl walking up with her mother (who had gotten a little heavy in the last dozen years but goddamn those hips) in the parking lot of the Piccadilly, it hit him all at once what a low-down sonofabitch he’d been, because any stranger on the street could look at the two of them—father and daughter—and tell she was his.

			“Come on, girl, give me a hug,” he said, like they were making up after a fight. She was skinny and as tall as Mandy, who was nearly as tall as Boy. Her brown eyes had the same anxious, pleading look that her mother’s took on sometimes, suddenly, when you said something that cut her, surprising you, because otherwise Mandy was all bravado and I-don’t-need-a-damned-thing. But the child’s knobby nose, her wavy mess of red-brown hair and apple-hard cheeks: That was all Boy.

			She said, “I always wondered who I looked like,” and Boy said, “Well, now you know.”

			All through their dinner, the girl wouldn’t quit staring at him, which made it hard to get a good look at her, except in the quick glimpses he stole when she’d reach for her fork or her glass of coke. Easier to keep his eyes on her mama, who was, after all, easy on the eyes. She’d done something new to her hair, frosted it, like his older sisters would have said, except when his sisters did it—to each other, in the kitchen, stinking up the whole house with ammonia—the result was more like they’d walked under a flock of seagulls. On Mandy: caramel sun streaks on long hair so dark a lifetime in the sun could never streak it. It was classy, though, he had to admit. And then, by contrast: their daughter.

			“Have you thought about putting her in a modeling class?” he said, which may have been one of the stupidest things he’d ever said in his life. He just meant that there was no reason she should make such a disappointing first impression. She held herself like she didn’t want to be seen, shoulders hunched up, trying to lose some of her height. Pimples on her chin and around her nose. What was she even doing with that hair? She’d started to brush out the curls, it seemed, and then changed her mind.

			Mandy looked at him like she might very well collect her purse and her daughter and depart the restaurant without even leaving money for the bill. Not that he expected her to pay the bill. He was going to pay for this dinner. Of course he was. Obviously.

			Instead, Mandy said, “I got a job. Offshore,” and she got that wide, impish grin, flashing a gap between her front teeth that would have looked thoroughly goofy on a less cocksure woman. “I thought maybe Lee could spend some time with you while I’m working.” The child glared at her mother as though she’d sprouted the head of a serpent.

			“Nope,” he said. “Absolutely not.”

			“Fuck you,” Mandy said, calmly, but it was just a preamble. He’d seen this mood before.

			“What’s she going to do about school?” Boy said. “I’ve got stuff to do.”

			“Take her with you. She’ll learn something. ‘Homeschool.’ ” Her fingers hooked sarcasm around the word.

			Lee stared at her pie, waiting for her fate to be decided. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but he had barely known the girl an hour. Plus, he couldn’t tell where his money was coming from, one week to the next, or what he’d be doing to make that money. “No. Nope. Unh-uh.”

			Mandy balled up a napkin and threw it in his face. “Yes,” she said. “That’s what’s going to happen. I’m telling you. It’s my turn. I’ve been doing this for twelve years, Wilford, and now it’s my turn.”

			The old folks at the next table were staring. Everybody in the restaurant was waiting to see what he was going to do, and all he could think was I don’t even have doors. He’d have to put up curtains between the rooms in his trailer-on-stilts so she’d have enough privacy to change her clothes. They’d be able to hear each other in the bathroom, tinkling and what all.

			

			—

			Sure enough, though, a few weeks later, Boy is startled awake at 4 a.m. by an alarm clock he hasn’t set in years so that he can pick up Lee in the parking lot of the Port Goulot Heliport for their first stab at this, the father-and-daughter thing. Bleary, grumpy, his uncombed hair mashed under a cap, he rattles his truck down gravel roads then potholed pavement until he gets to Highway 1, where he joins the steady stream flowing to the port. The bayou creeps alongside the highway, winking back streetlights and headlights, until finally it widens, branches out, frees itself of banks and boundaries, becomes the Gulf. The north-south highway splits into a Y, its narrow, crumbling western fork leading to Chenière Disparue while its eastern fork arches into a sleek elevated expressway, ten miles long and lofted higher than any storm surge, all the way to the tank farms, pipe yards, and cargo ships of Port Goulot.

			By the time Boy turns into the parking lot of the heliport, the water, which is everywhere—beyond the roads, beyond the gravel lots and tank farms and hangar-sized warehouses—has gone gunmetal gray, the horizon turned to fire behind a silhouetted forest of industrial cranes. At the way back of the lot, he spots Mandy’s car, a boxy, faded red Corolla that’s twenty years old if it’s a day. She and Lee are sitting on the hood, leaning back against the windshield like they’re waiting for a fireworks show. They slide off as he parks alongside. When Lee hugs her mother goodbye, she like to not let go.

			Lee chucks her duffel into the bed of Boy’s truck and climbs into the cab. Mandy, shouldering her own duffel, waves one more time from across the parking lot before she disappears into the hangar. He hikes the air conditioner way up, and they sit in silence until a helicopter he guesses is the one carrying Mandy rises in a sudden, mad bluster and makes for the Gulf. So long, Mandy, see you in three weeks. She’s headed to one of them deepwater rigs, fifty miles out. What did she call it? Brazen Light, Brightwater Field, something like that, too pretty for the purpose. He wrote it down on a napkin then threw away the napkin.

			How anyone can live that kind of life is beyond him, never mind the cash, which is more than you’ll make doing pretty much anything else down here, but at what cost? He tried it, one time, almost five years ago, after Hurricane Katrina. A period of real desperation. He had no experience and no desire, but they’ll take anyone with mechanical sense and hands to work a tool. He wasn’t on the rig a full day before he thought he’d maybe rather fling himself into the churning Gulf than spend another three weeks in that particular circle of hell. Sleeping on the lower bunk of a room the size of a boat cabin, with a total stranger in the upper bunk making his own strange private noises and filling the shared bathroom with his own private smells. Everyone lining up in the cafeteria to eat off trays like middle schoolers. The narrow hallways and suffocating jumpsuits. Never a moment when Boy wasn’t within spitting distance of another person, within hearing of a groaning machine. The panic of confinement—by the clanging cage of the rig and by the wide, eternal sea. Maybe worst of all: The veteran roughnecks and foremen treated him like a total idiot. Take this Solo cup and get me a spark sample from the welder. Fill up the moon pool with that fire hose. Calibrate this hammer to the metric system. Fetch me a pipe stretcher, a left-handed socket wrench, an aluminum magnet, a bucket of steam. Very funny, assholes. A miracle he got through those three weeks without once throwing a punch.

			Good luck to you, though, Mandy! Maybe they’ll go easier on a woman.

			Boy turns up the radio, fiddling with the buttons until he finds a scratchy connection to NPR, one of his favorite programs, the Irishwoman who chatters between Celtic jigs that are as lilting as her voice. Lee folds her arms across her chest, tucks her hands in her armpits, wide-eyed, watching him.

			They drive twenty miles up the bayou to the Walmart Supercenter, newly built since Katrina, open less than a year. A blessing arisen from the ashes of sorrow. Neither of them has a thing to say until he parks the truck and cuts the engine.

			“This is a handicapped space,” she chirps.

			He opens the glove box, digs for the blue tag with the wheelchair on it, an inheritance from Mr. Hubert, and hooks it to the rearview. Boy gestures down the long row of reserved parking spaces, all empty. “If every differently abled person in Pelerin Parish shows up in the next sixty seconds,” he says, “I’ll sure as shit move.” She’s got nothing to say to that.

			This new Walmart is an Eden, for true, an airplane hangar full of wonders, aglow under the fluorescing, abundant light of a generous god. An old man in a blue vest offers Boy a buggy that could haul a horse.

			“What’s something you always want that your mama won’t get you?” Boy says.

			“A cat,” she blurts.

			“Something they might have here.”

			“Anything?”

			Boy shrugs, and off she sets down the wide white aisles.

			The things Boy should buy—practical things that would make his home hospitable to a twelve-year-old girl—are countless, impossible to list, but he tries. He pushes his buggy through the low-hanging orchard of sweatpants, sundresses, bras, mega-packs of socks. He finds a bathrobe about Lee’s size. He finds a denim shirt like the one she’s wearing, with sequins whirling in a vine across the chest. He finds sheets for the twin bed he hustled yesterday, a shower curtain and rod and hanging rings to make something like a door for the back room. He makes a detour to Personal Care for a package of maxi-pads, the kind he remembers Mandy stashing under his bathroom sink once upon a time. He won’t even mention that, will just have the pads, in case. Lee passes at the end of the aisle, looking for him, and he whistles. “What you found?”

			She holds up a slim box, some kind of game. He squints.

			“A Ouija board?” Those things creep him out considerably, but at least it isn’t an Xbox.

			On the drive home, he tells her not to expect too much of their living situation. He doesn’t know what she’s used to, but his place isn’t exactly a palace. She’ll have her own room, though, and she can make herself as comfortable as she needs to. His casa is her casa, et cetera.

			He doesn’t tell her, of course, that it isn’t even really his casa, technically. This little strip of land fronting a minor bayou with about five different names belongs to his two sisters, both of whom hightailed it out of the parish as soon as they could. Before that, it belonged to his old mother, now deceased, who passed it on to his sisters and, pointedly, not to Boy, but with verbal instruction that they do right by their brother. Which they had, more or less. They didn’t sell the land. They let him live here, rent-free. The house they had all spent their childhood in, the sisters and Boy, flooded to the point of ruin some few hurricanes ago. He lived in that mess until he tore it down and sourced this new house, his trailer-in-the-sky, from an “estate sale” on Indian Bend.

			And he worked hard to make this place nice, hoisting it up above the flood line pretty much single-handed (don’t get him started on that feat of engineering), pulling out the carpets (flattened and gummed up with some other man’s spills and foot grease), replacing them with wood (pine planks from pallets he salvaged, planed, sanded, stained to look like chestnut), collecting décor and furniture, all of it second- or third- or fourth-hand—who knew how many generations had sat their asses on his couch—but cute, to his eye, especially the four-foot captain’s wheel propped against the bay window. He found that little number on eBay. But with this twelve-year-old stranger looking on, the place turns shoddy, sad. He sees the veneer of dust he failed to sweep away, the trash can overflowing with paper plates and bowls, the exposed wiring in the walls he never finished. No way for a grown man to live.

			“Welcome to the camp,” he says, as though somewhere else he might have a proper house. But that’s just what he calls it. What he’s always called it.

			Lee goes straight for the owl skull on the TV. “Neat,” she says, cupping it in her palm.

			While he messes around in the kitchen, throwing together a gumbo of whatever he has left in the freezer—squirrels, namely—Lee spreads her new toy across the table and asks if he has any candles. He does, but he says he doesn’t. Whatever she’s hoping to do, she’ll have to do it with the lights on. And no, he doesn’t want to join her. Have fun calling up the dead, chère. She tilts her fingers on the pointer of the Ouija board and says, “Hello? Is anybody there?” Nothing happens. She closes her eyes, sort of sways in her chair. “If you’re listening, give me a sign.”

			Boy plops the squirrels into the mud-dark broth. “I think you need two people,” he says. “And I ain’t doing it.”

			At eight o’clock Mandy calls, just like she promised to do every night while she’s offshore, and Boy hears Lee in the back room, burbling like a water hose come unkinked. He can’t tell what they’re talking about, whether it’s about him or not at all about him, whether his daughter is telling her mother that she’s doing fine, or whether she’s telling her mother she’s miserable. He doesn’t want to know.

			

			—

			They spend a few days just getting through to bedtime. She reads one of the stack of books she brought with her or messes with the Ouija board or takes long walks up and down the road while he tinkers around the house, figures out what to feed her, tries—without success—to get her talking. Instead of talking, she hums tuneless little tunes to fill the considerable periods of silence, and it drives him crazy, listening in vain for the warbles to resolve into a song. Every night, Mandy calls at exactly eight o’clock. Every night, the child tells her mama everything she’s bottled up during the day.

			Lee wants to check out his boats, only two of which are actually waterworthy: a little outboard-powered bateau for inland operations and a thirty-foot Lafitte skiff that can handle the bays and coastline, both of them docked on his wharf. Neither of them is pretty or in particularly fine repair, but they run, they do the job, which cannot be said of the three engineless hulls moldering in back of his house, all cadged for free, except for the trouble of hauling them off, good for salvage and not much else.

			“Han Fuck?” Lee says with impish delight, reading the name painted in wobbly letters on the prow of the skiff. Hạnh Phúc. “What does that mean?”

			“No idea.” Don’t ask him how to pronounce it either. He bought this boat from a Vietnamese guy who was selling off everything after Katrina and moving to Houston to live with his son, as best Boy could gather from their brief conversation. The guy’s English wasn’t great, but they spoke the common tongue of desperation.

			On day four, when he’s just about lost his mind from doing nothing in the midafternoon, they take the bateau out to Mr. Hubert’s old work camp deep in the marsh—another inheritance that doesn’t actually belong to him. Apparently, it didn’t belong to Mr. Hubert either. The old man spent the last year of his life fighting eviction from the land that he believed to be his and that had been his only livelihood. The only livelihood of his father before him too. What kind of person tries to evict an eighty-year-old man (with a handicapped parking pass!) from the only place he’s ever called home? That same conniving uncle, that’s who. Then, before it could be resolved one way or another, Mr. Hubert was dead. He didn’t have any kids of his own to lay claim to the land that may or may not have been his, and so it passed to Boy, de facto. Or it didn’t, but use and occupancy is nine-tenths of the law in Louisiana. So Mr. Hubert argued, inconclusively.

			Boy isn’t sure about the acreage, somewhere between sixty and a hundred, he’d guess, depending on whether the water is high or low, but he knows the property lines. The concrete monuments to the west that mark the border with the Atakapa Corp. Oil Field (the bastards had the gall to name themselves after a Native tribe). The dead-straight canal to the south that marks another border with the Atakapa Corp. Oil Field. To the east, Bayou André, across which is yet more of the Atakapa Corp. Oil Field. And to the north, a hazier border, morally and legally, across which both Mr. Hubert and Boy have often trespassed—if it can be called trespassing—onto his uncle’s land.

			For now, though, the work camp. It wasn’t just a work camp when Mr. Hubert lived here but rather a home, albeit composed of only one room, and not a large room, with no access by road, only by boat (still true). Now Boy plans to use it as a base of operations until the marsh swallows it up or the “rightful owners” to the north finally decide to enforce what they believe to be their legal rights. He remembers when the camp itself sat on a pretty good-sized plot of ground, consistent across seasons, come rain or shine. Mr. Hubert had a garden all those years ago, a chicken coop, a pigsty. Now the camp huddles on a tiny island, grabbing on with spindly pilings to what’s left of the silt underneath. It’s erosion done that, like it’s doing all over the place.

			Boy helps Lee off the boat onto the slanting wharf, hands her his mobile phone, and tells her to go inside, make herself at home, ha ha. He keeps a pirogue here too, so that’s a third working boat. The Piroquod, he calls it. Planked out of cypress by old Mr. Hubert and propelled by push pole or paddle, it’s quiet, with a shallow draft, it can go almost anywhere, even across the kind of marsh you might mistake for land, and he can tote it along behind the bateau if he needs to. In the Piroquod, he traces a maze of narrow bayous until he crosses the northern border. He pushes the pirogue against a flotant and squelches in hip boots through the mud, hauling along a five-gallon bucket lined with marsh grass.

			When he finds the nest he’s had his eye on for a couple of weeks, he digs into the mound and picks one leathery egg after another out of the mud and straw. Lord, the smell, like a chicken coop but worse, and the eggs a little bigger than what you’d find under a hen. He marks them in Sharpie with an X for “this side up” and nestles them in the bucket. If the eggs roll or flip upside down, it will kill what’s inside. Boy doesn’t know why that’s so, only that it’s so. He ain’t no zoologist, he just does what he’s told by the guy who runs a little alligator farm up the bayou and buys the eggs to grow his stock. Last year, there was no real business in alligators. The skins he’s got piled behind the false wall at Mr. Hubert’s wouldn’t have fetched seven dollars and fifty cents per foot last year, even if he sold them aboveboard. Hardly worth the time and effort. As for the eggs—nobody was buying at all. “Global market forces.” This year looks better, though. Every egg is a ten-dollar bill.

			Meanwhile, the mama, a seven-footer, floats about twenty feet away, watching. Her eyes peek just above the water and register nothing. Sometimes the mamas are like that, and sometimes they only seem like that—all reptilian indifference—until they come at you in a blind rage. He’s backing away from the nest, moving toward his pirogue, when he hears an airboat. Those old boys from Wildlife and Fisheries, most likely. He tallies the risk—tens of thousands of dollars in fines, five years in prison, the problem of Lee alone at the camp, and what a judge and Lee’s mother would say about that—against the profit of these few dozen eggs. A painful calculus with an obvious answer. He’s pissed, but what can he do? He wades out, lowers the bucket, tips its rim, fills it, sinks it. He steps on the pirogue’s gunwale so it takes on water until it finally goes under.

			Boy pulls out the stub of cane that he keeps in his pocket for just such eventualities and dives down. He puts the tube to his mouth, spins over onto his back, and reclines, knees bent, his heels and ass dragging the muddy bottom, his head tilted back. Only the cane tube breaks the surface, and it looks, he hopes, like a reed, a stem. The water is warm and still. He keeps his eyes closed—couldn’t see through the murky brown if he tried—and listens to, or feels, the airboat approaching. It’s a vibration in his ears, irritating, like waking out of a dream to the buzz of a lawn mower on Sunday morning. It fades and returns and fades and returns, and Boy does not raise his head.

			He knows what else is down here with him. Water moccasins, snapping turtles the size of alligators, garfish the size of alligators. Alligators. That seven-foot mama a few yards away. He thinks of Lee, waiting back at the camp—no way out until he fetches her. Numbness sets in to his feet and hands; an itch annoys the back of his neck. The water throttles him like strangling hands, smothers his face like a pillow. At least she’s got the mobile phone. Boy sucks in a deep, slow breath through the tube, holds it in his lungs, then pushes it out in a stream of bubbles from his nose.

			He’s like one of them bog bodies, he thinks, submerged for millennia, eyes watching without seeing the endless cycles of changing light. Or that old woman they found in the floodwaters, him and his cousin Robbie, the very day after Katrina. They’d gone out in the bateau to help and saw her bobbing just below the surface, dark eyes glazed, arms spread, her dress twisted up around her thighs. They didn’t know who she was—didn’t know by name or face many of the people who lived in that part of the parish, the eastern part, outside the levee system. Vietnamese, most of them—they had their own fishing outfits, their own business.

			Robbie used a branch to pull her closer, hauled her up by the armpits, made Boy grab her legs. They wrestled her into the boat like a big gar, then they didn’t have anything to cover her, so Robbie stripped off his shirt and tossed it over her face. Boy would have left her; they should have. She was past help. She would have been one more ghost of the drowned out here in the marsh. There were plenty of them, she wouldn’t have been alone. You’d see that light they gave off sometimes at night, just a glow—old Mr. Hubert called it le feu follet, crazy fire. A flash of blue between the trees or rising up from the sawgrass.

			It isn’t the snakes, gar, or gators that scare him most.

			Boy doesn’t believe in God, but hell yes, he believes in ghosts. There’s so much anger in this world, so much regret, so many people wronged and doing wrong, holding on to that wrong. It don’t just disappear. It settles on a place like a fog, like fumes, le feu follet. It’s lead, it’s mercury, it’s heavy, it builds up, it weighs down your blood, weighs down the earth, all the places and creatures upon it. Or it bubbles up like gas, surges forth like crude, catches flame. That’s what ghosts are.

			He’s felt them, feels them now, in the shifting mud beneath him, in the tea-black water vibrating with the hum of the approaching airboat, louder and louder, and he believes—like, deep-down believes—that he is face-to-face now, underwater, with the old drowned woman, that she’s put her finger on the cane tube. Or it isn’t her but Robbie, the anchor still roped around his calf, eyes empty like the old woman’s had been, and he’s taking the cane tube out of Boy’s mouth, and just when Boy starts to lose his shit completely, just when he’s about to flail to the surface and give up the game, the airboat roars close and stops. Are they twenty feet away? Fifty? They must see his footprints, the decimated nest. He draws a breath, holds it, lets it escape, bubble by bubble. His mind goes fuzzy, the encroaching black of a faint, a drowned ghost casting shadows across his eyes, pressing a hand to his nose and mouth.

			The airboat starts again. The wardens buzz away. Boy shoves his hands down into the mud and pushes himself into the purple light of dusk and the shrieking of a hundred egrets returning to roost in the trees. Can he really have been underwater for more than an hour?

			He spits out the cane tube and takes deep, gasping breaths. He wobbles on cramped legs. White feathers rest on the flotant and on the water and drift down from the trees like ash. Boy searches with his feet for the sunken pirogue, slaps away the mosquitoes that land on the tender places under his eyes and at his temples. Across the clearing, an anhinga raises its snakelike head out of the water, slips under again, then bursts into the air ten yards away, wings drenched, drooped, flapping wild, flight a struggle. It carries its dark body into the shadows.

			Somewhere nearby, Boy hears the mournful, throaty croak of the mama alligator and feels a little sorry about the eggs, sacrificed for nothing, more ghosts to flame up in rage. The toe of his boot bumps something—the pirogue or a log or a long-lost cypress knee—and he dives under to feel around. It’s the pirogue, and he raises it up, tips it, and dumps it out. Another ten minutes looking without luck for the paddle until he finds it beached in the reeds of the flotant.

			By the time he makes it back to the camp, he’s navigating by moonlight. The windows, if they can be called that anymore—more like ragged holes in the mildewed clapboard with winking shards of glass, just screens to keep the bugs out—are dark. Lee—there she is, a shadow—huddles on the level part of the wharf, knees pulled to her chest. She slaps her cheek and then her ankle. Mosquitoes. He hardly even feels them anymore. At the splash of his paddle, she stands and takes some steps.

			“Careful those rotten boards, baby,” Boy says.

			“You’re back.”

			“I got lost.” He ties the pirogue to a slime-furred piling. He is wet through and smells like rot and is starting to shiver in the night air, warm though it is. He doesn’t have a change of clothes. He slings an arm over Lee’s shoulders to guide her back up the wharf, but she shrugs him off. “How come you didn’t light the lantern?” he says.

			“I don’t know how.”

			It really is an ornery old mule of a lantern—an ancient Coleman, cracked and leaky somewhere, either won’t hold a flame or explodes a fireball in your face—but it was the old man’s and he can’t part with it. He squats and begins the intricate ritual of coaxing it to light. “Come here,” he says, “so I can show you.”

			She shuffles over and stands beside him in the dark. “I can’t see what you’re doing.”

			“Hunch down.” She does. He feels for her hand and places it on the little pump at the lantern’s base. “You feel that? You got to pump air in first to pressure it up.”

			“Okay,” she says and makes to stand.

			He holds on to her wrist. “No, I want you to try it. I don’t like the idea of you alone here in the dark.” He pumps the pump himself to show her. “Like that, see? You do it.”

			She punches it in and pulls it out a few times, too slow. “Come on, now,” he says.

			“It doesn’t want to move.”

			“It’s just a little rusted up. You got to do it with confidence.”

			She tries again and the hiss-pumps she makes are like the dying gasps of an animal. He pushes her hand away and takes over. “Just watch me this time.”

			Like Mr. Hubert used to do, he attacks the little pump, and when the lantern is pressured up enough, he wets the mantle with gas, strikes the lighter, and sets the mantle burning. He opens up the fuel reservoir, but as always, the mantle just fizzles right out—wishful thinking to hope it wouldn’t—and he has to take off the glass and light it again, and pump the pump like mad, and blow and blow into the fire—almost easier at this point to make a flame by rubbing sticks together—and finally, again, he opens the reservoir. A flash of light and heat bursts in his face then dies down to a blue-and-yellow tongue. He replaces the glass and gives it a few more pumps to keep it lit and keep it bright. Lee has fallen back on her ass and thrown up her hands. She peeks at him over her fingers.

			He says, “We’ll try it again in the daytime.”

			The lantern reveals the room to its most distant corners. The linoleum floor buckles in places and is coated with dark grime, scuffed where he and Lee have passed. A few months ago, he hauled away, boatload by boatload, the unnecessaries. A cot. A couple of end tables, a coffee table. There is, even now, something like a kitchen area, with a countertop and a basin that Mr. Hubert used for skinning and gutting when his hands got too gnarled to work in the outdoor cold. The north wall is a false wall. In the crawl space behind it, the old man for years kept a supply of dynamite he used for fishing and whatever else, one crate of which is still there, alongside the alligator skins Boy hasn’t been able to unload.

			There was once a woodstove in the room, but someone made off with that when Mr. Hubert wasn’t looking, and there is a hole in the ceiling where its chimney used to be. Beneath it is a wide perimeter of moldy, curling tile ruined by rain, and another hole about a foot across. The floor of the camp slants toward this hole, and anything that can roll will roll into the gap and plop into the swamp water below, like the whole place is being sucked slowly into a vortex. The only place to sit is a perpetually damp couch, its velveteen pheasants and haystacks overtaken by black paisleys of mildew, Boy’s bed since he was ten years old while the old man slept so quietly—never a rustle, never a snore!—on the rusted army cot.

			And that’s where he found Mr. Hubert in February, on that cot, laid back as if for a nap, still as could be, already cold.

			“Pardon me, baby,” he says and strips off his shirt, but he will suffer the wet pants rather than prance around in skivvies before this child, his daughter. “You can take that couch. I’ll be all right on the floor.”

			She goes to the couch, where she just sort of stands for a while, looking skeptically at the mildew.

			“It ain’t going to kill you,” Boy says.

			His mobile phone sits on the table, and it’s down about half its charge. He runs through the record of calls since he’s been away, all of them outgoing—more and more as the evening wore on—to Mandy’s cell. “You know she don’t get service way out there,” he says. Lee won’t look at him. She’s standing at the window, peering up at the moon.

			From the cabinet above the sink, he takes two MREs out of the stockpile that’s been feeding him since Katrina. He and everyone he knows went out to the army trucks, begging like proper refugees, and came away with beige bricks of spaghetti, meatloaf, rubbery Salisbury steak, little packets of dessert. Boy restocked three or four times every week and nobody seemed to know the difference. One of these days, the big one is going to hit—it’s bound to—and he’ll be ready.

			“It don’t get any better than this here, baby,” he says, too loud, over his shoulder. “It just don’t get any better than this.”

			When he turns to serve Lee her dinner, he can clearly see, even in the nervous flickering of the neglected lantern, that her face is puffy, her lashes damp, that she is—and likely has been, for hours—crying.

			“What are you doing that for?” he says.

			The girl turns her face away, rubs a long forearm across her eyes.

			He looks at the time on his phone. It’s after nine, and no call from Mandy. There could be any number of reasons: She fell asleep, her shift changed, something needed last-minute repair. Hell, maybe she was having a good old-fashioned booty call.

			“Don’t be doing that,” Boy says. “If you’re mad at me, be mad at me. Say it straight out. You’re twelve years old. You aren’t five.”

			When he was her age, you spray some Off!, you look at the stars, you wait for Mr. Hubert to come back.

			“You think I did something bad to you? Leaving you here by yourself? Just wait ’til you see what the rest of the world will do.” Old Mr. Hubert said something very like that to him, right here in this camp, and it was good advice. Boy hasn’t cried a tear since, not over a girlfriend, or his own mother when she passed, not for that old woman drowned in the storm (though maybe for Robbie when he took his own life, the sonofabitch), or for the time lost with this girl, his daughter, though all of these things give him pain, of course they do. No use crying over all the bad shit that happens in this world. Hurricanes, floods, famines, dead dogs on the side of the road? Fathers who leave you to fend for yourself? They’ll just keep happening anyhow, whether you cry over them or not.

			It does hit him a little funny, though, when he wakes up in the wee hours and can’t get back to sleep, all the night sounds of the marsh gone still, the moon escaped from the window, his daughter snoring softly over there on the couch, his head swifting through every worn-down fear and regret. It strikes him as strange, actually, that Mandy didn’t call when she said she would. In that way, at least, she has always been a woman of her word.

		

	
		
			Rosalie Terrebonne, née Guidry

			Rosa raises her bed to an angle, so she’s sitting up. She is tethered by the lines in her arm, but she’s almost quit noticing them. Bracketed to the wall above the foot of her bed, the TV quietly hums the news. She keeps it on like that all day, at home or here. CNN, C-SPAN, MSNBC, Fox, ABC. She likes to know what’s going on. A black plume roils across a gray sky above a darker sea. Catastrophe. She can’t make out the words scrolling across the bottom of the screen. Can’t make out what the anchor is saying. Ash and fire. Darkness and doom. The world ending, somewhere.

			In February, she started bleeding—comme si ça aurait été son temps du mois—but she was seventy-five years old, hadn’t had a period in decades. Cancer of the uterus, no point operating. For a few months, she wore Kotex like she was twenty again, didn’t even tell her husband until the pain got too bad. Then she came here, to the same hospital where she’d had her son, Robbie, years ago, carrying the same hard-sided suitcase, a couple of nightgowns inside and her Bible.

			Her grandson, Jamie, the seventeen-year-old only child of her only son, sits on the wide sill of the window, swaddled in a huge sweatshirt with the hood slouched over his head, an overgrown crop of curls flopping into his eyes. Without Rosa to cut that hair, it won’t get cut. A fat fly buzzes up and down the glass. Jamie cups his hands, half-swallowed in his sleeves, and tries to catch it. He was twelve years old when his father died, old enough to understand that Robbie was gone, though, she hopes, not how or why. He’s been suffering ever since. Will go on suffering, but who doesn’t?

			Rosa’s husband, Jacot, sits in the armchair in the corner. He ought to go home, she told him to. She wants him to. She’s never known him to skip a shower and a change of clothes, nor to sit in one chair for long. His hands rest on his knees and his head is bowed. He’s picking at his chinos, but his eyes keep sneaking back up to the TV, the catastrophe playing out somewhere else. What is the source of all that smoke?

			The pain isn’t so bad with the morphine drip. The thing growing in her is quiet, just a pressure pushing at her from the inside, like the weight of a child. When she was pregnant, she could press into her belly and feel the long shape of the baby’s feet or the insistent contours of his head, prod him until he shifted, presented another secret part of himself. This thing in her now, though—it’s inert and irregular, stony as an oyster reef.

			The nurses, so far, are an older woman from Haiti and a plump, acne-scarred white girl from up the bayou, fresh out of school, sweet and nervous. Rosa prefers the firm, practical, almost punitive ministrations of the Haitian woman.

			“Comment ça va?” the nurse asks, studying the IV machine. She likes to talk French with them though Jacot only ever answers her in English. She pushes a syringe into the tube.

			“Comme ci, comme ça,” Rosa says.

			Rosa’s English is fine. Better than fine. She got her wrist slapped enough in elementary school, had to do laps around the flagpole with a brick in each hand for speaking French, not even the king’s French, so to speak, an older French—seventeenth-century French, from what she’s been told—that no actual Frenchman can understand, at least not any better than an American can understand a Scot. Her English, though? She can write a grammatically correct, syntactically organized greeting card (something she never could do in French). She can cut out newspaper articles and scrawl in the margins. She can annotate, though she doesn’t know to call it that. She’s never even heard the word. Nonetheless she has done it, in the encyclopedia set she bought from the traveling salesman in 1963. In the leather-bound Bible she bought from another traveling salesman. She knew better than to write in that. She wrote in it anyway. Not just the names of her people on the front pages. Thoughts. Questions, arguments. She liked when Abraham got contrary with God. She liked Rachel, how she stole those idols from her father, then sat on them when he came looking. I can’t get up, me, c’est mon temps du mois. I’ll bleed all over the place! She didn’t write that in the Bible, that’s just how she thought about it. No matter in English or French, she has always understood more than she could say or write.

			Her whole life, she has spent here. That old suitcase in the closet has been only to this hospital and back, it seems. Where else has she been? A weekend in Galveston or Destin from time to time. New Orleans often enough. The one real trip she ever took was four years ago: France, Nova Scotia, then back to New Orleans, the Cajun Trail of Tears, with her sister, Esseline, and a couple of other ladies from church. They were amateur genealogists for a while, mapping family trees, requesting court records, writing letters to—then knocking on doors of—foreign strangers.

			And it wasn’t exactly fun for Rosa, fettered to these four women, her sister especially, who took deep, personal offense at any remark suggesting that their mission—tromping around like they owned the place because hundreds of years ago some other Terrebonne or Guidry or Broussard had tromped around there before them—was absurd, embarrassing, meaningless. As if all those relics and stories they’d collected, from newspapers, ships’ manifests, birth records, death records, property records, tintypes and photographs made their own stories matter. It wasn’t meaningless, of course, but Rosa felt it differently than the others did. She couldn’t quite say why or how. She always felt things differently. Most of the time, she knew not to open her mouth about it.

			The fly is still beating itself against the window. Her husband rolls up a newspaper, rises. Jamie pushes back his hair, watching. Jacot lifts the newspaper like he’s going to strike his grandson but brings it down hard on the fly, leaves the fly upside down on the sill.

			Her husband: It’s pity she feels, mostly, with death bearing down on her. Also, guilt, rage, gratitude. Pity is the only way of feeling that doesn’t unsettle her heart, so that’s where she tries to stay. The thick knob of scar across the meat of his thumb, older than their marriage—from hurrying an oyster knife. How he lifted their tiny son up to touch the moss in the trees or sat in the grass and mud with him to scrape mushrooms off a rotting log. His quiet rage—but never at her—when their son took his own life. The abject terror in his eyes when his strokes come. The little, fleeting strokes. They tap his shoulder then duck, ring the doorbell then flee down the street. He won’t be far behind her in leaving this world. She worries who will and won’t come to his funeral, as she worries who will and won’t come to hers. She’s heard versions of what people have been saying over the years—never directly, never clear enough to walk a straight line between cause and effect. More, she’s felt it in their subtle chill. In finding out too late that people she’s known all her life had a crawfish boil, a baby shower, a wedding, without mentioning it to her when she saw them at the grocery store or at Mass. Not everyone, but enough to make it sting. Whatever they think of her husband, she is guilty by association.

			Even so, pity is a spiderweb.

			On the TV, black smoke billows. Rosa closes her eyes.

			

			—

			These dreams! It’s the morphine doing it. To die like this is to lose yourself in time. The long, disordered past washing up over the present and retreating, a drunken tide. The dead come back to air their grievances, to aggravate you. The boy she kissed in grade school, who drowned in the bayou at fourteen years old, telling her he doesn’t like the slant of her nose. Rosa’s mother—mind gone, everyone a stranger—lost outside in a storm. Her older sister, Esseline, fussing with Rosa over who gets to wear a pair of black leather shoes with buckles across the vamp—the only shoes they own between them—like they did as children, going to church separately or else one of them had to go barefoot.

			Esseline turns up in so many of Rosa’s dreams, her grievances too many to name. That she had wanted Jacot, for one, but he wouldn’t have her. Instead she married a Broussard, a shrimper who was the son of a shrimper, and she worked with him on his boat every season, and he sure did brag on Esseline, like a well-trained hunting dog. He’d put her at the helm while he worked the nets, never had to tell her what to do. Once they had babies, they’d bring the babies, strap them into walkers, and tie their walkers up to a cleat so they wouldn’t go skittering all over. Then, like a damned fool, he flipped a three-wheeler coming too fast down the levee and broke his neck. Left Esseline with a pair of teenaged daughters and one son, Wilford, hardly more than a boy—and he’s spent his whole life called exactly that, just Boy. Esseline sold the boat, remarried—a tool pusher from Texas. Wilford never took to that man. The ones who came in from somewhere else were always hard-natured, it seemed. The oil business turned you hard-natured, even if you didn’t start that way. Just look at Jacot, the man he became.

			Her son, Robbie, at least tried to do better, or different. Where did it get him? Tie yourself to this place, to its old ways of living, and you’re bound to get your heart broken. How Wilford goes on like he does, on his own now that Robbie is gone—it’s a mystery, a wonder, but he’s a different kind of man, careless of past and future, maybe the only way you can go on living down here. She should have made Jacot move them out when they were still young.

			Tucked in Rosa’s Bible is a sheaf of papers torn from legal pads and spiral notebooks, whatever she had on hand, years’ worth of bequeathments, jotted down whenever she thought of them, sometimes after she’d been snubbed by the very person who would be the recipient. What do you think I took from you? Here, I dare you to take it back. These will serve for her will. Among those papers is a list she made some time ago, all the things that should have gone to Esseline, that she knew Esseline wanted and that Rosa swiped from their parents’ house, sometimes just because she knew her sister wanted them. Kitchen appliances, statues of Mary, her mother’s old sewing machine, her father’s wedding band on a chain. His land, too, the part that became Rosa’s when Jacot acquired it, through whatever means he acquired it. This list is a confession, as much as anything. She’s trying to make it right. She doesn’t have much that’s hers, outright, to give, but there are a few things she can give—or rather, give back. Holding on to them has cost her enough.

			

			—

			When she wakes up again, the television is off, and Robbie stands at the foot of her bed. It may not be a human figure at all, just a black void, a dark nebula, a billow of ash, a river splitting a map, a river that resembles her son.

			But she can smell him, the marsh, the brackish mud, the perfume of the Gulf, it rises up out of his clothes, moves with him, and surrounds her as he leans in to kiss her cheek. The smell of my son is as the smell of a plentiful field, which the Lord hath blessed. When he draws back from her, she reaches out, pulls him in again, his hair in her eyes and in her nose. She lets out a breath, a puff of sorrow, into his warm black hair.

			“Now get out of here, you,” she says. “Go on.”

			She won’t be called away by any ghost, and she won’t become a ghost herself. What place would she haunt? She never wanted to stay in Pelerin Parish alive, yet here she is. Now she can go somewhere else, you bet she’s going to go, her. Don’t bury her in this mucky, shifting earth.

			The cemetery in Chenière Disparue that held so many of her people had once been on a ridge, a natural levee along a natural bayou with a row of oaks—the chenier—shading the banks. Now it has gone to marsh, the Gulf grabbing at the land with its greedy fingers. The oaks had scalded and drowned at the roots, turned white as salt, and many years ago they had broken and drifted away. When the tide is high, the salt water creeps up and laps at the gravestones. It wears down the names and dates and sometimes washes away the last bit of earth over a tomb, lifting the lid of the coffin and leaving exposed the skeleton of some long-dead Guidry or Terrebonne when the water recedes. And the water does not recede far. At low tide, the Chenière Disparue Cemetery is a narrow, lonely island in a shallow, murky sea. Nobody gets buried there anymore. There is a new cemetery now, a little north. That’s where they laid her son. But it is only a matter of time before the water takes that one too, if all the experts on the news are to be believed.

			Better to become dust, ash, silt. Silt, she believes in, the way it fills riverbeds, chokes them to flood. Dust, she believes in, its permanence and portability. Always, she was wiping it from surfaces, and always it would settle somewhere else. Her work of moving dust was never done.

			And in the dust were all the things that had ever been in this world, a cosmos. She doesn’t understand physics, but she read something once about how much of the dust in our houses is flesh, shucked off and broken down. The priest knows about these things. He gave a homily on it once, in Nigerian-accented English, with grammar and vocabulary more perfect than hers. All things could be, would be, reduced to their smallest constituent parts. Molecules and atoms. From dust to dust, from silt to silt. And in this sense the body is permanent, it’s the soul that disappears.

			But that wasn’t the lesson of the homily.

			God will always know where to find you. That’s what the priest said, when she told him her wishes and asked if the Church would approve, if her husband would, if she should go ahead and do what she was going to do anyway. And He’ll know what to make of you, when he finds you.

		

	
		
			Jacot Terrebonne

			The quiet in this room, the stillness. They’re in a bubble of slow time, eternity, God’s time. On the muted television is a world running on a different kind of time: a blaze, orange at its center, black smoke rising in a column, white arcs of water slim as crawfish antennae, jetting from boats onto the burning platform. A deepwater rig that blew up last night. Just beyond the closed door of this hospital room, urgency gathers like a storm. Helicopters riding that gale, bringing in the wounded, the dying. You hear things, walking the hallway to the vending machines and back. Nurses worried or gossiping: who knows who on the rig, what might have gone wrong, how many might be dead or missing. A dozen? A hundred?

			Hand on his wife’s foot, Jacot prays for those boys on the rig, for their mothers and fathers, their wives and children.

			And for his wife, he prays for her.

			He knows his wife can be secretive, and he has his secrets too. Or omissions, the kind that happen between people when they’ve been married for almost sixty years. You don’t tell each other everything. You couldn’t possibly. You wouldn’t want to tell, or hear, everything. Only God can endure that kind of transparency.

			But this secret? That she was dying, that she knew for months and told no one, hid the cancer like a pregnancy until it was too late for any help? That is not the kind of thing you hide.

			This sneakiness of hers, the gentle cunning, was the first thing he loved, deeply and truly. He knew what he was getting into from the beginning. She was a girl, fifteen or sixteen. They were on her father’s oyster lugger. This was before the days of easy dredging: hours spent waist-deep in mud, raking by hand, bent and aching, palms blistered, shoveling ten, twenty pounds at a time over the side of the boat. Rosalie’s papa outclassed seventeen-year-old Jacot every day, had a back that rippled like a snake’s. Rosalie had come out on the boat too, like she sometimes did, to work, to have a little change in her days. She was her father’s darling, and he’d strapped a sun hat on her head to keep her plucky nose out of the sun. She and Jacot had been fooling around a little after the dances, on a blanket down by the banks of Bayou Pelerin, wrapped up snug together, safe from mosquitoes. No one could see. No one could hear; their pleasure was drowned out by the noise of cicadas.

			Or had they really been fooling around by then? Had he kissed her yet or even touched her cheek?

			Never mind, he’ll never remember precisely. He’s getting it all mixed up. But this is so vivid: She’s in a simple country dress and that wide-brimmed hat, seated atop a mound of oysters, barefoot though both her father and Jacot must have warned her she’d cut her feet. Still, it was her feet that he remembered so well, her dainty feet on the rocky hill of oysters.

			It didn’t happen that way. It wouldn’t have happened. Why does he remember it that way?

			He misses her feet.

			When they were out on the boat, her father wore his wedding band on a chain around his neck, so he wouldn’t lose it in all the work, so it wouldn’t be filthied daily by oysterman’s grime. That day her father had taken the ring off. The dredge was hung up on something, and old Mr. Guidry had to dive to free it. He took off the chain with the ring and set it somewhere, Jacot didn’t see where. When Rosa’s father crawled back on deck, he scoured the surfaces where he could have set it down. Jacot kept on with his work, in water to the waist. Heave-ho. Rosalie sat atop the oysters watching her father, not helping him look.

			She was mad at him. Seeing the way she and Jacot flirted and made eyes, her father had said something about her shoulders, angular and frail, how no fisherman’s wife should have shoulders like that. He said to Jacot, “T’as jamais vu mon autre fille, couillon?” Have you seen my other daughter, fool? Of course Jacot had seen the other daughter. Esseline was hearty, with shoulders that could heft a sack of oysters—the daughter that it wouldn’t be quite so hard for a father to lose.

			Rosalie’s father tore apart the boat’s cabin, cut his hands digging through oysters. He cursed his daughter like it was her fault.

			In fact, it was her fault. Later, while her father sold the day’s harvest, Jacot followed Rosa behind the icehouse. When they rounded the corner, he grabbed her rear where her dress was damp. She laughed and lifted her skirt and pulled from the elastic of her drawers the slithering chain and wedding band that had been around her father’s neck. She dangled it before his nose and asked where they could sell it. She wanted to sell it and go to New Orleans. He took it from her hand. He moved it around in his fingers. Such a light, tarnished thing. It really wasn’t worth anything. Where had her father gotten it? From the supply barge that came puttering down the bayou every other Sunday, most likely. If it had been more precious, would they have sold it and gone away? Would their son, many years on, have kept living?

			He told her it wasn’t worth anything and she snatched it back. She cradled it in her palm as though it were a beetle she had caught and now, full of pity, felt compelled to release. She left him there behind the icehouse. The next morning, the chain was again around her father’s neck. He said he’d found it on his trunk at home, that he must never have even put it on the day before.

			What a thing to remember, almost sixty years later, when your wife is dying. What a thing to think about as you lay your hand on her foot, the hard knob of her ankle, a cool, white hospital sheet between your skin and hers.

			Jacot is nearly eighty now. Every now and then—and it passes, always within an hour or two—he looks around himself and forgets: the place, the time of day. Never faces, never people, never who. Only where and when. Sometimes he gets dizzy and everything turns sideways. His wife knows; he didn’t hide it from her. There was a trip to the doctor, who asked him a lot of ridiculous questions, some he could answer (Who is the president?) and some (Spell world backward) he could not—and possibly never could have—then sent him on his way with a bottle of aspirin to thin his blood. Little strokes, TIAs, an abbreviation for a condition whose full name Jacot cannot master. Rosa was with him for two of them, found him standing, baffled, in the kitchen, his face full of panic until she took his arm, led him to a chair. “You know where you are, Daddy?” she said. They have called each other that for years—Mama and Daddy—so old and ingrained was the habit of speaking to each other in front of their child. “You’re at home, Daddy. You know who I am?” He wouldn’t let her call an ambulance. Instead, he took a nap and got up entirely himself.

			But then it happened again, about six months later, at Easter Sunday Mass. It was time to rise for communion, but he dropped back into the pew and gawked—at his wife, his grandson. They gawked back, waiting for him to stand and lead them into the aisle. Rosa thought he was being stubborn about the priest, a black foreigner brought in to help their aging monsignor, who had grown up in South Louisiana and spoke their French. All the new priests were from somewhere else. Nobody wanted to be a priest anymore. But Jacot could barely understand the man and had said so that morning. Stuck in his pew, Jacot knew that Rosa would see this as a protest.

			The fact was, Jacot could not move his legs, his hips. He raised each knee with his hands and moved his legs aside to let his family pass. After Mass, Rosa made a show of chatting with the priest on the front steps of the church while Jacot stood under the trees, halfway to the parking lot, waiting. Then the black priest showed up at his house a few hours later to join them for dinner—she had invited him—and though Jacot was tired, felt wrung out over the episode this morning, he was polite to the man, offered him some Crown Royal from the secret bottle he kept in the bathroom closet, put his grandson’s parakeet on the man’s shoulder, and they laughed together when she preened his curls. Rosa made noise in the kitchen while Jacot and the priest sat on the porch with their sweating glasses of whiskey and 7Up. After a while, they went in, had a big meal, and parted very politely.

			Nigeria. The man was from Nigeria. Father Fabian was his name. Fabian Dakolo. Jacot could even spell it (but probably not backward).

			See? He had nothing against the black priest.

			A pair of nurses rap on the open door before bustling in. Rosa is asleep—or anyway, not conscious—and one of the nurses shakes her shoulder, says too loudly that they’ve come to clean her up. They flip back the sheets and roll her one way and then the other, maneuvering a dampened pad from under her hips. The thin, open hospital gown peels away and Jacot, moving to the corner to stay out of the way, can see everything: her shriveling, bony body, the formless flaps of her breasts, and her—

			Well, he sees everything, for the first time in years.

			He looks at the TV instead, reads the closed-captioning. The coast guard is searching for a number of missing crew members. The blazing rig, on replay. That’s petroleum we see burning on the surface. Is oil now in danger of escaping into the Gulf? Yes, Steve, that is correct.

			His grandson appears in the doorway, hands full of snacks from the vending machine, but he slinks back into the hall when he sees the nurses, the thrown-back sheet.

			If you look at the aerial view, you’ll see a sheen two miles long and half a mile wide. Upward of eight thousand barrels per day, if there is in fact a leak. The trouble is, they don’t really know what’s going on down there.

			And finally, they’re done. Sheets tucked, machines checked. Rosa closes her eyes, huffs a few long, slow breaths through her mouth, winces between each one. Her arm unfurls from the sheets like the new leaf of a fern. Jacot takes her hand, lets her squeeze until the morphine kicks in and she drifts away.

			The rupture is nearly a mile below the surface, Steve. In some ways, the seafloor is even harder to reach than the moon.

		

	
		
			
				Pelerin Parish, 1939
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				Rivers State, Nigeria, 1985

			
			A child hears a rumble but pays no mind. Thunder in a cloudless sky. The gods are strange sometimes. They do strange things with weather and water. Rumble turns to gust and an acrid brown rain comes down: on the child, the roofs, the boats, garden plots, and animals. The child plays in the spray. He stomps in the puddles. He climbs the steel limbs of the land rig out back of his house—like a smaller version of the Eiffel Tower in his schoolbook—for a better vantage, waves heartily at the pump tender, a slim, friendly young man from Texas, as he climbs. Where is it coming from, this dark rain?

			“A blowout!” the pump tender hollers.

			From up here, he can see the source, the gusher spouting from another rig in a neighbor’s yard. They pay you to put up those noisy jungle gyms in back of your house, not much but enough. This is the first time he’s seen one come in. Up and out it blasts through a screw hole in the earth, the sludge of millions of years of dying things, buried so long under mud and silt. The unreachable, unknowable, unstanchable past, erupting. Stinking riches rain down on their heads, on the houses of everyone he knows, on his own house, into the gardens and cisterns, rainbows slicking the water. Chickens take cover under bushes and coops.

			His mother shouts from the porch. From up here, he can see only her feet. “Jacot! Viens t’en donc dans la maison!”

			Sulfurous rain eats through the tin roofs, soaks the earth. The green things die. The child’s father takes his own bit of oil money—a few hundred dollars from the lease, not from royalties, enough to buy a piece of land away from the mess when the mess gets too bad—and he moves the family, the animals, the boats, the house itself, all those century-old crossbeams and floorboards, whole, by barge, a little farther up the bayou, away from this new flood.

			

			—

			Another child, another time and place. In a motorboat, by night, with his friends, all older boys. Their flashlights shine off the eyes of crocodiles lurking near the muddy banks. They’ve got a sack full of fish in the bottom of the boat and another one of periwinkles. They’ve stayed out too late, and their mothers will worry, but not too much. They’ll make it right with the naira they earn at the market.

			They know their way on these creeks, even by night. They know where the duckweed becomes so dense that their boat seems to be skimming across a lush green field. They know where the water hyacinths squeeze the creek narrow, and where the creek widens again. They know, too, where the rusted wellheads peer up from the water like watchful crocodiles, where the dormant pipelines snake along the banks and where the live ones do, where the pipes and valves are frosted white from the gas inside, that frigid breath on its long journey from the earth’s belly to the pipe’s terminal point, where the gas gushes forth as surging flame and smoke. Tomorrow, the boy’s mother and sister will spread the fish on drying trays, lay them as near the flame as they dare, like offerings at the feet of a god. They make the best of what they are given. It is never really dark here at night, or quiet. Always, the glow above the trees, reflecting orange off the low-hanging clouds. Always, the noise of the flares, near or distant, a roar or an irritating hum.

			In a moment, they will come to a bend in the creek and the canal cut ruler-straight across it, the one that lets them know they are nearly home. The boy keeps the flashlight trained on the river ahead. Then, quite suddenly, the smell surrounds them. Fumes so thick the boy can taste them, like the very air is made of oil. The boy’s stomach wobbles, he hangs his head over the side of the boat, thinking he might vomit, but he doesn’t. The black water carries them on, out of the smell, and finally, home.

			For days, the smell lives in the boy’s head, like the baby that lives in his sister’s belly, pressing outward at his temples and forehead, a constant ache. Opalescent rainbows stripe the creek. The source, when the boys find it, is a slim flaw in the corroded pipeline, a meter-high fan of rust-orange spray. The leak will not stop—it will not be stopped—for a week, two weeks, three, four, nearly ten. The fish and periwinkles, when the boys can catch them, fetch a good price, at least. And the oil that comes and comes and comes—they find a way to sell that too.

			The baby, a girl, will be born and die in that time. After so many years of so many leaks, this misfortune is hardly extraordinary.

		

	
		
			Jamie Terrebonne

			Jamie tries not to pay attention to the news; he carries around enough dread, like a backpack full of bricks. Some days, it keeps him from leaving the house. He’ll open the door and whoosh, it deafens him. The electronic hum is in his own ears, but it might as well be a lo-fi warning coming from everywhere that isn’t his grandparents’ house. He shuts the door right back again. If he could drape the house like he drapes the birdcage, hide under there with his head tucked under a wing—

			He loves this house, its rites and rituals, its shelter. Small for the number of people it’s held, and rickety, a patchwork of mismatched improvements and additions. A bedroom was once a living room. Another was once a porch. Raised above the flood line on cinder-block pilings, the whole sprawling place trembles when anyone takes a heavy step. The mossy, path-bald carpet is a different color in every room, the wallpaper ancient and stained. Everywhere are marks, scrapes, holy signs. A gash in a bedroom door that his teenaged father put there with his foot. His father’s vinyls and high school diploma, fishing rods, crossbow. The cozy cave of a closet where Jamie traced his own hands on the wall, etched crookedly the letters of his name. In that closet, too, his grandmother’s boxes of photographs and court records and newspaper clippings. Photocopies of centuries-old ships’ manifests. The Picayune photo of his grandfather’s great-grandfather, the one who went off to New Orleans for help after the storm back then—the one that wiped out Chenière Disparue—and the little article that didn’t even mention his name. Beams in the attic, joists in the walls, the darker cypress planks of the living room floor—this house, an ossuary for all the holy hidden bones salvaged from that long-ago house on the chenier. This old house could stand through anything, his grandfather likes to say, and it really does feel that way. Jamie will haunt this house when he dies. He’ll frighten away whoever comes, vandalize their things, shatter the glass in their picture frames, tear their faces off the walls.

			No seventeen-year-old boy should be so bound up in cobwebs.

			If he counts to ten, says a little prayer, and taps the Saint James medallion—a gift from his grandfather on his confirmation last year—that nestles, a soothing weight, at the base of his throat, he can sometimes get through the door, push through the membrane, as he has today. He doesn’t believe in the intervention of saints any more than he believes in Santa Claus. Still, the ritual helps.

			This thing in the Gulf, though, the much-repeated name of the exploded, sunken rig. He tries to look away but it’s been everywhere for the past two days. Radio, TV, small talk at the gas station, at the sno-cone stand. If his dying grandmother hadn’t sent him on an errand, he’d scurry right back home. At the hospital, a sno-cone dripping onto his fingers, he rides an elevator with two women in tank tops, cutoffs, and flip-flops, here for a man helicoptered in from the accident, so Jamie gathers. “He was lucky it was just his hand,” the younger woman says to the older, “and his face wasn’t too pretty to begin with.” They both laugh, because what else can you do. The younger woman is not much older than Jamie. Her face is puffy and pink; she’s been crying. The older one says, “He’ll never have to work again.” Like the poor guy won the lottery.

			His grandmother is awake when he comes in, a tray across her lap. The lid is peeled back on the applesauce. She hasn’t touched the meat loaf, the mashed potatoes. The television is on again but silent, and Jamie won’t look. He usually tends a cup of ice chips and a packet of Listerine breath strips to deposit on her tongue. He keeps a pocketful of change to feed the vending machines downstairs. He brings snacks or else his grandfather won’t eat. When his grandmother wants something fetched, Jamie is the one to fetch it. Today, she wants a sno-cone, tutti-frutti.

			He’s got a driver’s license and the keys to the ten-year-old Dodge Ram that had been his father’s, sitting in the garage for four years, the CD player still spinning the same album his dad left in there, Neutral Milk Hotel, good Lord, the band names of the nineties, tied forever in Jamie’s mind to the stories his dad would tell about the house shows at Louisiana Tech, where he had a year of college, chasing a business degree Jacot insisted on before he freaked out and came home—Jamie never knew exactly why, but based on his own failings, he can guess.

			His grandmother says, “Why aren’t you in school?”

			“It’s Saturday,” he says, pulling the chair up close. He sets the sno-cone on the tray and feeds it to her, one spoonful at a time from the tiny-spoon-tipped straw, dropping the candy-red juice onto the waiting tongue. The phone in Jamie’s back pocket buzzes and he fishes it out, takes a peek. Holly, again. It’s always Holly, even now that she’s gone off to college. OMG wtf with that rig??? He puts the phone back in his pocket.

			“How long have I been here?” his grandmother says.

			“A week,” he says. Has it only been that long?

			His grandmother waves away the sno-cone. She pats the bed. “Climb up next to me,” she says. Of course, he doesn’t. He’s seventeen years old, will be eighteen in two months. Not so long ago, he was slim and limby, but now his body’s gone broad and soft, heavy like he’s made of clay. Clay feet, clay hands. Even his mind, lately, is made of clay. She says, “You’re not going to hurt me.” He sits down at the foot of the bed and scoots his way up, cramming himself between his grandmother and the bed rail.

			“That’s good,” his grandmother says. “Just relax right there.”

			Her face is so close, dry like it’s been dusted with powder. She smells like Listerine and unwashed hair and, somehow, church. She holds up a hand, fingers wiggling. Jamie touches his fingers to hers. They tickle each other’s palms and the air in between, as though they are spinning a spiderweb—a game they played together when Jamie was just a little boy, cozied up in bed between her and his grandfather when he got scared. He always felt safer with them than with his mother and father, sleeping just down the hall.

			“Don’t miss any more school,” she says. “Your Paw Paw is worried.”

			“I haven’t.” A lie. Turns out maybe Holly was the only person keeping him afloat, and once she was gone, who was going to pester him into doing his homework, going to class?

			“One more year,” she says. “Then you can go anywhere you want.”

			The thing is, he doesn’t want to go anywhere. He could hardly even bear the infrequent visits to his mother in Iowa. But everybody’s always needling him to leave. Holly and his grandmother, especially. Go to college, go to San Francisco, New York, Berlin, see the world. Or even just another part of the state! There are so many places better suited to a person like you. Meaning what, he didn’t really know. “You’re blessed with a native intelligence,” his most disappointed teacher told him after he’d failed to turn in yet another history essay. He’d done all the reading. He just couldn’t bother to finish the essay or turn in the little he’d written. The teacher actually clapped his hands in Jamie’s face, an explosion, shocking as a slap. “Wake up!” he said. He’s wandering through a fog, sloshing through a swamp. From where, the fear? From where, the despair? It can’t be as simple as his father died, his mother left. He’s more of a self than that, isn’t he?

			In some ways, he’s always been afraid. Death, he knew, was waiting, a bear in the woods, even before he’d ever seen it happen. When Jamie was seven or eight, they—his grandparents—let him keep a pet rabbit in a backyard pen. One morning, when he went out to feed the rabbit, its tender paws were tucked under the fluff of its chest and its head drooped strangely, its eyes blank and open. The End was just as bad as he feared. Worse. He cried for days, heaving great wails as he stood at his bedroom window, fists clutched to his mouth, looking down on the empty pen with the little mound of broken earth just beyond it. He cried so long and so hard that finally his grandmother tore down the pen—Jamie watched her do it from the window—and then charged into the house, up to his room, grabbed him by the wrists, and shook him. “Now stop it. C’est rien qu’un lapin!” It’s only a rabbit. His grandfather, suddenly in the doorway, said, “You leave that boy alone.”

			His father was already a ghost in the house, sleeping through the days in his childhood bedroom and pacing, restless, at night. His mother was often away, visiting her parents and sister in Iowa. Jamie, who still believed in prayer then, would pray. Less a prayer than an incantation, a recitation of the full names of his father, mother, grandfather, grandmother, Holly, amen three times, then palms to face, palms to heart, palms to belly—that, too, three times—and every night, this ritual, this terrible compulsion, the only thing that separated his loved ones from death. He really believed that.

			His dad would come into Jamie’s room sometimes after the lights were out—break the thin chain of Jamie’s prayer—kneel by his bed, bend in close, bury his nose in Jamie’s hair. Jamie didn’t always pretend to be asleep. Sometimes they would look at each other in the dark—just look at each other like that. One night, Jamie said, “I never want to be away from you.” He was testing it out, daring himself to imagine this awful loss, like he dared himself to imagine nuclear holocaust or ash falling on Pompeii. His father’s breath got strange. Was he crying? Of course, Jamie didn’t know that in only a few years he would lose his father with the same obliterating finality as that rabbit. So much for his prayer. In a sense, it was a blessing to be free of it.

			His grandmother eyes him sidelong. “You’re going to do something for me,” she says, “when I’m gone.” Exactly how she has always issued demands. More a prediction than a request. You’re going to wash those dishes before you go to bed. You’re going to fetch me my tweezers from the bathroom. You’re going to bring me a sno-cone. “I want you to put a number in your phone.” She sends him to look in the Bible she stashed in her suitcase, and he finds the number on the inside cover, no label. “You’re going to call that number when I pass, right away, and tell them.”

			“Who is it?”

			She just winks at him, eyes asparkle, like they’re sharing a joke. He doesn’t understand the punch line. Why Jamie and not his grandfather? What strange and terrible surprise awaits on the other end of that number?

		

	
		
			Boy

			They haven’t heard from Mandy in three days.

			On the first day, he believes what he tells Lee, and thus he makes her believe it. They get up early at the old camp, and just as always, the marsh is the marsh and the sky is the sky and the boat bobs against the wharf and the black flies buzz and the mullets breach, and somewhere way offshore, a drill drills down and down, and a crew sleeps or labors, and right here under this weathered roof, a kid and her father share a couple of MREs for breakfast and itch their mosquito bites and all is right with the world. “Occam’s razor,” he says. “It’s hard out there, long hours. Probably she flopped into bed and just crashed.”

			In the afternoon, he takes Lee over to the brand-new public library, where they’ve got computers set up with the internet, and he tells her to go pick out a stack of books and movies while he checks his bank balance and pays some bills. Then, there it is, right on the splash page. How do you even prepare for this kind of thing?

			Blowout, fireball on Gulf rig.

			Twenty-three missing, the injured brought by helicopter to hospitals along the coast. He clicks through to the article, finds the name of the rig. Was that the one? What are the odds? Where is that napkin where he wrote it down? “We’re still hoping the missing ones are on a lifeboat somewhere,” a coast guard officer says. Farther down, a university professor explains what a blowout is, oil and gas surging up through the well, the spark that sets it ablaze. “This would have happened so fast,” she says. “They wouldn’t have had time to evacuate. If they were down in the doghouse or on the drilling platform, they wouldn’t even know what hit them.”

			When Lee plops an armload of books onto the chair next to him, Boy fumbles to close the tab. “Can I get online?” she says.

			Absolutely not.

			He hustles her to the circulation desk, gives her his card, and makes for the parking lot, where he tries Mandy’s phone. Right away, he gets her voicemail. For the rest of the afternoon, whenever he can peel away from Lee for any little minute, at the gas station, in the bathroom, he tries again. She’s got a brother in Lafayette, but Boy doesn’t know his number. Her parents passed away a good while back. He calls whoever else he can think to call: buddies who work offshore, their wives. Everybody’s horrified, scared shitless.

			But most people, it turns out, keep track of where their loved ones are employed. Nobody he talks to has anyone on that rig. Even so, they haven’t heard a damned thing either. Not by phone, not on Facebook. Not from anyone on any rig, the exploded one or otherwise. In a way, this is good news.

			“Call the burn units,” says one buddy’s wife, like she’s done it a hundred times before. Her husband is on a platform called Blind Faith, operated by the same company, and she hasn’t heard from him either. She gives Boy phone numbers that turn up no information. Nobody knows a goddamn thing.

			

			—

			How do you tell a child that her mother may be missing or dead? That she may not even know what hit her?

			For as long as you can, you don’t. You turn the dial far away from public radio, keep the TV off the news. Another evening rolls by with no call from Mandy, and you make something up about internet and cell phone service offshore, how if even one relay point goes out, it all goes out. This sounds good enough to convince a twelve-year-old child. How on earth will he fill tomorrow?

			The next morning, he gets Lee up before dawn, all bleary-eyed and stumbling. He takes her out back and leans his .410 against a tree. He turns on the floods that light the lot all the way back to the tree line. He says, “Come stand right here.” He wants her to know how it will feel when she pulls the trigger. Quick as a bolt gun, he shoves her right shoulder and she flings out her arms, staggers back, gives him a look like a beaten dog. “Now come on back. Spread your feet. Stand up straight.” He shoves her again. This time, she only wobbles. “Well done, Young Grasshopper,” he says. He motions toward the .410, and she grabs it like a broom. He stands behind her, adjusts her hands, helps her aim for the cans he lines up on a stump. “Don’t anticipate the kick,” he says. “You got to let it surprise you.”

			Once she’s shot down half of them, he takes her out in the boat to a place he knows, north of Mr. Hubert’s hazy property line, a chenier ridge where the pigweed grows thick and doves like to nest and gather. He anchors the boat and leads her across the field to the tree line. Of course, they may or may not be trespassing, depending on your point of view. As the horizon brightens to purple, Boy reaches into his shirt pocket for the thin joint he rolled before they left the house. A first time for everything. He inhales, squints, suppresses a cough, and hands it over to Lee, who stares at it, then at him, almost takes it, then doesn’t take it.

			“Is that marijuana?”

			“Yes, ma’am.” He takes another drag, then passes it her way again. This time she sort of shrugs and pinches it between thumb and forefinger, very prim. She sips, scrunching her eyes and puckering her lips, then erupts in hacking that startles some small thing in the undergrowth behind them. Boy slaps her back a few times and polishes off the doobie in three long, deep draws, right down to a nubbin that he crushes out on his boot and tosses into the pigweed.

			Slowly, like a clock winding down, Boy becomes still, one limb at a time. His foot quits twitching, his head drops forward between his knees. His hand jerks up once, fingers curled and ready to scratch at the back of his neck, but then falls to his side and rests tenderly on the shotgun that lies in the grass. Next to him, Lee sighs, long and loud. He tosses back his head and gazes at the sky. They stretch their legs out in front of them, lean back on their hands.

			“I think I’m feeling something,” she says.

			They settle with pleasure into the heat and the dew, the close, damp air as enveloping and sheltering as a burrow. Across the field, the sun has not so much risen as jumped out in surprise. A flock of great egrets whirl up from their rookery to the north and set off southward. A lone black ibis follows close behind the egrets. He taps Lee’s knee and points. She makes an appreciative noise, something between a whistle and a wheeze.

			Then she taps his knee and points—at an assembly of fittings and valves and pipes that sticks up from the water like a rusting old scarecrow a pretty good distance off. “What’s that?”

			“A Christmas tree.”

			She snorts.

			“I ain’t kidding, that’s what they call it. It controls the flow of an oil well.”

			Fifteen years ago, this one was neck-deep in marsh mud, but the land dissolved and now it stands in water, its steel roots exposed beneath the surface. There are thousands of these trees, he could tell her—thousands!—plenty of them abandoned, orphaned, no one’s to tend once they quit gushing dollars. They raise their dainty knees above the waterline, a marker, a memory, of where land once was. Those orphaned wells are dry but not that dry. The slow, constant, invisible seep of who knows what poison. Methane, oil, toxic brine. He could say more about that tree in particular and a few others on this plot of ground, who they made rich (hint: not Boy), who they robbed. Why spoil the mood?

			Behind them, a soft tumult and the round-bellied doves—five or six in the group—leave the trees, passing low over the two hunters, who watch them with mouths slack, who feel a shiver in their spines, a contraction in their bellies at the breathless, nervous coos and the fluttering hum of wings in flight.

			“That noise they make,” she says. It’s nearly a purr.

			As the doves settle into the field to feed, he thinks, this is the time to tell her. Wrapped up in this beauty like a blanket, her mind a little numb from the pot. But the moment passes. Then, shaking off the wide-open, breezy feeling that has gathered around them, he reaches for the gun.

			

			—

			He’s out back cleaning the doves when a call comes from the woman whose husband works on Blind Faith. “No phones, no internet until this afternoon.” They—with a capital T, the people in charge—shut it all down, forbade contact by anyone to anyone, to prevent rumors. To cover their asses, really. “He said there was a line a mile long for the phone. I bet you hear from her pretty soon. Tell your little girl not to worry.”

			Up in the trailer, Lee still knows not a damned thing. She’s reading a book about gnomes, richly illustrated. He peeks over her shoulder at an anatomical diagram, male and female, gnome hats and gnome nethers, then he takes his tray of naked doves to the kitchen counter. He flops them into plastic baggies—they got a dozen, enough for a gumbo—and shoves them into the freezer. He takes a long, slow shower, and when he gets out of the shower, he fishes through the pile of less dirty laundry on the bedroom floor for a pair of pants, and he puts on those pants, and he zips them up, and he sticks his hands into the pockets to straighten them out, and he feels something in the pocket, wadded up, like a napkin or something.

			Now he knows.

			It hardly hits him when his phone rings yet again, the landline—so many phone calls in so little time—and it’s his uncle, proprietor of the land on which they “trespassed” this very morning. His Aunt Rosa is dying, his uncle tells him, to which he nearly says, So what? She wants to see him. He should come tomorrow. They don’t know how long she has. A day or two, maybe.

			Why should he see her? She has ignored so much, pretended to know so little. Looked the other way when Jacot was trying to evict Mr. Hubert. Looked the other way when Robbie was circling the drain. When his mother and stepfather were trying to offload Boy onto someone, anyone, Rosa and Jacot were the first ones they called, and it didn’t sound so bad to him, living like brothers, basically twins, with Robbie, his best friend and closest cousin. From where he crouched outside in the bushes beneath the open kitchen window, he heard his mother on the phone with Rosa: his mother’s French, first plaintive, then vexed, and the rejection in the silences.

			He knew they all thought he was a thief. And he was. After all, he had stolen his stepfather’s cameras—nice ones, worth some money, but he’d stolen them for spite, stashed them under the house in a garbage bag, and then when his stepfather, who had no reason to blame him, except of course that he was in fact to blame, blamed him without an inch of proof, he went straightaway to his hiding place under the house, drew out the garbage bag, and in the early winter dark, crossed the yard, slid down the embankment, and chucked all but one, a nifty little Polaroid, the cheapest of the bunch, into the bayou.

			“I va pas te mentir. I va pas te voler,” his mother told Rosa. He won’t lie to you. He won’t steal from you. Clearly, neither one of them believed it. Instead, Boy went to Mr. Hubert. Never would he have lied to or stolen from that old man, and neither would the old man have expected it. Rosa and Jacot, though? Boy was the Cain to Robbie’s Abel, marked by God for hurt and trouble. Why, then, should he see her now?

			Yet, set against the nauseating dread, the terrible not knowing, the waiting for news about Mandy, against the softness in his child’s face as she studies gnome anatomy and does her strange little humming routine when she passes by him for a snack, the softness that cannot last, the worry in her eyes that will harden into something else, the fissure that he is about to witness, a visit to Rosa’s deathbed seems, at least, bearable. Almost a relief.

		

	
		
			Fabian Dakolo

			A blanket of ash hangs over Europe. A volcano in Iceland has been erupting for weeks, and all this smoke and fire from the depths of hell—it’s an inconvenience at worst, which is truly astonishing from the standpoint of a man of God. The largest airspace shutdown since World War II, according to The New York Times.

			Now the sea is on fire. That’s on the front page too.

			Fabian knows a thing or two about oil. Every year in the Niger Delta, an Exxon Valdez. Every year for forty years. The Niger Delta? No one is watching. The United States isn’t Nigeria. Everyone is watching. Every resource, all the money that can be thrown at the problem will be thrown at the problem until there is no more problem. Already, fishing grounds have been closed until further notice. Almost immediately, the president issued a moratorium on offshore drilling. We won’t let this happen again! Except really, they’re only exporting the risk to countries like his.

			This is not a charitable way of thinking.

			Outside Fabian’s office windows, the clouds muster. The Blessing of the Fleet is scheduled for noon, when Fabian will stand on the deck of the bayou’s finest trawler—as he has every year since he has been here—in a new white chasuble, made especially for him by the wives of the Knights of Columbus, and raise the aspergillum to bless the boats for the start of shrimp season. Suffering the heat and humidity of a Louisiana late spring under so many layers of holy raiment is a trial equal to the hair shirts of old. It is torture, truly.

			He does not want to be a priest. Wanted to once, not anymore. He has almost made up his mind to tell his sister. She sent him on this path, or rather tugged him along, in the wake of her convert’s zeal, brought him from the swamps of Rivers State to the city of Port Harcourt, worked to send him to seminary. She would be more than disappointed. Not to mention—and she wouldn’t mention—the money he’s been sending home for years. How can he quit his calling? she’d say. But it was never really a calling.

			So God sent up a cloud of ash and a deluge of oil from the belly of the earth to punish him for this betrayal.

			He doesn’t really believe that. Even a cataclysm of our own making is consequence, not retribution. We see patterns and intentions where there are none. We can’t help ourselves, always naming things, claiming the earth’s disasters.

			Often Fabian thinks that, in becoming a priest, he made a horrible mistake, signing up like aimless boys do for the army. Yet here he is, in his socks, lounging on his sofa, reading The New York Times, living the good life. Every month, he sends money to his sister and nephews, for school fees, exam fees, uniforms, books, internet, DVDs. He owes her this. She gave him everything, this life he isn’t sure he wants. Faith hardly enters into it.

			His office window looks out onto the slow, stewy-brown waters of the bayou and the highway that runs along its bank. All day, traffic passes on the road, headed to and from the port forty miles to the south. Traffic passes on the bayou too: fishing boats, industrial supply boats, barges, pleasure boats, all giving off the smell of gas and engine oil. The rusty old drawbridge creaks up and down, letting boats through, letting vehicles cross to the car wash and sports bar and squat, fading houses on one side and to the church, the outboard motor dealer, the gym, and the squat, better-kept houses on the other side.

			When he shuts his door, twists closed the blinds, and takes his nap in the darkened office, shoes off, socked feet propped on the arm of the sofa, no one knocks. His days are so very quiet.

			Sometimes Fabian says Mass in the church across the parking lot, sometimes he says Mass in the church up the bayou, and sometimes he’s on call to visit the sick and administer last rites. Sometimes he can summon a feeling as he blesses these people and offers them Christ, but most times, he simply gets through it, stuffed with indifference, that heavy sawdust. If a priest can’t carry his own numb despair, what good is he?

			Most days he rises, says his prayers, showers, puts on his priestly blacks, and sits beneath the fluorescing lights of his office—a room three times the size of the erratically powered hut he occupied as a missionary in Bayelsa State, and twice that of his sweltering bedroom in the rectory in Port Harcourt.

			And no one comes.

			Instead, he Skypes with his friends from seminary, scattered around the world—London, Marseille, Kingston, Lagos, Rome—or with his sister. This office would be a wonderful place to hang himself, he jokes (not to his sister), so rarely does anyone come. Though the rectory provides a car for his use, more often he rides his bicycle up and down the highway along the bayou, going somewhere or going nowhere, simply because he can. Because no gang of men will appear on the road before him with machetes and assault rifles and demand the bike or worse. Most of the time, it’s decidedly too hot for riding a bike, and the roads are too busy. When he rides his bike, he wears shorts and a golf shirt, no helmet, which he knows is foolish. In his civvies, he’s just a black man on a bike—one of not very many black faces this far down the bayou—taking up too much room on the highway. Horns blare, trucks slow and swerve around him. He isn’t intimidated by these fools.

			He’s read some U.S. history, of course. He’s been warned many times by his supervisor, the Very Reverend Daniel Nakate, who is also African, Ugandan—this has never produced an ounce of sympathy between them—and by his only real friend, the parish deacon Vinh “Vince” Pham, who is, despite his name, a native. Fabian knows he shouldn’t be so flippant about the blaring horns and the white men in their trucks. Still, when he rides his bike, he pops in his headphones to drown out the horns, he keeps his eyes straight ahead, and with music in his ears he goes so far elsewhere that he can love this place. Mostly for letting him go so far elsewhere.

			When Vince taps at his office door and comes right in, a garment bag over one arm, a bulging plastic grocery sack dangling from the other, Fabian is folding up the pages of the Times, about to slip his feet back into dress shoes. Vince, trim and muscular in a close-fitting T-shirt, gym shorts, hiking sandals—his standard under-vestment attire (though he has, on the hottest days, gone commando, he claims)—sets the grocery sack on the desk and lays the garment bag on the sofa beside Fabian, unzips it, extracts the contents, and shakes out the wrinkles. He hangs the vestments on the coatrack that stands, always empty, by the door, then he rustles around in the grocery sack, unloading plastic bowl after plastic bowl: rice, grilled pompano, stir-fried spinach, soup and soup and more soup. A bottle of fish sauce. A tiny container of pepper.

			“Mom sent you canh chua. More canh chua than a person can reasonably eat. So much canh chua,” Vince says. “She hasn’t left the kitchen in days. This thing offshore is freaking her out.” His father is a fisherman, as are his brothers. His mother shucks oysters and shells shrimp at the processing plant, where Vince’s wife is a bookkeeper. Vince himself broke family tradition to be a middle-school science teacher. Now, because of the bloom of oil pushing north out of the Gulf, the best fishing grounds are closed. The processing plants are also closed: nothing to process. His father, Vince says, has been down at the dock, fussing over the boat, mending nets. “There’s only so much net mending a man can do before he starts to go insane,” Vince says. “Mom said to tell you don’t microwave the fish. Fry it in a pan.”

			“I would never microwave fish,” Fabian says.

			“This is going to be worse than any Katrina,” Vince goes on.

			His family lost everything then. How does he maintain such cheer?

			When Katrina blew in, Fabian had only just arrived, and he stayed in the rectory, didn’t know any better. Evacuation was ordered farther south, but not here, above the intracoastal waterway. Enough people were staying—people who knew this place, who knew, presumably, when to stay and when to go, when to discount the television hysteria, when to hunker down, when to stockpile water and canned goods, and when to leave—that Fabian trusted to fate.

			He had candles, oil lanterns, water, food. He fell asleep for a while in the La-Z-Boy chair, listening to what sounded very much like an ordinary storm. But when he woke, the wind had become an enraged beast rattling a cage. And then rain—oh, the rain!—came in sideways, splattered like gallons of paint thrown against the windows, and a pop somewhere, like a gunshot, a crash, and the rectory sighed, its every light and electric hum doused at once like a single candle. He looked out the patio doors and saw faces, silhouettes in the dark, and he gasped, but no—of course there were no faces, no young men with machetes and assault rifles, only God raging.

			Not God, though. Only a storm.

			And when the winds and waters settled down, he emerged from the rectory, his new neighbors from their houses, like Noah’s sons and daughters peeping over the sides of the ark, and found they had been spared. The parishes to the east had been swept away, every house and boat and church and tree. The storm cleared the land as swiftly as a drunken father clears a table with a back-swipe of his hand.

			Then, the horror in New Orleans. Old women on rooftops, bodies in the flood.

			But this parish? Hardly grazed. A miracle. They lost power for weeks, but—so Fabian’s parishioners explained—their levees held, because their parish government (unlike those crooks in New Orleans) had put the resources into maintaining them. So really, it was no miracle at all, no answer to prayers, just foresight and good engineering. Maybe a little blind luck.

			Not long after that storm, a fisherman, no more than forty years old, came to him in crisis. A sweet man, quiet-spoken, polite but not only polite. The sort of man who would ask after your health, your day, your work, and then listen, genuinely, to the answer. He would have made a wonderful priest. He took Communion in the old-fashioned way—like his elderly father and mother, who were always in line before him—with an open mouth, and when Fabian placed the wafer on his tongue, their eyes met, the man imploring and Fabian bestowing, a father feeding his child. What good was that moment of grace, though? When the man came to him, laid his despair at Fabian’s feet, what had Fabian managed to give?

			The source of the despair: Katrina, of course; the boat he lost, swept away by the storm surge; a woman he found floating in the marsh, drowned, in the days after. His unhappy wife, eager to leave the state altogether. His young son, strange and shy and so much like himself it frightened him. The weight of the past. The weight of the future. Every year, another hurricane season. How does anyone keep going in the face of perennial disaster? What sensible person can hold on to faith when storms or oil or war or famine destroys his world, again and again? Most men are not Job, content to scratch their boils on the ash heap of their former homes and praise God for their own spared lives.

			“We all feel such dread,” Fabian said to the man, “but we must go on living even so.”

			“Why must we?” the man replied.

			Whatever answer Fabian gave—about testing faith, accepting both good and adversity as gifts from God—was no answer at all, and within a month, he was saying the man’s funeral Mass. To reject this life is perhaps the most sensible reply to the miseries that have tormented every living creature on this planet since creatures began to live, miseries often inflicted upon the living by the living. A twenty-five-foot storm surge plowing through insufficiently maintained levees, drowning a city. The blessing of oil, the curse of oil. Wealth that saves and wealth that destroys.

			Later today, after the Blessing of the Fleet, he will deliver Communion to that man’s dying mother.

			He’d known her from the first day of his arrival here, one of a few old women who would have him over to their homes for supper, and he liked her very much because she always took both his hands in hers and kissed his cheeks, called him cher, even after he failed her son. She asked about Nigeria. She knew about his sister, his nephews. When the time comes to eulogize her, he will have things to say. He doesn’t always.

			

			—

			Fabian is flanked, as they exit the church, by three very old men in tuxedos, sashes, and ornately plumed chapeaux, a delegation from the Knights of Columbus, those noble warriors for the widowed and orphaned and disabled and unborn. Last weekend, they were shaking buckets at every drawbridge up and down the parish to raise money for the Special Olympics. Now sabers dangle from their waistbands. Vince, in a simple white alb, advances before them, wielding a golden crucifix whose vertical bar is the length of a walking staff. Under party tents in the church parking lot, crawfish, shrimp, and blue crabs are boiling in pots the size of oil barrels tended by men as crimson and steam damp as their quarry. Fabian’s first year, they tried to teach him how to eat the crawfish. Pinch the tails! Suck the heads! He already knew, more or less—he’d practiced enough on the prawn-like crayfish of the creeks back home—but he let them anyway and then delighted them with his quick mastery and unfussy slurping. Nigerians, after all, are no strangers to sucking every bit of goodness from a creature.

			A dozen or so trawlers, festooned hull to mast in bright strings of bunting, have docked along the bayou by the church. The families on board are grilling, drinking beer. More boats of every size and variety—fishing boats and speedboats and Jet Skis and shabby little motorboats like the one Fabian’s rangy crew of village boys used to ride through the creeks back home—bob in the bayou. Music screeches from onboard speakers, country, classic rock, and loudest of all, the zydeco from the staging area back at the church. Any excuse to party before noon down here. Fabian has become expert at the crawfish, not so much the joie de vivre.

			The sheriff’s department blocks traffic down Highway 1 as the entourage crosses to the covered wharf that the church maintains for exactly this purpose. People crowd the wharf and the grassy levee on either side. They’ve spread blankets, brought lawn chairs, coolers full of beer and cokes.

			Facing the water, Fabian flicks back the voluminous sleeves of his newly starched vestments and raises his hands. Vince sticks a microphone in his face. His voice blasts from a pair of speakers behind him, and he hears his own accent, his wooden delivery. The music dwindles. He tries again. “Friends,” he says, looking around at the faces, at the boats, trying to mean it. “I welcome you to this ninety-fifth annual Blessing of the Fleet.” He takes the microphone and Vince spreads before him the binder containing his script. He gives thanks to the Lord for this beautiful day, for this beautiful community, for the beautiful creation with which He has blessed them, the bayou, the lakes, and the sea, and he reads a truly lovely passage from Psalms—“ ‘Some went off to sea in ships, plied their trade on the deep waters’ ”—about fishermen saved from a storm, then he closes with a prayer for the safety of the boats and all who go on them.

			Should he mention the disaster in the Gulf? Just yesterday, he was called to the hospital to administer last rites to a young man who had been in the accident. Fabian didn’t know this man, but he laid the palm of his hand gently on his forehead and prayed. The man’s tiny children had been looking for bugs outside, on a closely groomed triangle of grass, watched after by an auntie. The man’s wife stroked his hand and begged him to live. When Fabian returned to the hospital the next morning to look in on the family, the woman and her children were gone. The man’s bed was empty. Better, perhaps, not to cast a pall on this festive day.

			Vince holds out his hand for the microphone, gesturing that he’d like to say a few words. He takes a pause, stares down at his sandaled feet, collecting his thoughts. Without looking up, he says, “The people of this community have held this celebration for ninety-five years.” He shakes his head in amazement. “God has always come to our aid, even when we lose everything.” He goes on, improvising like an honest-to-goodness preacher, in just those cadences, like a ship on the waves, buoyed by genuine faith. And more than that, he sounds like them, the Cajun lilt, the th’s turned to d’s, the flat vowels and dropped r’s. “It’s tough to make a living out there.” He scans the boats, the crowd, all hushed and listening. “It’s about to get a whole lot tougher.” His voice catches in his throat. “We don’t know what’s coming, but we know His promise. ‘The waters,’ He tells us, ‘will not overtake you. When you pass through the waters, I will be with you.’ I believe this. I’ve felt it, and I know you have too.”

			If anyone should be a priest, it is Vince, but—as he told Fabian one night, with earnest passion, after too many whiskeys at the sports bar—he could never have imagined spending the rest of his life without the daily promise, the tremendous blessing, of his wife’s big, soft, beautiful tits. Also, his kids, of course. “The kids are fun too,” he said. He has four. Next to Vince, so flush with faith, Fabian is a withered vine.

			Fabian leads them in the sign of the cross, the Knights salute with their sabers, and then the entourage boards the Evangeline, the boat that won best-decorated trawler in last year’s floating parade and thus will now lead the way.

			The whole family is on board. The mother in a tank top and cutoffs, her bra peeking out from the stretched armholes, gets up from a folding chair to give Vince a hug and a peck on the cheek. “What a beautiful prayer,” she says to him warmly. When she reaches for Fabian, he doesn’t mean to tense up, but he does, as always. Her hug comes in sideways, and instead of a kiss on the cheek, he gets a fluttering pat on the shoulder. She says, “We sure need the blessings this year.”

			“All the blessings we can get,” says her husband, the captain of the vessel, as he digs through the ice chest for beers. Fabian declines politely but Vince pops one open and raises the can. Cheers. A pair of teenaged sons, stout and shirtless, lean against the cabin, out of the sun. Deck chairs have been arranged for the Knights, and they settle creakily into them as the captain starts the engine and begins the floating procession. A few more boats fall in line behind, and Fabian stands at the bow, dipping the aspergillum into the silver bucket of holy water and flicking it out over the boats and spectators like candy from a Mardi Gras float.

			Vince’s family is docked a little farther, in their trawler, the Kim Thành II (the Kim Thành I having been a casualty of Katrina), resplendent as for the New Year with red-and-gold paper lanterns, blossoms, and tassels hung from the rigging. His father leans against the prow with a cigarette dangling from his lip. His mother grins under a giant floppy hat. His brothers and sister gather at the gunwales, his teenaged nieces and nephews atop the pilothouse, legs dangling over the edge. His wife and four young kids join his parents, all waving fanatically and calling to him. They’re boiling crawfish on the deck, and they beckon the Evangeline over until it’s close enough to hoist a twenty-pound sack over the rails. The captain’s wife unloads a case of beer on the Phams. Fabian has never missed home—his sister, his nephews—so sharply.

			As they approach the next township, a party barge blasts hip-hop from speakers affixed to the awning. Smoke billows from a barbecue pit at aft and laughter rises and falls from the young people—all white kids—dangling their legs over the side and lounging on inner tubes in the bayou. The old Knights of Columbus complain about the music, which one of them uses a nasty racial epithet to describe. Fabian glances at Vince, who rolls his eyes and shakes his head: Don’t bother, just let it go. This kind of thing has happened before, these remarks in Fabian’s hearing, the whiteness of his collar conferring a measure of whiteness on his person. He was amazed, at first, really, at the overwhelming whiteness of this place. “Where are all the black people?” he asked his boss, the Very Reverend Daniel Nakate, soon after he arrived. This wasn’t the American South he’d read about.

			“Not way down here,” Vicar Nakate said, and explained the concentration of black people farther north in sugarcane country, around former plantations. Plenty of bad history up there. Plenty of bad history down here too, but the demographics are different. French Acadians, mostly, and Native Americans, fleeing their own bad history, settling on land grants, fishing and trapping and gleaning what they could from marsh that couldn’t be farmed. “The Cajuns,” the vicar said, “can be a little clannish,” which Fabian heard as “clownish” before the vicar clarified. He showed Fabian the key chain a parishioner had given him, with a speaker and little buttons that cued a voice more thickly accented than Fabian’s own. We gon pass a good time, yeah, cher! Laissez les bon temps rouler! You gotta suck da heads on dem dere crawfish! Ai-eeeeee! Clownish, indeed. The gag gift, that is, not so much the people themselves.

			Back in his office, Fabian draws the blinds, lays his sweated-through vestments on the couch to dry, and turns the air conditioner in the window to maximum power. He strips down to his underwear, stands before the blast, closes his eyes, breathes the frosty, chemical air, feels his bare skin contracting as the sweat dries and leaves behind its salt.

			He’s already late to give Communion at the hospital, should have left an hour ago. His clerical blacks, stole, and sick call kit are in his backpack, along with deodorant, cologne spray, and a water bottle, ready for the bike ride to the hospital. On the way out, he stops by the tabernacle to fill the pyx with Communion wafers. He’ll change at the hospital, wash away his sweat in the bathroom sink, pray that once more no one notices the African priest is so very late.

		

	
		
			Jacot

			It’s a tedious business, this dying. After a week of it, he leaves her sleeping to tend to other matters. He still keeps an office, fronting the bayou a mile or so down the highway, a place to meet with company men, with lessors and lessees, a place to keep his files, a place for the mail to come that wouldn’t land it on the kitchen table, where his wife might open the envelopes and be troubled. At one time, he’d been impeccably organized, every document in its place, every envelope opened and dealt with before the spit had dried on the stamp. Now he has let things go. When he unlocks the door, he has to step over weeks of mail dropped through the slot.

			He works as much as he feels like, which these days isn’t much, even before Rosa got sick. He saved over the years, socked a fair bit away in retirement, still draws in some oil and gas revenue on his land, though that’s been drying up, a few wells abandoned already. These things don’t produce forever. He never made a killing, but they never needed more. Modest lives for modest people.

			His office isn’t much either, just half a duplex, one room with a wall of filing cabinets, a desk, a couple of chairs. Next door is an upholstery shop in decline. The old upholsterer—Jacot has known him since they were children, brought him work whenever he and Rosa wore holes in chairs—retired, left the business to his son. No business, though, for an upholsterer anymore when you can buy a couch brand-new for cheaper. The old office chair on which Jacot settles his bottom was last re-covered by the man next door, in a brown vinyl that looked plenty enough like leather from across a desk but squeaked like what it was, the art of salt and oil, plastic in disguise, and in summer, even with the swamp cooler blowing at full blast, Jacot would sweat through his pants, through the back of his shirt, and wish he’d paid more for leather. Now the vinyl is cracked, busted open on the seat, and who cares. There’s a computer on the desk where there used to be only an adding machine, and the computer keeps the books, when it used to be that the books were actual books. Now those actual books are stacked on the rusted old filing cabinet, relics. Times change.

			Tacked on the faux-wood paneling above the desk, between the broad spread of topo maps, more blue than green, is a curling, yellowed scrap he clipped out of The Gulf Coast Journal of Oil and Gas when he first moved in, circa 1960:

			
				Wanted: Qualified Lease Broker and Landman. Must have ingenuity, ambition, an iron stomach for rotgut, a mastery of misinformation, and the ability to charm bankers, lawyers, farmers, ranchers, and widows all down a Louisiana summer without perspiring or acquiring BO. Must be a man’s man, a lady’s man, a family man, a Democrat, Republican, Plutocrat, Dixiecrat, New Dealer, gin dealer, after-dinner elocutionist, engineer, mechanic, land scout, hotshot, rhumba dancer, pitch player, and notary public. Must be willing to visit clients in hospitals, jails, honky-tonks, flop houses, doghouses, cathouses, boat-houses, and teepees. Authorities on geology, doodlebugging, dice, horses, blondes, redheads, and brunettes preferred. Hiring bonus if you smell good. Bring your own contacts and corn whiskey.

			

			It used to make him laugh, make him a little proud, even, that he could live up to some piece of all that. Now he’s tired. He’s old. Dear Lord, he prays, is he done yet? Can he finally be done, lay it all down? He didn’t count on having a grandson to raise. His retirement savings weren’t calculated around that. He didn’t count on his son leaving that grandson without even a life insurance policy to help raise him. He certainly didn’t count on a grandson who would have such a hard time getting himself to the other side of high school, or who, like his father before him, might—well. What is wrong with a boy who can’t get himself out of bed, who can’t just do the things to get himself from here to there, homework, basic hygiene, shave, a haircut, can’t get up for alarms or remember to feed and water the bird, even with almost constant reminders from his seventy-some-year-old grandparents? That poor little bird. Sometimes Jacot finds her with the drape still over her cage in the middle of the afternoon, no water, nothing in her food dish but husks. Is it that hard to just do the damned things? Qui i y a avec ce garçon?

			He can’t lose this boy too.

			Even with the computer on his desk, the papers pile up. Receipts and leases. Royalty statements. Invoices for legal fees. He owes a small fortune for that mess last year around Hubert; eviction proceedings aren’t cheap. Neither are medical bills, all the sundry expenses of getting old. He sorts out the junk—pharmacy ads, credit card offers, campaign flyers for parish president—and tears open what remains.

			His eye snags on a single line in a statement from Atakapa Corp., his marshland neighbors and longtime lessees. It took him years of dealing with these people to master their symbols. Decimal percentages and BTUs. Now, though, he can read a royalty statement like an astrologer reads a star chart. It’s a decent-sized check, but the gross sales being drawn off that well should have netted more. Quite a bit more. Where is the rest? Printed in the same unassuming font as everything else, a second participant is listed in the deal, another landowner drawing off the same well, which Jacot knows very well to be on his property and his alone. The mysterious interloper?

			The state of Louisiana.

			“What in the hell is this?” he says to his lawyer when he finally gets him on the phone. He taps the line in question, as though the lawyer can see what he sees.

			“It’s probably water bottoms,” the lawyer says. Jacot has known this man since long before he became a partner in a New Orleans law firm, since he was doing business out of an office very much like Jacot’s. “You haven’t been out there in a while, have you? The canal’s ate up a good chunk of your property, I’m guessing. If there’s three feet of water over your acreage, the state can claim it as water bottoms. Nothing we can do. If it’s a navigable waterway, it belongs to the state.”

			“Since when is three feet of water a navigable waterway?”

			“You want to try untangling this?” The lawyer’s voice is willfully calm as he reads off a phone number, a name. “That’s the man you need to call. Call that man and just see what happens. I wish you all the luck in the world.”

			That man turns out to be the in-house landman for Atakapa Corp., one of Jacot’s own ilk. He’s a nice enough fella, hears Jacot out, says, “Mm-hmm, mm-hmm,” with more sympathy than you might imagine could be wrested from a grunt, politely recommends that Jacot get himself a lawyer, and then tells him the man he really needs to talk to is the director of Petroleum Lands in the state’s Office of Mineral Resources. Does he have this man’s number? Just call the Department of Energy and Natural Resources and they should be able to find him.

			Jacot calls the DENR and is connected to this man, who picks up on the very first ring. As soon as the man gets a whiff of what this is about, he says, “I can’t help you. You got to call the manager of Title and Ownership over at the Office of State Lands. And you might want to get yourself a lawyer.” He gives Jacot the number. Jacot calls the number. This time the man is a woman and she says there’s someone else in State Lands who really will know what’s what, and without even a warning, she transfers his call. By now Jacot has explained the situation five times, so he takes it out on a poor little receptionist who is too polite to defend herself. “My wife is dying of cancer right now,” he says, brimming with rage, “and this is what I got to deal with?” She puts him on hold for a very, very long time. Then the line is ringing again and he’s greeted by someone who doesn’t wait to hear his story at all, just tells him he needs to call the director of Petroleum Lands in the Office of Mineral Resources. Does he have the number? Has he considered getting himself a lawyer?

			He isn’t a man to cry, but right then he just about does.

			

			—

			Jacot uses the remote control attached to Rosa’s bed to turn on the television. She’s sleeping, drifting. He’s been arguing in his head with the lawyer, the landman, the director of Petroleum Lands, the state of Louisiana itself, which takes shape, somehow, as a pair of men in fedoras and linen pants who pretend not to understand his accent. I’m no fool! he shouts at them. I know your game! He presses another button to change the channel, keeps flipping through, reads the scrolling captions and headlines.

			Flaming Gulf rig capsizes. Search for survivors called off with 23 still missing. Orvian Petroleum claims no leak. The station out of Houma starts running profiles of the injured local men who were rushed back to shore. LaFleur, Boudreaux, Pitre. They flash their faces, family pictures: the men grinning, holding their babies. Local people all right, those names, but no one Jacot knows. He flips the channel again. An anchor says, What about the sheen where the rig went down? That oil is coming from somewhere. A coast guard rear admiral says, It’s “surface residual” from the rig itself. There’s no oil escaping from the wellhead. As far as we know, it is not a leak. The anchor says, What about the riser pipe? Could it be coming from the riser?

			Not that we know of.

			Wow, says the anchor, shaking his head in disbelief—at the scale of the event or the scale of the lie. Just wow.

			All his years as a landman, that slick-tongued mediator between landowners and mineral extractors, have taught Jacot one important lesson: If there’s anything the oil business and its vested representatives can be counted on to do, it’s lie. He knows this for a fact, having been one of the liars himself. No oil escaping from the wellhead or from the riser? Like hell there isn’t. This business corrupts, everyone grabbing for dwindling resources. Nothing warps a man’s conscience faster or makes him crueler.

			The door gasps open, and Boy Broussard stalks in rolling an ice chest behind him, which Jacot thought, by the sound, was a gurney passing down the hall. Boy parks the chest at the end of Rosa’s bed and says, “I brought y’all a little something,” then he glances at Rosa and quickly away, like he can’t bear the sight. Boy’s eyes find the TV instead, the flames on the sea, replayed. Without asking, he reaches up and hits the power button, and the screen goes black. Jacot hasn’t passed two words with the man since he started the proceedings against Hubert, and even before that, after Robbie’s death, they were only at best polite. If they saw each other at the grocery store, they always pretended they didn’t, ducked down different aisles. Rosa tried to keep him coming around, fed him sometimes, like a stray dog, wanted him to keep being godfather to Jamie, in more than just name. Jacot never could stand the guy, and worse, he never could hide it.

			Jacot pops the lid of the ice chest and looks inside: a dozen naked, purple bodies on ice, neat as beetles, packed in ziplock bags. It’s April. Doves could not be more out of season. And they probably came from his, Jacot’s, land. He knows what Boy’s been up to, and that so-called Indian before him. It was only out of mercy for Hubert that Jacot didn’t try to move them off sooner, and out of mercy, too, that he tried to get him off when he did. The marsh is no place for an old man.

			Rosa is stirring, her eyes fluttering open, and when she realizes who she’s looking at, she gives a little grunt of surprise—“Ah!”—like she’s found a long-lost earring under the sofa cushion. She struggles upright, stretches out her arms, and wiggles her fingers, drags Boy in for a hug that it looks like he doesn’t really want to give. She’s had plenty of visitors, and whether she last saw them years ago or yesterday, it doesn’t matter—sheer delight, every time, like she enjoys her dying. To each of these visitors, Rosa bequeaths her possessions. The statue of the Virgin on top of the china cabinet to a cousin she hasn’t seen in years, a signed copy of It Takes a Village (Lord, how she wouldn’t quit about that woman, but he never interfered with—nor did he understand—her politics) to an old friend she never liked, a machine to vacuum-pack sausage to…Jacot doesn’t remember. Her generosity is wide-ranging and random and insensitive to the fact that her husband will yet occupy the house, stripped of so many belongings. She orders Jacot to label the objects with tiny sticky notes. Sometimes he does, but more often he doesn’t, and so what? Who’s going to come knocking for a hand blender?

			When Boy pulls away from Rosa, he waves over a girl, tall and gangly and lingering just inside the door, holding her elbows. Her shoulders shrug up to her ears, and her hair is peeled back tight into a frizz of red-brown ponytail down her neck. She scoots past Jacot and sits quickly on the ice chest.

			“Well, say hello,” says Boy.

			“Hello,” she says to the ice chest.

			“Now, who is this, Wilford?” Rosa says, but she already knows. Everybody has known for years and pretended they didn’t, including Boy.

			“This is my daughter, Lee.”

			Rosa claps her palms together noiselessly then raises her hands, face alight. “Your mama told me the good news just before she died,” she says to Boy, like the news had come that way, when really, Esseline called only to complain about her bonrien of a son, who had been the subject and not the source of this “good news,” delivered in fact as meddling gossip from a cousin.

			The girl pulls the rubber band out of her hair and coils it tight around her finger until the tip is as purple and swollen as the naked doves. The ponytail doesn’t know it’s been freed, just hangs there, keeping its shape until she flips it over her shoulder and starts combing the ends with her fingernails. It’s cruel, Jacot thinks, to trot her around like this.

			“How about a piece of cheesecake?” Rosa says to the girl. “He’ll take you down to the cafeteria.” She tilts her head at Jacot, but they’re supposed to be waiting on the priest, and he says so.

			“What school you go to, chère?” he asks the girl.

			“She’s usually over in Houma,” Boy says. “I’ve just got her while her mama’s offshore.”

			Rosa closes her eyes and points vaguely in the direction of the dark television. “That accident. The explosion. Have you been following that?”

			“What accident?” the girl says, suddenly interested, and Boy leaps in over her: “I haven’t been paying it too much mind.” He sits down in the chair near the bed, settles in like he might be there awhile.

			“What accident?” the girl says again, generally to the room.

			“Nothing you have to worry about,” Boy says, and the girl gets up suddenly and slinks into the bathroom. The lock clicks into place.

			Then the hallway door opens, and at last, it is the priest. He should have been here an hour ago. He practically tumbles in, unbalanced by a backpack and straightening the stole that drapes, twisted, around his shoulders. “How is everyone today?” he says to no one in particular. The room is small and, now, suddenly crowded, so Jacot puts himself at the head of the bed, near the closed bathroom door. Inside, he hears—what on earth is the child doing? Laughing or sobbing? Hyperventilating? “Is she all right?” he says to Boy. Jacot knocks, gets no answer, knocks again. The lock clicks free. The door opens. The girl is ghostly pale, sweat beading her forehead.

			She sways. Her back finds the wall, and she slides into a crouch. Her head drops between her knees. Boy hasn’t moved from where he sits. In the bathroom, Jacot yanks a wad of paper towels from the dispenser. He wets them, wrings them out, and tries to flatten them. His old knees and his arthritic hip have some trouble getting him down there, but he does it, and he presses the cool, dripping paper to the girl’s nape. “I think I’m going to pass out,” she whispers.

			Now Boy is crouching with them too. “Take some breaths. You’ll be all right in a minute.” This sounds more like irritation than concern.

			The priest stands over his open backpack, waiting. Did he just look at the clock? Forget his race, forget where he’s from: He gives the impression of indifference, or contempt. Jacot grabs onto the bed rail to hoist himself up.

			“Should we call a doctor for her?” the priest says.

			“I just need to sit here a minute,” the girl says, face buried in her knees.

			“Go ahead, Father,” Jacot says. They’ve waited long enough.

			From a case he pulls out of the backpack, the priest takes the Blessed Sacrament in its little golden locket and sets it on the rolling tray where the food service aides put the meals that Rosa never eats. To Boy, he says, “Would you like to join us in prayer?”

			“No, I don’t believe so,” Boy says. He’s back in the chair now, knees sprawled. The girl is quiet, holding the damp towels to her forehead with her eyes closed.

			As the father begins the ritual, Jacot bows his head. A sprinkling of holy water, a prayer for forgiveness. Rosa doesn’t say the words out loud, but Jacot does and feels them—he really does—a flutter, a rumble, in his chest. As he has done all his life, as his old mother and father and grandparents did all theirs, on the beats of the prayer he strikes, lightly, with his right hand curled into a fist, that place in his chest where the feeling grows, his fault, his yearning. It’s a hunger, the wings of some spirit, beating in there. Boy makes a noise over in the corner, like a stifled sneeze. He is watching them—watching Jacot—but looks away when Jacot meets his eyes. The priest opens the golden locket, raises the host, and shows it. He holds out the host to Rosa.

			“I don’t think I can swallow,” she says. The priest breaks it in half and then quarters, drops a quarter into her palm, and consumes the rest himself. Rosa takes the water cup he offers and washes down her small portion. Jacot closes his eyes. He opens his mouth—he doesn’t want the man’s hands in his mouth, doesn’t want to open himself to this priest, not with Boy over there, looking on, but he does, has always done, imagining the hands of his God, or an angel—and feels the Sacrament, paper-like, placed on his tongue.

			By the time the priest leaves, the girl is standing again. Color has come back into her cheeks. Rosa says, “Take her down to the cafeteria. Get her something to eat.” Boy starts to get up, but Rosa says to Jacot, “No, I’m talking to you.” She’s always dismissing him from the room like that. Like he’s a child she’s had enough of.

			“Come on, chère,” he says. “I’ll buy you a slice of cheesecake.”

			“You don’t have to buy her nothing.” Boy twists in the chair and pulls a beat-up wallet from his pants and, from the wallet, a tightly crumpled bill. He pinches it between two fingers, leans over, and slips it into the girl’s palm like he’s tipping a bellboy.

			In the elevator, the girl shifts from foot to foot, pulls at her hair, hums a little tune. Her enormous eyes roam everywhere. She hugs herself with her long, skinny arms and sways, like seaweed moving on the ocean floor. Jacot leads her to the cafeteria, where he picks out a slice of cheesecake and she a frosting-loaded cube of carrot cake. Before the cashier even rings her up, the girl holds out the crumpled bill. The cashier takes it, picks at its edges, and stretches it flat. Ben Franklin purses his lips.

			“We can’t take this, honey,” the cashier says. “You ain’t got nothing smaller?”

			The girl says, “No, ma’am.” She picks up the carrot cake. “I’ll just put it back.”

			Jacot flips a twenty down on the counter, and when the clerk hands him his change and the hundred together, he gives the whole wad to the girl. He says, “You put that deep in your pocket where it’s safe.”

			They take a table by the windows. Boy’s daughter topples the carrot cake and with the edge of her fork divides cake from frosting. She pushes the cake aside, then shaves a sliver from the little white wall in the middle of her plate. Her jumping knees bump against the table, and water sloshes out of Jacot’s glass. She ducks her head and flips out her tongue to catch a smudge of frosting that didn’t quite make it into her mouth. Then she peers up at him, beseeching. “What’s happening?”

			“What you mean, what’s happening?”

			“Will you please tell me what’s happening? The accident. The explosion.” She watches him, waiting.

			Then he understands why she cares. He says what he knows, which isn’t much, and then he says, “You don’t need to worry about your mama. There’s a lot of them things out there. There isn’t just the one.”

			“She hasn’t called since Sunday. When did it happen?”

			He can’t bring himself to say. “What’s her name?”

			“Amanda Billiot.”

			Was that one of the ones they flashed on the news? When his grandson was about the girl’s age, they had a conversation very much like this one. “How did he really die?” Jamie asked, and Jacot said, “Talk to your Maw Maw.” He’s never been able to lie to a child. “If something happened to her, you would have heard by now.” Not a lie exactly. Not the truth either. He says, “But you ought to ask your daddy about all that.”

			He reaches for the girl’s plate, which still has the cube of cake sitting on it, sans frosting. He sets her plate on the tray next to his and brings it all to the bus tub, and then he’s the one feeling spinny and he has to sit for a minute at the nearest empty table. Got up too fast is all, he thinks, but the girl comes over, touches his arm.

			He stands and the world stays right, so he leads her through the dining room, catching his balance by laying fingertips on chairs and tabletops, and then out the doors, down the hall and around a corner and another corner, where he knows the elevators are, except the elevators are not where he knew they would be. Instead, they find closed double doors with crash bars that say Hospital Staff Only. He retraces his steps to the cafeteria, but the cafeteria is not where he knew it would be, and the signs and their arrows lead to all the wrong places: Emergency, Obstetrics, Pediatrics.

			The girl says, “Let’s look at the map,” but the map on the wall is an evacuation plan with nothing to indicate where they are standing right now. Jacot charges off down an intersecting hallway and she follows. One turn, another turn, and then, there, at last, an elevator. He presses the button. They wait.

			“I don’t think this is the same elevator,” the girl says. She says it kindly, concerned. Nonetheless, they take the elevator, and when they get off on the third floor, still nothing looks right, the numbers are all wrong, and again they ride the elevator, this time down to the ground floor, where the doors slide open and there—thank the merciful Father—is his hapless grandson, with a bright blue sno-cone. The only thing Rosa will eat. Jamie pushes the button for the fourth floor—not the third. Boy’s daughter catches Jacot’s eye and smiles anxiously, like she’s just had to tell him his pants are unzipped. It’s all so mortifying, in front of this child.

			Outside Rosa’s room, Boy is pacing, agitated. “She’s all worked up, but nobody’s around.”

			“Did you call a nurse?” Jacot says.

			“Nobody came.”

			Rosa is shifting around under the sheets, trying to lift herself, baring her teeth, tossing her head. With the oxygen tubes snaking out of her nose, she looks like an overworked horse. Jacot holds out one arm for her to grab and slips another behind her back to hold her up. “Quit thrashing around. Just lay back and hold still. You want me to turn you?” He throws back the covers. Tubes come out of her back, her arms. She is a slim little mayfly caught in a web. “Catch her legs,” he says to Jamie, but Jamie fumbles around, can’t figure out where to put his hands, so it’s Boy who does it, and then flips the sheet back over Rosa, pretending he hasn’t seen.

			Alone again with his wife, Jacot sits down in the visitor’s chair, props his head on his hand, adjusts his aching hip, and closes his eyes. The air-conditioning hums, his wife’s machines hiss and click, and then he is on the banks of a river at twilight. The sloping hills that hug the valley turn purple, pink, golden. What hills are these? He has never seen a hill in his life. That’s the truth: He has never seen a hill. It is so beautiful, he begins to cry, in his dream. Then the sun reveals a shadow, many shadows, advancing on the hills. Who is it? Who is coming with this horde of men? His wife crowds close to his ear. He thought he was alone, but she is there, pinching his sleeve, leaning close, and she says—what is she saying?—something in French that he doesn’t want to hear. “La terre de Papa—tu vas laisser Wilford l’avoir. T’es après m’écouter?” Just let him look at the lovely golden light.

			He jerks awake, opens his eyes. Rosa twists her head back. Her cheekbone, the tip of her nose, the oxygen tubes across her jaw. “Mais, I know you’re pretending not to hear me,” she says. A nurse comes in to fiddle with the machines, and by the time she leaves, Rosa is asleep. Of course he was pretending not to hear her. No way will he give his land to Boy Broussard, not for nothing, not for thousands. Not to please his wife or God or anyone else. C’est tout. That’s the end of it.

		

	
		
			Boy

			He could have yanked his hand away and smacked her, he really could have. Once Rosa got his uncle and his child out of the room, she made him go sifting through a wad of papers she’d secreted away in the family Bible until he found one with his name on it, scrawled out in her handwriting, and the legal designation for the parcel of land that he already thinks of as his. She reached for his hand and held it, petted it, squeezed it. “I want you to have it, Wilford. It’s just as much mine as his, and I want it to be for you.”

			How to make sense of this feeling, this rage at getting what he always thought he ought to get? He doesn’t have a deed, that is true. But he is out there nearly every day, knows every tree and bayou and canal. Louisiana land law is strange, though, isn’t it? Napoleonic, or some such thing, which makes it sound like it welled up out of the Nile, like it is the natural order. Stay out there long enough, use it long enough—thirty years, to be exact—and the state says it’s all yours. Acquisitive prescription. Squatter’s right. Boy was only about ten years old when Mr. Hubert took him in, and now he’s thirty-eight. Do the math. (And don’t think he doesn’t know the location of every wellhead, doesn’t make liberal guesses about the cash his uncle has been stealing from him every minute of every day.)

			To hand him what is already his and oblige him to thank her for it—

			You know what he said to her? “Don’t you give me nothing. I don’t want it.” In some respects, this is exactly what he meant, because how can you want what you already have, how can you be given something that is already yours? Of course, that’s not how she took it. She took it as pride. Then she started trying to lift herself up, and he panicked and hit the nurses’ button, but no one came. He pressed it again, and Rosa kept pushing at the bed, and still no one came, so he folded up the paper, stuffed it in his pocket, not thinking, and went for help. He don’t need nothing. Not a thing from anybody. Not Rosa, not the government. He can fend for his own damned self. And for his daughter.

			Yet the paper is in his wallet, bulging his back pocket. He feels like he’s stealing from Robbie, sneaking around behind his back. But you can’t really steal from a dead man.

			Lee’s been quiet ever since they left Rosa’s room, is quiet now as they sit in the truck in the hospital parking lot. She knows something’s wrong, so finally, he tells her what’s going on out in the Gulf, just says it flat out, no throat clearing or prologue.

			She sits up straight. She looks at the bayou, which the sunset has turned the hazy orange-pink of hammered gold. For a total breakdown, he was prepared. For heaving breaths, all-out weeping, collapsing into his arms, he was prepared. He is not prepared for this: the sudden reddening of her eyes, the deep breath that stops the tears, the abrupt nod, the quiet that follows.

			“I can’t get any answers about anything,” he says. He hasn’t stopped trying to call around—to Orvian, to hospitals, to news outlets—leaving messages everywhere and getting no response. “I don’t know any more than you know.”

			For the rest of the evening, he does everything he can think of to keep her busy. They catch catfish off his wharf and he teaches her how to make court bouillon (of which neither of them can eat a bite). He puts the radio on a classic rock station and turns it up loud, tries to get her to sing along to Bruce Springsteen, Aerosmith, Queen (but she doesn’t know the words). Though every nerve in his spine warns against it, he offers to put his fingers on that little pointer, to ask questions of the magic ghost board (and receives, thankfully, no answer). He takes her for ice cream. He takes her on a late-night run to Walmart, and they spend an hour roaming the aisles. In Shoes, he makes her try on a pair of white shrimp boots. In Sports & Outdoors, he gets her a heavy three-cell flashlight that could double as a weapon. Boy checks his phone, again and again, when she isn’t looking. Deep inside Walmart, he has zero bars of service. At the checkout, Lee tugs a wad of cash out of her pocket—the hundred-dollar bill he gave her earlier and more, a ten, a five, some coins. His uncle paid for her after all. “You keep it,” he says, and swipes his credit card through the machine, hoping it doesn’t come back denied.

			When they step into the diffuse, bug-speckled light of the parking lot, Boy’s phone starts buzzing and pinging. He missed three calls from a number he doesn’t recognize. Lee watches him with a stricken look, a white plastic bag dangling from each hand. “Get in the truck,” he tells her and waits for her to close the door. He doesn’t listen to the voicemail, just hits dial.

			A man answers. “Hello?”

			“I got a bunch of calls from this number,” says Boy.

			“What’s your name?”

			He nearly says None of your damned business.

			The man muffles the phone receiver and calls out Boy’s proper name. A shuffling and rustling, and then, her voice, flinty as always but exhausted and somehow unfamiliar. “They’re taking us to New Orleans,” she says. “I need you to come get me.”

		

	
		
			
				Poitou-Charentes, France

				1637

			
			It was the duty of the family’s oldest daughter to sweep the hearth and bank the fire. Had she, that night? It all went up so quickly. The straw on the floor, and then the low, three-legged stool on which she balanced near her cook pot, and then the old chest where they kept the flour, salt, and rancid bit of pork fat. From the chest, the fire licked the children’s cloaks, hanging like mangy gray pelts from pegs in the wall. Once those caught, the walls themselves took flame, and the family—mother, father, toddling baby brother, and the next oldest, a boy of six, in one bed and three girls in the other—leapt up and fled the house.

			Outside, the oldest daughter kept the baby on her hip, his stocking feet dangling and his hands gripping her hair as though to pull it out. He wouldn’t stop screaming. She pushed his face into her neck, his mouth open and quivering against the soft place beneath her ear. He was choking on his own terror, the one soul among them who had not yet learned that such disasters and afflictions—fires, the great and constant sweep of plagues, religious wars—were as ordinary as breakfast, the one among them who looked upon the scene of their burning home and felt it for what it was. An Armageddon, a swarm of locusts, a chastening dragon come to devour him and the world and all he loved in it. The other children stood barefoot on the frozen yard and watched it all go with the beleaguered acceptance of cattle in a rainstorm, hunched, cold, waiting it out. Their father paced before the conflagration and then stopped, hands hanging useless at his hips, clenching and unclenching. Their mother leaned into the light and heat of the flames as one does into a strong wind. The cottage went down on the diagonal like a sinking ship.

			The family wrapped their feet in scraps ripped from the clothes in which they’d fled and they began to walk. There was nothing else to do. They walked down the frozen road to an uncle’s cottage, and they woke his household in the dead of night, and one brother embraced the other and the women in the house made piles on the floor of blankets and straw, and they all bedded down, close and warm as livestock in a manger.

			For the winter, for the spring, they relied on their uncle’s kindness. A year went by and another. The little brother who had been so frightened of the fire turned into a stern-faced lad who was seldom surprised or delighted or frightened by much anymore. And the oldest daughter: As soon as she could be shed from the family, she was. When she came of age, a man from the countryside near Martaizé, neither old nor young, with clever hands and a store of wood, made a handshake trade with the girl’s father and that was that. With nothing to offer as a dowry, her father would instead give his hands to work the land the man rented from the Seigneur. And the man, Martin Dupré dit Terrebonne—how could he not offer his skill and materials for the betterment of his young bride’s family? Within a month, the girl was married. By summer’s end, her family had a cottage once more. By winter, she knew she was going to have a child.

			The fellow, her new husband, was not so bad. Not handsome, exactly, but pleasant to look at, with warm eyes and a soft way of talking. What she did not know was how keen the man was on advancing his position in the world, a fine quality in a man, but one that had little to do with the desires of the woman under his protection. There had been talk for some time about the Seigneur’s prospecting across the ocean, and it was a matter of great curiosity that, unlike other landlords, who would winter in the towns or, if they had means, in Paris, the Seigneur spent the coldest months in unimaginable wilderness, across an unimaginable distance, building his fortune. He was more often away than at home.

			Across the ocean: an Arcadia, l’Acadie, a land of plenty. The Seigneur recruited paysans to go abroad and till this land, build a New France. Others had shipped out before and never returned, an excellent sign or a horrible one. Every year, the Seigneur cast about for more skilled laborers and farmers, especially any who would bring their wives and family. They were promised their own farm, their own land in a great green meadow, the best farmland in New France. Let them only spit in a tilled field and the earth would answer.

			One evening in early spring, before her belly had even much started to show, the young woman’s husband came to her with the news that he had placed his X on a contract, and come summer, they would go. The timing, she said, was not in her favor. But he insisted. In France, he told her, they—like her father and mother—would always have nothing. Any fire would ruin them. His own clever hands would be wasted on another man’s land, another man’s gain. If they did not go now, when would they go? When would it be easier? With two children, with five?

			Besides, his contract required only a short term, three to four years, with the option to stay of course, but most, including Martin Dupré dit Terrebonne and his wife, would leave this home thinking of their eventual return, when with the means for finer lives, they would slip themselves again into the comfortable muslin web of neighbors and kin, of marriages and birth after birth after burial after birth after burial in the dirt that had been the dirt under their feet since long before written history could tell them it had been so. They would come home again. L’esprit de retour was very much with them.

			

			—

			And so, in the year 1637, the name Martin Dupré dit Terrebonne was written on the rolls of a transport vessel, and next to his name it was noted that he traveled with his wife, unnamed, with child. Femme de Martin Dupré dit Terrebonne, enceinte.

			Again, she packed up her things—not much—with the promise that the Seigneur would provide for their farms, their homes, what creatures and tools they would need to make a start. She and her husband and the child that was growing inside her climbed aboard an oxcart in a line of laden oxcarts with the other recruits—a few men and their wives, a handful of children, and many more single men from farther away. For a little over a week, this rickety crew made their way heavily across the wide, fertile plains of Poitou, on a southwest course past greening fields of barley and pastureland dotted with sheep, to the Atlantic port city of La Rochelle, where a ship waited in the harbor.

			Martin Dupré dit Terrebonne’s young wife had never been anywhere except for market days in the village, and had never been on the least sort of boat or raft. The most water she had seen at one time was the rain that collected in the cistern, the murky trough from which the animals drank, and the stream that wound through the Seigneur’s woods, clogged with algae in the summer, fallen leaves in the autumn, and wriggling tadpoles in the springtime. When she came to La Rochelle, she had never seen the sea, and by the time she arrived on the far shores of the New World, she had seen enough of it to last the rest of her days. If her husband spoke of one day returning to France, she herself could not imagine enduring such a passage again.

			What would she have known when they first set out? Would her husband have known any more than she? These crossings were almost never better than disastrous. Not much had changed in the two hundred years and more that ships had been sailing from Europe to the New World, or at least not much had changed for the better. Poor rations, dank water, uncertain weather. And the sickness—scurvy and typhus, typhoid, dysentery, yellow fever—and the lice, oh, the lice that crawled so thickly in the passengers’ clothing and on their flesh that they could be scraped off by the dozens with a single pass of the hand. Depending on the captain and the crew and the sea itself, you might be living in the belly of a ship for anywhere between eight weeks and fifteen, or you might never see land again. One voyage during that time saw all thirty-two of its children starve, thirst, sicken, and perish. All thirty-two were dumped overboard into the sea, a wake of dead innocents, a miserable trail of breadcrumbs, a thin silver chain tugging the bereaved parents—the ones who did not end up a link in the same chain—always and ever back home.

			Did they know, these peasants and tradesmen, and their pregnant wives and tiny children, the abysmal odds of seeing the New World once they embarked? What did these parents tell their children? Did they hide the truth, or lie outright? No, ma coeur, you will never ever die, when already they had likely buried at least one, and seen sisters and brothers lose so many more, at exactly the age of this curious one here.

			What did the mothers say as their youngest children were packing into a crate their one carved toy, when they were saying goodbye to their cousins, when they paused at the foot of the gangplank to gaze with wonder and perhaps some dark premonition at the groaning vessel in the harbor—what did a mother tell them? What assurances or lies or hard truths? What did a mother tell herself?

			

			—

			It’s quite possible that this particular crossing was only uncomfortable. The transport vessels to New France were never as full as those to, say, the Massachusetts Bay, where they packed the colonists in more tightly than they packed supplies for the voyage. It’s possible that the winds were right. That the quarters were ridden with lice but not typhus. That the rations held out, that scurvy was kept at bay. That the barrels of drinking water, after so many weeks of stagnation, caused the passengers only a little intestinal distress. That except for, perhaps, the sickly old woman who was brought along by her son, let’s imagine that no one died, not even one of the dozen or so children who embarked at La Rochelle. The crossing was swift, the weather was fine, and the trip was in all ways portentous of the good things to come.

			A beautiful crossing, better than anyone could imagine. And with so little attrition. Only the old woman, but that was to be expected. And the little baby born at sea, but that was to be expected too.

			

			—

			A ship at sea does not stop for a woman in labor. It does not seek the nearest port. Wrapped in the same raggy, shapeless dress she had worn when she boarded the ship, fed upon by the same lice and their descendants, she loosened what could be loosened, and she had her husband fetch a bucket of seawater to wash what needed washing. The ship was full of men. It was no place to bear a child. The few women were poorly fed, seasick. They were either young women, newly married, with very little sense of what a woman in labor might need, or else they had young children of their own to tend.

			Between moments of pain, she arranged her blankets as a screen, hanging them imperfectly from bent nails in the cot frames, and inside her airless tent, she sweated and bled and minded her modesty less and less, finally tearing aside the blankets, desperate for fresher air and a little light. The ship swayed, a steady, mellow counterpoint to the shrill arcs of pain. When waves broke over the deck and water poured through the cracks above, she reached out an arm or stretched her neck to expose her face.

			And finally, the baby broke free. It took its first breath in the ship’s belly, out of one dark world and into another. Its first cries were only squeaks, like a mouse in distress. The floppy little thing barely weighed what a pullet would weigh. She wrapped it in a rough wool shawl and held it to her chest until its bobbing head found her nipple, sucked weakly. Those wide, shining, unfocused eyes peered over the pale mound of her breast, serious and otherworldly.

			This creature was as elemental as dust, as light. It had been nothing, and then God breathed into the nothing, and there was life. But the body into which that light and life had come, the clay vessel into which it had been poured, and which it overfilled, might crack and shatter. It held too much. It was such a small thing to hold so much. She pressed her nose and lips to the warm crown of its head. Its faint, high, twittering voice was like a forest waking up.

			She was the guardian of this wavering light, this will-o’-the-wisp, this wee ember escaped from the sacred fire. But when days passed and her milk had not come, she knew that the intensity of her love had attracted God’s eye, and she held the baby closer and wrapped it tighter in the wretched cloth, and she would not let anyone near her, least of all her husband, whose decision it had been to make this voyage and whose word was as final as God’s. She blamed him. Who wouldn’t? Whatever bargain he had made with the Almighty—she had had no say in it.

			When her husband pulled aside the rags that she had strung up around her bunk, she used the ugliest words she knew to drive him off. He wasn’t an unkind man, but he could be steely and determined. He could tally up the columns of expense and debt and profit and, seeing the final sums, act without regret or pause.

			The baby mostly slept and had given up on feeding. And finally one night—was it night or day?—when she woke from a long sleep of her own, she could not rouse the beloved little totem at all. In the shawl, the baby’s feet were pulled in close against its belly and the tiny hands were tucked under its left ear. The eyes were half lidded, and the sacred light had departed from them; they were shallow, muddied puddles.

			She tied the shawl and its cargo around her shoulders and chest. She tripped through the clutter of berths with their snoring, stinking occupants, and she climbed the ladder to the upper deck, wobbling and slow. Pain dragged at her, an anchor. Men clustered on the forecastle, sailors and passengers both. Her husband.

			She pulled back the shawl and showed him the dead child. He said nothing for a while, and then he said, We’ll be another month at sea. In France, unbaptized, this small body would be consigned to the waste heap or buried in the yard like a dog.

			The sea: the utter sea around her. Fishermen who venture from a coastline, alone, at the limits of safety, cannot imagine such a sea. The vastness. The colors, the movement, the aloneness. And the sea was also time. The time it took to cross it, the slow passing of every day and night. The depleted rations marking time like an hourglass. And how long before they reached the far shore—there was no way of knowing.

			Her husband unknotted the shawl and pulled it away from her. He wrapped it as a shroud around the small body. Bundled that way, it might have been a sack of beans from the market, a loaf of bread. It was that small a package. They moved out of sight and hearing of the men to a place on the quarterdeck. After her husband leaned over the railing and dropped the bundle into the dark sea—just a slight opening of his arms was enough to see it off—with only a brief prayer to guide it toward whatever world awaited, no one but she kept a memory of who the child had been, of the presence in its eyes.

			Whatever noise it made as it hit the water was drowned out by the water, constantly moving, and it fell through one darkness and into another, and was then—to her and her husband, to the world of man—as gone as gone is. No marker, no way of charting its final resting place, no way of knowing what had become of its bones. Back into the great whirling nothing from which it had come.

			

			—

			As they approached the strange new land that would be their home, a holiday spirit came over the ship, an affable giddiness, like those mornings back home when winter coats could be left on their pegs. The first warmth of spring—the lifting of winter’s dread—was enough to make brothers and sisters of strangers and foe.

			And l’Acadie?—it was just as promised. Better than promised. Land that was their own, rich land fed by the tides of the Baie Française, marshes and meadowlands without a stone or stump to halt a plow. Work, yes, there was work to do, and a long winter coming. They would build dikes to keep out the sea, and once that was done, the land would push forth whatever they asked of it: Just look at how high the grasses grew on the lowland marshes and plains. So it was promised, and so it came to pass.

			And over the years they had time—Lord, they had never known such time—for music and dance, for schooling their children, for unnecessary planting: flowers and herbs. Enough time on their hands that they would become known far and wide and over the centuries, even unto the present, for their joie de vivre or their laziness. Their lives stretched on and on, like those of their Mi’kmaw neighbors, some of whom were rumored to be over a hundred years old.

			Martin Dupré dit Terrebonne and his wife lived to be almost eighty, and they had four daughters and three sons in this new land, all of whom married and settled right there, near their parents’ twenty-arpent farm, and lived to be just as old, and they in turn watched their children grow and have children (that is, until the British forced them out). As a father of many nations was Martin Dupré dit Terrebonne.

			No one spoke of that baby again. The other women on the ship, who knew better than to love a newborn, asked no questions, assumed the answer. There was no record that it had ever been, except that many years hence, in her old age, its mother might look across the sea and feel the tugging of an ancient despair, though she sometimes doubted her memory. Had there been a baby at all? And in the end, did it matter whether there had or there hadn’t? One small sacrifice in trade for a world of blessings.

		

	
		
			Boy

			It’s nearly midnight by the time they reach the pickup spot on the outskirts of New Orleans, one of those third-rate conference hotels by the airport. Boy and Lee join a knot of people—mostly young women and kids, a few older folks—congregating under the covered driveway, where security guards block the main entrance, radios crackling on their belts. One of them says, “If you’re press, you need to wait over there,” and he points to an area beyond the driveway, cordoned off with safety barricades. A news team is stationed there, cameras poised. Nobody in this crowd looks like the press. In fact, most of them look like they just rolled out of bed. Sweatpants and hospital scrubs and bright leggings, ball caps and cockeyed ponytails. One of the security guards breaks away with the radio pressed to his mouth. A line of transport vans is pulling into the parking lot, one after another, and crawling around to the rear of the hotel.

			The guard leads the families through the lobby, past the front desk, down a wide hallway carpeted in electrically awful colors, and into an enormous conference room set up like for a banquet, where they are invited to help themselves while they wait for the survivors. That word—survivors—hits hard, suggesting, of course, its opposite. The twenty-three who were missing are still missing, will remain missing, given up for dead. Then, too, the one who didn’t make it out of the hospital. That left nearly a hundred survivors. A long white-clothed table in the center of the room holds a funereal spread of sandwiches and fruit. A coffee urn sits at one end, flanked by rows of soda cans and bottled water. A little team of men in suits, Orvian Petroleum badges pinned on their lapels, stands right by the door, ready with clipboards and a pile of hotel key cards.

			Lee plops down at one of the round banquet tables, facing the door, and wraps herself in her own arms. Boy sits next to her, fidgets, then gets right back up again when the first few survivors straggle in. The Orvian men stop them at the door, check off their names on a clipboard, and hand them hotel keys, saying to each one, “Have some food, get some rest, but you need to talk to us before you leave.” A couple of young guys, looking like they’re suffering the worst hangover of their lives after the worst bar fight of their lives, scan the room left and right. Nobody greets them, and they take up a spot on the terrible carpet against a wall, one of them bent forward with his head on his knees and the other stretched out flat, an arm flung over his eyes. More wander in, disheveled, bruised and bandaged, in coveralls, sagging T-shirts and sweatshirts, slippers and sneakers that flop off their heels—sad, beaten suitcases on a baggage carousel. They are claimed by their people, gathered in arms, wept upon. A man with a bald head, a red-blond beard down to his collar, and an eye swollen nearly shut is pounced on immediately by a woman in purple scrubs. She’s got a baby strapped across her chest, and they just hold on to each other, swaying, with the little baby squished between them, for so long in fact that Boy starts to feel like a creep for watching.

			“You want something to eat?” he says, but Lee shakes her head. She won’t take her eyes off the door. Boy is starving, hasn’t eaten since—well, he can’t even remember, actually, and nobody else seems to want those sandwiches. He heads for the long white table, takes a plate, heaps it up, and lays another plate on top, upside down. Then he starts another plate on top of the one he put on top of the first one, like he’s making a club sandwich of sandwiches. It’s a long drive home. He’s filling a Styrofoam cup with coffee and powdered creamer when Lee’s voice, quavering, rises above the noise of the room. “Mama?”

			Mandy gets past the men with their clipboards and seems to freeze, confused. Like, Who is this child coming at me? She’s wearing gray coveralls many sizes too big with a name patch that says Paul. The bottoms are rolled up and pegged tight to her ankles. Nothing on her feet. Her hair is a tangled whorl. Lee takes a tentative step forward, like she’s creeping up on a skittish horse, then Mandy holds out her arms and wiggles her fingers, and they collapse into each other. When Boy comes over, she pulls him in too. He wraps one arm around the both of them and holds the other away, managing the sandwiches. She’s soot-stained and sweaty and smells like a chemical fire but has no gashes or bruises or burns. For the longest time, she just won’t let go. That’s what worries him.

			When she pulls away, eyeing his sandwiches, she says, “Really, Wilford?”

			“You’ll be glad after while. I ain’t got a thing in my fridge.”

			On the way out, she hands the key card back to the men in suits, but they won’t let her leave yet. Company protocol—they just need to ask a few questions. She follows them out, and Boy and Lee wait some more, outside the conference room. A round-shouldered guy in a black beanie that says Mais Bruh has stationed himself a little way down the hall and asks—begs, really—every passing soul, “Have you seen my brother? Did my brother make it off the rig? I’m trying to find my brother,” and he gets about as much response as a panhandler until one of the company men intervenes, pulls him gently by the elbow, disappears him to another room. Boy isn’t a man to weep, but that little scene just about does it. He has to pinch the bridge of his nose to stop himself. Then Mandy is back again. “Let’s get out of here,” she says and, arm-locking with Lee, she charges for the exit.

			Before they make it, though, she breaks away to squeeze the shoulder of an old man drowsing in one of the lobby chairs, silver close-cropped hair and round red face, who startles and looks up at her, confused at first. His eyes fill with feeling. He pats her hand, and she falls on his neck, holding tight, holding on and holding on. Then she calls Lee over. “This man saved my life,” she says. Lee doesn’t know what to do with that, just sort of bobs her head and looks to her mom for further instructions. Boy hangs back, unintroduced. “Do you need us to take you somewhere?” Mandy asks, but the old man says he’s waiting for his daughter, and thank goodness for that, not that Boy wouldn’t lend him a hand, but somebody would have to ride in the bed of the truck.

			On the drive back from New Orleans, Lee sits in the middle of the bench seat, leaning against her mother, resting her head on Mandy’s shoulder. She closes her eyes and sighs like she’s washed up on the shores of paradise. Mandy kisses the part in her hair. Lee hums one of her tuneless tunes. Boy slinks a hand between the plates to grab a sandwich, and when he finishes the sandwich, he reaches for the radio—mon Dieu, he’s missed the radio these last days—and turns it up loud to keep himself awake. At nearly 3 a.m., it’s nothing but saxophones, but that’s all right. Let it all fall lightly upon them like gentle rain.

			The girls are both asleep before they’ve even crossed the river, lolling with every bump. He takes them back to his place because he sure ain’t going to drive another two hours in the middle of the night to deliver Mandy home. It’s after five when he pulls the truck into his driveway. He has to shake them both awake. Lee stumbles, half-asleep, up the steps and into the room that has become hers. She pulls closed the curtain that serves as a door, and the springs of the twin bed squeak as she falls into it. She doesn’t stir again.

			Mandy surveys the living room, the mound of laundry piled on the couch.

			“You can take the bed,” Boy says. He roots around in the mound for a T-shirt and boxer shorts, then holds them out to her.

			“Are those clean?”

			“Mais, yeah, they’re clean.” He shoves the laundry from the couch to the floor and plumps up a throw pillow for his head.

			“I had to jump,” she says, and she kind of laughs.

			“What you mean, jump?”

			“From the platform.” She whistles through the gap in her teeth, makes her hand do a little dive. “Eighty feet.” She’s waiting for him to say something, but what do you say to something like that?

			“You don’t have to sleep out here,” she says, so he follows her down the hall to his own room, strips down to his shorts, stretches out in the bed, a king-sized number he got off a buddy for a good price, and waits for her to come out of the bathroom. She’s in there a long, long time, with the water whooshing full tilt in the shower, and under the noise of the water, he can hear her gasping for breath, heaving, stifling whimpers. When she comes out, wearing his T-shirt and shorts, she keeps her face turned away, wet hair a curtain over her eyes. She lies down with her back to him, lies so still he knows she’s willing herself still.

			“I want you to hold me,” she says.

			He scoots over, drapes an arm over her waist, crooks his hand up to her chest, to the warmth and softness there.

			“Just hold me, Wilford,” she says. “I don’t want anything else.”

			Obviously. But it’s been a while since he’s held a woman like this, so close he can smell her hair, the warmth of her neck.

			“It was jump or get burned up,” she says, almost a whisper. “I thought I was going to die.” She isn’t crying now. She did all her crying in the bathroom. He’s always liked that about her. She gets it out, and then it’s done.

			She says that she had just crawled into her bunk and was about to call Lee when there started up this thumping, thump thump thump, like a freight train bearing down, faster and faster. The bed, the floor, the walls went to shaking. When the lights blinked out, she knew something was very wrong. She got on her boots and she ran—down the hallway, up the stairs, trying to get to the lifeboats on the middle deck. And God, the fumes, that awful taste in her mouth, she could still smell the fumes, taste them, right now. Enough to make her gag. She’d remember that smell all her life. Then, just—

			BOOM.

			Her whole body jolts. The twin bed in Lee’s room squeaks and they wait, listening, until it goes quiet again. Maybe she’s asleep and maybe she isn’t, but Mandy goes on. She’s telling it now. She says it’s the first time she’s telling it. It’s all new in her mouth, a new story on this earth. Boy pulls her closer, breathes into her hair.

			The walls caved in, the staircase crumpled. The ceiling crashed down on her head. “Feel that knot,” she says, touching her scalp. Boy does. It’s a hell of a knot. She tried to stand up and couldn’t stand up, trapped under ceiling tiles. Insulation dust in her mouth, in her eyes. The heat—you can’t imagine the heat. No words can make you feel it. The hallway, crumpled like a coke can, glowed orange—fire, coming for her. She thought it was over. She thought this was the End. She prayed. She prayed like God was her own true father. She prayed like she’d never in her life prayed before. Then, a miracle. A hand grabbed her arm, dragged her out, pulled her up.

			“Mr. Duhon,” she says. The old man in the hotel lobby chair. “He got me out. He kicked away the debris and he said, You better get up, girl, or you’re gonna die right here.” Her voice gets all marshy, and she stops, breathes until she can talk straight. “People were screaming,” she says. “Running up and down the passageways. What was left of the passageways. Everything dark, just exit signs glowing green. I followed Mr. Duhon. I held on to his shirt like a kid. Then we had to crawl, it was so full of smoke. We tried to follow the air, the fresh air, to the deck. What we thought was the air, but it wasn’t. I was getting dizzy, couldn’t breathe. I thought I was going to pass out. Mr. Duhon said, We’re breathing methane. We got to find a different way. When we got to the deck—I don’t even remember how we got there—it was bright like daytime. The derrick was just a column of fire. A volcano. Drilling mud shooting back up, raining down on us, people slipping and sliding. It was taking forever to load the lifeboats. They were yelling, Drop them! Drop them! The rig’s gonna blow! and I thought, I’m never going to see my daughter again.”

			So she stepped to the edge, closed her eyes, said another prayer, and goddamn but the woman jumped. Eighty feet down, pinwheeling her arms and legs until she hit the water—like smashing into a brick wall. Her body still aches all over, she says. Even the water, on fire. She bobbed up to the surface and backstroked away from the flames toward a lifeboat, already too full, and one more time she felt hands on her, lifting her up, pulling her in. Praise be to God. Praise be to those who dragged her up.

			Now Lee is awake too, standing in the doorway, listening. Light peeks through the windows, a hint of the sun making to rise. Mandy pushes his arm off her, sits up against the wall, shaking her head. “We sat on that cargo ship for fifteen hours. Just watching it all burn. We knew there were people got left behind. We knew who they were. We just sat there. Watching them burn.”

			She’s getting wound up now, spitting mad, like he’s seen her so many times before, a blowout in the shape of a woman. “Couldn’t call anybody, didn’t know when we’d go home.” Boy sits up too, gives her some room. Nothing to do but let her flare until she burns herself out.

			“When they finally brought us back to Port Goulot, do you know the first thing we saw? Porta potties. A fucking line of them. Congratulations, you’re alive, here’s a drug test!” She glances at Lee, apologizes. Lee doesn’t know whether to come in or stay put. She stays put, leaning on the doorframe, but all this is more than a kid should hear, and if he were more of a father, he’d tell her to go back to bed. “Then it was straight onto buses to New Orleans, and still no calls, like we’re criminals.”

			The whole thing sounds like just the kind of shenanigans the oil industry would pull. He says, “You know what they were doing, right? Keeping you out there without a phone? Lawyering up. Controlling the narrative. You ought to sue the hell out of them, is what you ought to do. Find you the best lawyer in town and make them pay. You won’t be the only one.” He’d be lying if he said it hadn’t occurred to him before now. That this might mean a little jackpot, for her and his kid. If Mandy plays her cards right, she’ll never have to work again.

			“I’m fine,” she says. “I wasn’t hurt. There were guys with broken arms. Burns all over their body. I’m not going to sue anybody. I’m fine.” She spits it out like she’s pissed about being fine.

			“You think you’re fine,” Boy says. “Who knows what kind of injuries you might have. Some things, it takes a while to surface. You’ll be five years from now and realize you messed up your back when you hit the water, or your lungs when you breathed the methane. The lump on your head might have changed your personality, like—who was that old boy? Phineas Gage? Meanwhile, you’ve got a child over here suffering all kinds of emotional trauma, not knowing whether you’re alive or dead. Therapy is expensive. It all adds up. You didn’t sign nothing, did you? Because that would be an incredibly stupid thing to do.”

			It’s how they get you, the paperwork. Coming from the people she comes from, he expects she knows better, though. Never trust a treaty, never trust a waiver. He doesn’t even see her reach for the ashtray on his nightstand before it hits the wall and shatters, the spray of stubbed-out joints now fanned across the bed, the floor. Lee narrowly misses getting beaned. She retreats to her bedroom. The curtain hooks slink across the bar.

			“I just wanted to get out of there,” Mandy says. “I haven’t slept in I don’t even know how long. They said, Did you see anything? No. Are you injured? No. Then sign right here. I thought if I didn’t sign, they wouldn’t let me leave.” She burrows down into the blankets, stuffs her head under a pillow. “I can’t think anymore, Wilford. Please. I just want to sleep.”

			She sleeps for as long as she hadn’t slept. Three days straight, she sleeps, and sometimes Lee goes in there and sleeps with her or just lies next to her, and Boy putters around, waiting. The radio on his kitchen counter cycles through the shows he likes and the shows he doesn’t, and when the news comes around, morning, noon, and dinnertime, the first thing they check in about is the immeasurable flow of oil that continues to gush from a mile below. Now that a thirty-mile-wide slick is creeping toward the Louisiana coast, there’s no denying it anymore. A thousand barrels leaking every day. Eight thousand barrels. Thirty thousand barrels. Nobody knows how many. The environmentalists say one thing, Orvian says another. Government splits the difference.

			Could be this won’t be the end of everything. That other spill near Port Goulot—what was it, forty years ago? All the doom they talked about that one—the shrimp, the pelicans—it was back to work within the year, as the paw paws tell it. On the other hand: Exxon Valdez. Twenty-some-odd years later, them people were still tied up in the courts and living on what? The herring gone. Their whole lives—sludged and withered away. A good thousand of those folks died of old age before they ever saw a penny from Exxon. Most likely, if the oil washes up, Boy is—everybody here is—(pardon his French) foutu!

			Fucked.

			This year, he’s been counting on oysters, on a lease that—surprise!—isn’t his: the spats him and Robbie planted after Katrina—his cousin’s last act of hope—and the cash that, five years on, those babies are about to produce, God willing. So many little seeds after Katrina. Salt water pushed up into places where it shouldn’t be, houses and boats and floating marsh pushed up into places where they shouldn’t be, but the baby oysters? They loved it, sure enough, that mixed-up hydrology. Baby oysters everywhere, sticking to everything. A baby boom! And when the babies were big enough to be seeds, Boy and Robbie collected them and sowed them on reefs their great-grandfather Guidry had started long ago. “In five years, we’re gonna make a killing,” Robbie said then. But always, there would be something. Another hurricane. A thirty-mile oil slick riding a high tide. God’s thumb pressing down.

			When Mandy finally wakes up, Boy sets out the plates of wilty purloined sandwiches and makes a pot of coffee. She slouches out of the bathroom wearing a pair of his sweatpants and one of his shirts, takes a cup of coffee but turns her nose up at the food. Lee hovers, ready to light upon any place her mother settles. They both head out to the moldy old lawn chairs on the deck. Through the screen door, he says, “You want me to bring you to your car in a little while?” He’s itching to do something other than wait around.

			She says, “I’m all right for now.”

			He didn’t really mean it as a question.

			

			—

			He can’t see the bottoms, ten feet down under dusky water, all that moving silt, but he can feel it down there, the oyster reef. With his cane pole, he can feel the border, every change. He likes to know where the reef is, how it grows. He knows every inch of it, every acre of these bottoms. Two years is the golden age for oysters, individually, but it’s five for the reef to turn into real money.

			He pulls in the pole and takes up the oyster tongs, twelve feet long with a pair of rakes on the ends. It’s hard work. Nobody wants to do that eight hours a day, but he doesn’t mind. What else would he do? Lease himself like an indentured servant to the rigs, fight with his bosses, get blown up?

			He grabs the shafts, scissors them, chopstick-wise. How impossible it was, the first time Mr. Hubert made him do it. He went home with his chest and arms burning. He hoists up the weight in the rakes, and dumps it, clattering, on the deck. He sticks his hands in the muddy mess, pulls out a jagged clump.

			Oysters seeded on oysters, the biggest ones four, five inches long, and littler ones clinging to those, and even littler ones to those. A fortune down there. Twenty, thirty thousand dollars over the year. With a pocketknife, he pries the shells apart then palms the biggest, pokes the point of the knife into the hinge and wiggles it until he hears the soft pop, the stone cracking open—the slick, pearly gem inside. He sips the water from the shell and wishes he’d brought Lee along so he could hold the oyster out to her and say Open your mouth. He slurps down the meat, that salty, murky flavor of a particular somewhere. It’ll take him a long while to get these up by himself. It’s Robbie’s lease—or now his Uncle Jacot’s, who surely ain’t thinking to harvest it. Boy really ought to bring in another man, get them up faster—before the oil hits, before the whole country decides they’d rather eat lye than Gulf seafood, or the government decides for them. But then if he brings on another man, there goes half the money.

			On the east side of the bay, he eyeballs for the pole Robbie used to mark the point where the marsh jutted out, the border of the lease, but the pole is a good sixty feet from anything remotely like land now, a wide pan of water. Well, that’s nothing new either. Sad—but not new. There isn’t a GPS map you can trust to show where land is or isn’t. You see when you get there whether you’re on land or hip deep in water. It’s distressing, but only in the way that an asteroid, arcing toward earth, eighty thousand years off, is distressing. Only in the way the prospect of your own death, thirty years off (you hope), is distressing.

			He dips the cane pole into the water, finds the reef, and again works the tongs, pulls up the buried treasure. Holding that cold, hard heart-stone of life and wealth in his hands, he can’t help it, his eyes burn. If only Robbie—for whom the asteroid was not eighty thousand years away but imminent always, its shadow visible always—had just waited around to see.

			Then the boats—three of them—motor up like they mean business. A couple of oyster luggers and a Lafitte skiff. They aren’t fishing, but they’re manned like they are. Two guys on the skiff, three or four guys on each of the luggers. The luggers pull up along the bank of a marsh island and cut their motors. The skiff threads between them. On one lugger are spools of bright orange tubing, oil-absorbent boom, and the men unfurl them—yards and yards—into the water. They heft the tubing over the sides of the boats, and a few men in hip boots go over the sides themselves and push the tubing toward the banks until they’ve completely wrapped the little island. Then they move on to the next one.

			It’s the birds, though, that make Boy understand how bad it is, how bad it’s going to get, the way the birds are coming in from way out, the gulls landing on passing boats, the pelican that comes and settles on his prow, looking like it’s fresh out the shower, pomaded for a date, its eyes watchful—a soul is caught in there, it knows something you ought to know but don’t want to—before it struggles off again, dreary-winged, dark with oil.

			Back home, Mandy and Lee are cross-legged on the living room floor with the Ouija board flattened between them, calling out questions to the cosmos. Is anybody there? What’s your name? When did you die? The pointer sails all over the board and Boy wonders how Mandy can stand to play such a game after what she’s been through. Then again, maybe coming face-to-face with death thinned the walls between her and what lies beyond, between this world and the crowd of ghosts all waiting to have their say.

		

	
		
			Jamie

			He never did get his grandmother to say who he is meant to call, though he has the number in his phone, and one day, finally, after much hemming and hawing, he dials it, heart pounding. A soft-voiced man answers: “Anatomical Gift Program.”

			“I think I have the wrong number.” Jamie hangs up in such a panic that he drops his phone. He searches online, number and phrase, and lands on the website for a medical school.

			Too late to press her about it. By the day, she tumbles deeper into the dark of morphine and Dilaudid like a ship going down, waking only to make delirious, nonsensical demands: Turn that water off! Where’s Esseline? Her hat is here on the table but I haven’t seen her. Have you? Then she quits talking altogether, quits waking up. Her body sinks into the mattress, dense and still as a rotting log on the forest floor. She’s all but gone. Jamie and his grandfather take turns at vigil in the silent room. They take turns at vigil in the silent house too. Jamie’s father didn’t die like this. So many ways to go, and every time a surprise.

			What did they tell him at the time? The simplest, most euphemistic things you can tell a twelve-year-old. He had been pushed to the limits of his imagination making sense of his father’s sudden and total disappearance. But he asked once—for a real answer. His grandmother was at the sewing machine, making a prom dress for a cousin’s daughter. The magenta fabric pooled around the machine, waterfalled over the table and into her lap. Jamie was rearranging the pins in the tomato-shaped cushion. He waited for her to lift her foot from the sewing pedal, for the machine to go quiet. Then: “How did he die, really?”

			For just a moment, it looked like she might actually tell him. She raised her eyes from her work. Her fingers were tented on either side of the halted needle, ready to guide the fabric through. She had a look on her face, open and frank, like Jamie had asked about the sewing. But then the guarded expression came back, a paper-plate mask on a Popsicle stick.

			“An accident,” his grandmother said. “You know that.”

			Really, he knew the truth without being told. His father did it on purpose. He had been so often absent, even when he was in the same room. Alive on his boat and alive for a time whenever he came back, sprawled on the carpet, not yet showered, smelling of salt air and sweat—Walk on Daddy’s back, baby—the way his knobby spine felt under Jamie’s feet as it cracked and he groaned with relief, and the delight when he’d wiggle his rear end so that Jamie had to keep his footing like a sailor until he finally fell, buried his nose in the black, lank hair that curled around his father’s ears. Jamie was just a kid, but he wasn’t stupid. He could see how his father’s mood darkened, always the fog coming in. He was never mean or impatient, just—gone. Then the storm took his boat, and the fog never left, and once he was gone, truly gone, he was as good as something Jamie had only dreamed. The invented father—the one who bloomed out of soft, visceral memories—was so dear and private and flimsy that to share him by asking, by talking about him at all, would be to lose the man Jamie conjured to the man others knew better. So he curled up tight like a pill bug. Never asked again.

			Instead, he carries his father around in his pocket, a tiny, alien totem. His father is here, in this place, and nowhere else. Alone in this house, Jamie does not feel alone. When his mother wanted to move them to Iowa after he died, back where her people were from, where she could have help and support that didn’t make her feel obliged, he begged to stay with his grandparents. To leave here would be to leave his father, to lose him, again. And now his grandmother too.

			

			—

			But enough of all that. Holly is home for the summer. She’s been texting him since yesterday, and when he doesn’t answer and doesn’t answer, she comes tapping at his bedroom window like she’s done ever since they were little kids. Jamie shoves open the window to let her in, and Cheet Cheet goes crazy in her cage, rattling around like a panicked heart.

			“I saw the truck out front,” she says. “Why aren’t you in school?”

			Why, indeed. “I just couldn’t deal.” He’s in boxer briefs and nothing else. He crosses his arms over his soft, naked tummy, clasps his hands in front of his crotch. His grandfather left so early, before Jamie even got out of bed. Now it’s nearly noon. He has to rally before three o’clock to take his turn at the hospital.

			Holly picks up the blob of yarn clumped on his blankets and shakes it out, holds it up. The crochet hook pings against her foot and disappears under the bed. “Are you making a scarf?”

			“Please don’t.” She’s always touching things she shouldn’t. It isn’t a scarf. It isn’t anything, just a series of stitches piling up. He only does it here, with his door closed.

			“Okay, Maw Maw.” Holly reaches under the bed for the hook and presses the whole bundle back where she found it. “How’s Rosa?” she says. She calls his grandmother by her first name every time; it’s not disrespectful so much as non-respectful. Like, it makes Rosa into a person, and let the world judge her as it may. Jamie shrugs, reaches for the T-shirt draped over his desk chair, for the jeans crumpled on the floor. Holly pulls at the latch of the birdcage and sticks her hand in, finger outstretched. She strokes Cheet Cheet’s chest and the parakeet hops on, rides the finger out of the cage and onto Holly’s shoulder. When Holly left for college in Michigan, she was long-haired and strawberry blond. Now one side of her head is shaved with the rest cropped at bob length and streaked in patches as blue as Cheet Cheet. A silver stud glints above her right nostril. Her yellow T-shirt reads Marriage Is So Gay. It was such a rapid transformation, like she ducked into a telephone booth and came out this new self. Jamie shuts off the ceiling fan, closes the window. His grandfather would never forgive him if something happened to that bird. “We’re going to the beach,” she says.

			“I’m really not up for swimming.” Does he even have a suit that fits anymore?

			Holly laughs. “You still don’t follow the news, do you.” She gives him the look she always does when she is outraged about something and he doesn’t share her outrage. Her dad is the parish president, on the last year of his four-year term. Before that, he was the director of the Levee Board. That kind of caring runs in their family.

			It isn’t that Jamie doesn’t care. Just, caring opens a whole can of worms. And whose mind ever gets changed anyway?

			“We’re not going swimming,” she says.

			With Holly’s gale-force wind pushing him along, he gets himself fully dressed. He brushes his teeth. When he meets her in the living room, she’s having a photo shoot with Cheet Cheet, posing her on the statue of the Virgin and taking snaps with the fancy smartphone her parents gave her for graduation. Then she takes a picture of him too. “It’s ninety-five degrees outside,” she says. “Why are you wearing a hoodie?”

			“I get cold.” The hospital is cold, and he’s got to be there by three. Really, though, he needs the weight of it. The barrier between himself and the world.

			They take the Honda Civic that used to be hers and is now her brother’s. It smells like tennis balls, the hatch loaded with her family’s country club gear. Holly’s right hand jerks back and forth from stick shift to radio, searching the stations. Country. Classic rock. Country. Country. Preacher. Classic rock. Country. Zydeco. She lets that play for a minute before she finally shuts it off, and for the rest of the long, slow crawl down the bayou, she fills him in on what she thinks he’s been paying no attention to: the leak has been leaking for twenty-seven days (he knows, because his grandmother has been dying for just longer than that), just gushing and gushing and gushing and gushing, does he have any idea how much oil that is, and no one knows how to stop it. Now it’s finally washing up on the beach, and isn’t this exactly what they all deserve, these morons who can’t think any further ahead than their next crawfish boil, who will vote every time against their own interests—against their own interests—because they don’t believe in science, they don’t believe in climate change, they don’t believe when somebody who knows better tries to tell them that they’re dooming themselves, dooming the whole world. It just enrages her. And do you know what she’s already heard since she’s been home—not from her parents, they’re conservative, sure, but not that kind of conservative—do you know what these rednecks call the president of the United States? Of course he knows what they call him, they’ve been hearing that word all their lives. “Seriously,” she demands, “how can you stay here? Especially since you’re—”

			“Since I’m what?”

			She lets that sit unanswered. She’s always thought he’s gay and he just can’t admit it. But that isn’t quite right. He doesn’t know what he is. Nothing, maybe. Maybe he’s really just nothing.

			They leave Pelerin Parish and cross the bridge into Grand Isle. This time of year it should be packed with families in swimsuits, beachfront renters, offshore workers snagging one more good meal before they ship out, but the place is dead. At the end of the long local road that runs the length of the barrier island, they are stopped by orange traffic cones blocking the way, by men in unidentifiable uniforms, bearing guns. Holly rolls down the window.

			“Can’t go down there,” one of the men says.

			“It’s a public beach,” Holly says.

			“Beach is closed,” the other man says.

			“Who do you work for?” Holly says.

			“Why do you need to know?”

			“Are you police? You don’t look like police.”

			“You need to go back the way you came, young lady.”

			Holly throws the car into reverse and makes a three-point turn on the narrow road. Then she stops, unbuckles, gets out. She holds up her phone, starts taking a video as the men advance on her, yelling. Jamie slinks down in his seat, shades his eyes as if from the sun. “It’s a free country!” Holly shouts, then she’s in the car again, slamming the door.

			“Maybe we should skip it,” Jamie says. He checks his watch. It’s after two.

			“I know a way around.”

			All down the beach, the restaurants, souvenir shops, bait shops, and marinas are quiet, some of them closed, others just empty. They leave the car in a motel parking lot and set off walking through town, down the highway, and then onto the long reaches of sand. The security guards are beyond their sight line. Soon they’re glazed in sweat, desperately hot. Jamie takes off the hoodie and ties it around his hips. Holly squints at the horizon, searching. The waves, gray and low, benign, break quietly and slide away quietly. Fat clouds droop over the Gulf but the sky overhead is an unblemished blue. It could be any summer day, the air all salt and aquarium algae, but then something else too.

			“Do you smell that?” Holly says.

			It’s unmistakable. Like your hands after pumping gas, but everywhere.

			Holly kicks off her sandals and heads toward the water, skipping a little over the hot sand. Jamie watches and doesn’t follow. She reaches the cooler, wave-flattened border and strolls down the beach, bending now and then to pick up treasures: shells or sea glass, maybe. She looks out at the water, considering, then comes back. She lifts her feet to show her soles, which are stained a deep mahogany. She shows Jamie the treasures: black-brown lumps, tar balls, a few the size of marbles and one the size of a child’s fist.

			“Should you be touching that stuff?” Jamie says. A headache is growing behind his eyes—the fumes or the heat or the sun. He checks his watch. He has to get back.

			She balances the tar balls on one palm, takes a picture, and stuffs them in the pocket of her shorts. Then she takes pictures of the bottoms of her feet.

			A cluster of men have come around a bend in the sandbar. They are covered, neck to duckling-yellow boots, in white plastic coveralls, their hands green-gloved, their faces masked with handkerchiefs and shadowed by sun hats. Some carry shovels and some carry plastic bags into which the men shovel the sand, scoopful after scoopful, like the only way to clean up the oil from the beach is to remove the beach entirely.

			“Dad said they were out here in their orange jumpsuits last week, but that just pissed people off. Now they all wear hazmat gear and nobody knows the difference.”

			“Wait, are you saying they’re inmates?”

			“Jamie,” she says, like Are you stupid? “Free labor. And who else can they get to poison themselves doing that job?”

			When Holly finally delivers him to the hospital, it’s nearly four, and his grandfather is going to yell at him, in the quiet way his grandfather does, for being late, for failing in his responsibilities yet again—Why can’t you just do the things? his grandfather’s favorite refrain—so he’s hustling down the hospital halls, Holly trying to keep up (she wants to say goodbye to Rosa, she says), then up in the elevator to the room where his grandmother lies as still as a twig, and where his grandfather stands at the end of the bed, resting a hand on his grandmother’s foot, which pokes primly against the covers, and where a nurse, the one not much older than Jamie, fresh out of nursing school, round-faced and round-eyed, plump and laconically polite, holds fingers to his grandmother’s neck, then pulls back the sheet and listens with a stethoscope to his grandmother’s chest, moves the stethoscope, listens some more, pulls wide his grandmother’s eyes, and shines into them with a penlight, and Jamie understands at last that his grandmother is gone.

		

	
		
			Jacot

			He had been watching the clock, irritated at his grandson, who was late and then later, and she stirred, her neck, her shoulders. She had not moved on her own in days. She shifted again and moaned. He laid a hand on her arm. “Rosalie?”

			She opened her eyes, but she didn’t see him.

			“Rosa,” he said. “Rosa.” He leaned over her and took her face in his hands. “Rosalie.” She didn’t see him. A shuddering gasp, and then—how else could he put it?—he felt her go. He felt her pass through him. He felt her go.

			How to explain the naked embarrassment he felt? For himself somehow, and for her orphaned body, which he felt obliged to protect, to cover, to hide. He stood at her foot, held her foot. Then the nurse came in and thumped and poked at her and finally turned off the machines, pulled up the sheet, drew the curtains while Jacot stood in the corner under the television, out of the way. He could hardly believe they would give a girl this young so much authority over life and death, yet it was this young girl who told him what to do next: “Sometimes people like to stay for a little while.” By then his grandson had come in, along with that crazy little neighbor girl with her hair dyed blue, and once the nurse left, Jamie leaned over the body, searching the face: for breath or its absence. He touched the hair that fell back from the forehead, then he touched the forehead and jerked his hand away. He looked at Jacot with fright, as if he had been caught snooping. He wasn’t around when he should have been around. But then, had he come on time, Jacot would have been the one to miss her passing.

			If Rosa could have seen her husband standing there, watching all this, just because he had been told to, his hands hanging loose by his hips, like he was waiting for permission to leave, she would have said, Mais, you think I’m coming back? So he collected his wallet and keys from the windowsill, dropped them into his pocket, and left, which felt just as strange as staying.

			Now, at home, he showers and shaves for the first time in days. Standing in his boxers before the mirror, he takes up the electric clippers and goes after his head. But that has always been Rosa’s job, and he forgets to adjust the blade, shears off everything, the little that still grows, right down to the skin, and leaves the white trimmings all over the sink, the counter, the floor. He dresses in the same clothes he wore to the hospital. Tomorrow he will call the lawyer, schedule a meeting—about Rosa’s estate and about that other business too, the government’s usurpation of his royalties.

			The little parakeet is making a racket in Jamie’s room, so he goes in to check on her. “Cheet cheet,” he says, and she says it back. He wolf whistles and she wolf whistles back. Her water dish is a slurry of downy feathers and feces. Enough is enough, he thinks. He opens the cage door, puts her on his shoulder. Then he picks up the cage by the handle and brings it into the living room, right by his chair, where his wife never wanted it to be. Too messy, too noisy. She wasn’t much for animals. Never wanted them in the house. Made an exception because she felt sorry for the little bird that Robbie found half starved in an oak tree ripped up by its roots in Katrina. Nobody knew who she belonged to, so now she belonged to them. Cheet Cheet wanders Jacot’s shoulders, nibbles his earlobe, chitters quietly while he goes about his business in the house. Sometimes he even forgets she’s up there, she hardly weighs a thing.

			Jamie comes home, still with the little girlfriend, and they both slip past Jacot without a word, don’t even notice the birdcage in the living room, and they shut Jamie’s bedroom door behind them. Music buzzes on the other side, a steady counterpoint to their voices. Better the boy has company, Jacot thinks. He’s alone so much of the time.

			He isn’t hungry, but he ought to start thinking about dinner. In the freezer, he finds the covey of doves from Boy, defrosts them in the microwave, and sets them to roast. When they’re done and cooled, he fills Rosa’s gumbo pot with water and turns on the fire. Cheet Cheet flutters off his shoulder and perches on the back of a chair. Then he lays the roasting pans out on the table and starts stripping the skin and muscle and fat from one scrawny bird at a time, filling a bowl slowly with meat. With the first few, he is careful and focused. He cracks the carcass open along the breast, and his fingers slide along each rib, extract beads of buckshot like pearls, tiptoe into every hidden crevice, between radius and ulna, dismember the birds by wing, by leg. He leaves almost nothing behind but the light, needle-thin bones. Each naked carcass he sets aside to boil for stock.

			After the seventh bird, his fingers greasy to the palms, the task isn’t comfort but tedium, the pile of meat hardly enough to bother with, hardly enough to feed one person. This greasy, gamy, smelly mess—he cannot eat this. He piles the bare bones on top of the whole birds then dumps the loose meat over that, packs it all down into a single pan, carries it outside, crosses his front yard, crosses the highway to his wharf, and upends the pan in the bayou. Let the gators have it, let the gar. The sun is setting, mosquitoes are coming out. Across the way, some kids are flinging themselves off a tire swing into the water. A speedboat drones by with a girl on water skis towed behind, zigzagging, squealing, kicking up spray. No fishing boats, though. The fishing grounds have been closed for weeks.

			It’s fully night and Cheet Cheet is back in her cage, head tucked under a wing, when a stranger knocks bluntly at the front door, like to peddle knives or read a meter. While the stranger explains, with excruciating slowness, something about Rosa, about Rosa’s body, a cloud of gnats, attracted to the porch light, form a nimbus around his head. The man waves a hand near his ear, crinkles up his eyes. He pauses to sneeze.

			Jacot listens from behind the screen door. At last he pushes the door open with his elbow and steps onto the porch. Everywhere, the relentless buzzing of insects. “She did what, now?” he says.

			“May I come in, Mr. Terrebonne?” The man has come all the way from New Orleans. He’s probably thirsty, in need of a bathroom. Well, let him stand there sweating, this molasses-mouthed man with his clipboard.

			“No, I don’t believe you can. What is it, organ donation?”

			Not exactly. He pauses, apparently to choose the most circumspect and confounding vocabulary. “The tissue,” he explains, “will be used for training and research. To teach doctors. To cure disease.”

			“You mean experiments? I don’t believe we’re interested in that.”

			The man flips through the papers attached to his clipboard, squeezes open the clip, and pulls out a form, hands it to Jacot. A “Donation Agreement” from a medical school in New Orleans. In the lower left corner, the stamp of a notary public, the woman up the bayou who runs the convenience store. Near the official stamp, three signatures in stuttering blue ink: Rosalie Terrebonne, Fabian Dakolo, and Jacot Terrebonne.

			“I’ve never seen this,” he says.

			“Isn’t that your signature, Mr. Terrebonne?” The man uses the gentle, encouraging tone of a kindergarten teacher, might as well be asking, Can you spell cat, Mr. Terrebonne? It looks like his signature, sure enough. “It would have been about two years ago.”

			“I see the date.”

			“All right. Maybe it slipped your mind.”

			Jacot shoves a hand in his pocket and pats his keys, feels underneath for a folded sheet of paper, the itemized receipt from the funeral director, and stapled to that, the smaller slip for the credit card he paid with. He draws these out and holds them up. “I already made the arrangements,” he says.

			“We won’t charge you a penny.”

			“Don’t look at me like I’m losing my mind,” Jacot says.

			Suddenly, Jamie is at his elbow. To Jacot’s astonishment, his grandson introduces himself to this man, invites him to come in. Jacot puts a hand on the doorframe to stop himself from falling over.

			They all sit down at the kitchen table, very civilized, and the neighbor girl hovers near the sink. Holly. One of the Bourgeois clan, the parish president’s daughter. When will she ever go home? She’s been hanging around past her welcome since she was seven years old.

			The man presents a folder with a blue logo in the corner, a figure that might be a man or a cross, ringed by tiny blue circles, a precise, clinical icon, and Jacot pokes through the brochures with their trim, polite phrases. “The decedent,” these brochures call his wife, as though she has not only passed away but joined a secret society. “The decedent’s remains may be utilized outside the University system.” Of organs and limbs and various parts: “It may be desirable, on occasion, to preserve and retain them permanently.” Whatever is left over, the papers say, “shall be designated the body and returned to the family.” Designated the body. What galls him more than anything: About any of this, she said to him nary a word.

			He watches Jamie for signs of complicity, but the boy looks just as baffled, perusing the forms and pamphlets, glassy-eyed at the onslaught of information. Still, she must have confided in him. How else would Jamie have spoken to the man on the phone? The girl pulls out a chair at the table and sits, leans forward on her elbows, reading along and fiddling with the earring in her nose. Whoever cut this girl’s hair must have been drunk.

			“So this is, like, for the good of science?” she says and glances at Jacot, like she’s doing him a favor, a service, in asking.

			“Exactly,” the man says.

			The girl nods ardently. If anybody has ever needed a spanking, it is this one here.

			The man turns to Jacot, says he’ll be happy to answer questions, to set their minds at ease.

			Jacot has only one question. “What if I say no?”

			The long pause during which the man sips his coffee seems like it might signal the end of the matter. It isn’t the end of the matter. They aren’t inclined to take a body under contested circumstances, he explains. “But these were her wishes. And if someone preregisters, like Rosalie did—” His wife’s name in this stranger’s mouth. The man is nothing if not gently persistent. Jacot has been on the other side of this table, spent most of his life there, coaxing mineral leases from wary people. He recognizes the tactics: You’re holding up the process. Everybody else signed already.

			While the man gathers up his things to leave, Jacot holds open the front door, waiting, as though for a housefly to find its way out. At least this guy has the good sense not to try a handshake. Jamie and Holly make for the bedroom. At the table, Jacot puts on his reading glasses to take another look at the forms. Something is wrong with that signature. He tugs a clean page from his wife’s notepad, and with the ballpoint pen that lies next to it, he signs his name quickly and messily, as it seems to have been signed on the document. When he compares the two, he can’t see a difference. Even the color and quality of the ink look very much the same: the marks darkened on the same curves, the same series of letters flattened out to a single, lazy line. Is this really his signature? It may very well be his signature. Or it may very well not. And what of the priest’s, right there next to his own? And his grandson, who made the phone call? What a strange and unnecessary conspiracy. If she told Jacot what she wanted to do, he’d have let her do it. Except, no, he wouldn’t. Where would she be? Nowhere, utterly vanished from the earth, as good as lost at sea, vanished and forgotten, like she’d never existed at all. What kind of priest would sign off on something like this?

			He doesn’t knock, just opens his grandson’s door. The kids are sitting on the floor before an open box, Rosa’s stash of photographs. He came in to say, How much did you know about this? He can’t say it. He came in to say, out of plain meanness, You’re going to get a job. You’re going to finish school. And if you can’t tell me you had nothing to do with this, you’re going to find another place to live. I’ve had enough. Ça, c’est assez. He can’t make any of it come out of his mouth.

			Jamie is leaning against Holly, his head on her shoulder and her arm slung around him. The black and whites of long ago are fanned across the carpet with the dusky colors of not so long ago. Jacot knows them well enough that he can tell from the doorway what they’re of and when they’re from. Rosa at twenty, leaning over the end of a wharf, pulling in a crab. Robbie at twenty, sanding the hull of the bateau he built himself. Robbie at fifteen, Robbie at three. Robbie holding this boy here, just born. The boy’s the only one left.

			“It’s time you went home,” he says to Holly, without conviction, and he turns right back around, closes the door behind him, doesn’t bother repeating himself when he finally goes to bed and they’re still in there talking and who knows what.

		

	
		
			Fabian

			At the lectern during Sunday Mass, Fabian looks out at these people, all waiting for him to make sense of this, give them answers or solace. What can he say to them? You must keep hope. It is God’s earth and God will stop the Flood.

			In the paper this morning: the news that “top kill,” the heavy mud shot into the depthless hole, has failed. The best hope now are the relief wells being drilled at angles, five thousand feet below the surface and thirteen thousand feet into the earth’s core, to intersect with the leaking line and provide a conduit for the mud and cement that will finally seal it off. But those will take another two or three months to reach their target. Two or three months. Ninety days times thirty thousand barrels gushing into the Gulf. Ninety days times living expenses and upkeep on boats that can’t fish. Ninety days of shrimp, oysters, tuna that can’t be caught, can’t be sold, that may or may not be contaminated by the oil and the chemicals used to control the oil, but contaminated or not, no one wants to eat Gulf seafood now anyway. They’re all doing some version of this arithmetic.

			Top hat, top kill, junk shot: Like all of them, Fabian is learning a new vocabulary for the ways in which men have tried and failed to stanch this gash they have made in the earth. The earth will bleed out, like Christ on the cross.

			The school’s gymnasium, behind the church, is bustling, Catholic Charities dispensing groceries, coupons, guiding the way through bureaucratic forms that will, theoretically, deliver a measure of relief. The front doors are propped open and a queue wraps around the side of the building. Vince is inside translating for the Viet fishers, though even the most precise translation could not demystify this labyrinthine and obstructionist process, nor call into existence years of documentation—pay stubs and receipts and income tax forms—for what is largely a cash-based economy. No documentation, no relief check.

			Fabian speeds past the slow-moving line before anyone can flag him down. They seek him out now, some of them, like the melancholy fisherman after Katrina, hauling the same kind of despair, and he’s no more fluent in real comfort than he was then.

			More often they come looking for Vince, who grew up in these marshes, and knows, at any given time, the price of shrimp, oysters, so many kinds of catch. He knows the names for all the boats. When his family arrived in the seventies, fleeing the war, no one wanted them here. “They left a dead dog on our porch. They spray-painted the door: Go back to China.” Not so far away in Galveston, Texas, the KKK was burning boats, burning effigies of Viet fishermen, patrolling the harbor with guns. But Vince doesn’t remember any of that himself. He was only a baby. Now he is so easily accepted, even beloved. He doesn’t look like them, but he sounds like them. His accent is exactly like theirs. At what point does an outsider become an insider? What does it take? Something Fabian doesn’t seem to have. Vince says Fabian should tell them about himself, his childhood in Nigeria, what he had to overcome to get where he is. “They’ll respect that,” Vince says. “They’ll be inspired by it.”

			But Vince knows only the nice side of the story, the part that’s easy to tell over whiskey on a Friday evening:

			Once upon a time, when Fabian was still Finidi, he lived in a village called Imiringi, in Rivers State, Nigeria, the South-South, like they say, the Niger Delta. A tiny spot within the borders of Orashi National Forest, about a hundred kilometers east of Port Harcourt, the fifth-largest city in Nigeria and, notably, an oil port.

			Back then Imiringi was a backwater, quite literally, just a cluster of roads encircled by marsh. In the rainy season, it was almost an island. When the wind blew from the right direction, there as here, you got a whiff of the sea. When there was no wind, there as here, you smelled the sweet-water swamps and ponds, the rotting things, the rich mud. The people were fishers and farmers, Ijaw by ethnicity, and—there as here—they pulled from the water and land all the food they could need. Oh, the lovely fish stew, the pepper soup! They grew cocoyam, plantains, cassava. They bathed in the creek, drank from it, caught frogs and periwinkles and catfish of monstrous size. But then, too, construction crews turned up to run pipeline through the fields or across the creek. Flaring-station soot snowed down on the houses, the fields, the creek, the children’s heads. The water and air carried a secret poison that would one day kill the fish, the crops, the fishermen and farmers, and even the most hearty, precocious young girls and boys if they stayed.

			When a missionary came to Imiringi, white like the men who surveyed for oil, he stayed long enough to baptize Finidi’s sister—Tariemi became Theresa—and when the priest left, she went too, to Port Harcourt, and she cleaned the church, the rectory, the school until she could send for her nine-year-old brother. She enrolled him in seminary. Finidi, too, got a Catholic name. When he took Communion for the first time from the white father with the strange accent, he knew with all his being that he had found his vocation. He still remembers the way the wafer felt on his tongue, the way something moved in his chest, a hiccup of wonder. He was saved, body and soul. And now, look, he has come to America! A fairy tale, right? But there’s more to the story than that.

			By the time Fabian was sixteen, his parents back home had died—his mother (asthma) then his father (cancer) within a year of each other—and faith left his body, became a problem of logic that he had to work out again and again. Sometimes he arrived at one conclusion and sometimes he arrived at another, and he didn’t know in which case his logic had gone astray. His bosom friend at seminary, Afini, also from Rivers State, also Ijaw, refused to answer to his Catholic name, Alex. In fact, he confessed that he didn’t believe at all, maybe never had, that he was an atheist. (You can be such a thing? Fabian thought.) If he believed in anything, Afini said, it was Egbesu, the Ijaw god of justice and war. Now there, my friend, was a powerful god.

			One evening when they should have been studying, Afini persuaded Fabian to sneak out with him. They biked—on a single bike, taking turns with one on the pedals, one on the handlebars—half an hour to the university where Ken Saro-Wiwa was giving a lecture. Fabian knew only the name: its nimbus of taboo, its taint of disapprobation. Afini knew much more: Saro-Wiwa was a writer turned activist, leader of the new Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People, and a signatory on an audacious Ogoni Bill of Rights that flatly accused multinational oil companies and their accomplices of genocide. Nearly dwarfed by the podium, a David flinging stones at Goliath, this small man spoke with such quiet certainty, with the simple calm of righteousness, puffing at his pipe. Shell, Agip, BP—look what they have done to us. The Ogoni people, the Ijaw people, all the people of the Niger Delta are a sleeping giant, and if we come together, they will listen. The next week, Fabian and Afini rode in a borrowed Datsun Cherry stuffed with five more boys to a demonstration in Umuechem, nearly three slow hours down muddy, potholed roads, north from Port Harcourt.

			In Umuechem that day, they moved, chanting, through the streets to an intersection a kilometer from the Shell facility—as near as they dared—holding signs, shouting, demanding a meeting with a company representative, demanding Shell make good on its promise of better roads, hospitals, schools, electricity, and jobs. Fabian heard first and then felt a commotion that rippled inward from the perimeter of the crowd, the pops of tear gas and rifles, screaming, the crush of panic. Shouting from everywhere: MOPOL are shooting! Acrid sting of tear gas, burning eyes. Afini grabbed him by the arm and shoved through the crowd, tripping over bloodied bodies, running alongside men clutching gunshot wounds—these were not rubber bullets the police were firing, and Fabian thought surely this would be the end of his life—until they reached the bush bordering the road. There they hid while the Mobile Police burned homes, beat those who couldn’t hide, sacked the town. The protesters were armed, the police claimed. They attacked the Shell facility, destroyed pipelines. Of course, MOPOL were on Shell’s payroll.

			And in the end, what did it come to? A community all but wiped away, more than eighty people dead, a judicial ruling against the police, yes, but no mention of Shell, who called on the police in the first place. Everyone knew just what to say. You don’t bite the hand that feeds you. No pause in operations, no reparations, and certainly no roads, hospitals, schools. In other words, tremendous sacrifices for nothing at all. Two years later, Ken Saro-Wiwa and eight more activists were framed for murder and hanged, right there in Port Harcourt. Afini left the seminary to join the movement. And what did Fabian do? He kept his own path, the safe path. He became a priest. Is this the kind of story he should share?

			Or how about what happened next, deep in the mangroves at the mouth of the Niger. Fabian’s first appointment, only forty kilometers from Imiringi—in Bayelsa State, newly carved out of Rivers State for the Ijaw, his own people. He still thought he could do some good. Stocked the medical dispensary, taught the people—mostly the children—about Jesus, parasites, hygiene. Then, one night, some teenagers he’d given medicine to, played football with, came to the compound with assault rifles and machetes, tied him up, struck his face. What did they do it for? They said it was in protest of Shell. “You have light,” said the boys with machetes, “because of Shell. We have nothing.” That much was true: A gas turbine blessed the people nearest the flow station with intermittent power. He gave them what money he had, about a thousand naira. If he’d had more, he would have given it. They broke his computer and his VCR and his television. They knocked over the chair he was bound to and kicked him in the stomach and pissed on his face. Then they left, thank God, but didn’t bother to untie him. A few weeks later, they came after a young woman who also had the dubious fortune to live near the flow station. Her fate was much worse.

			When MOPOL came looking for those boys, they came shooting. The police found Fabian and saw his collar. They left him alone. One of the teenagers who raided his house and murdered the young woman was not so lucky. On the walls of the boy’s compound, the police left graffiti: DEATH TO EGBESU. The family asked Fabian to say the funeral Mass so their boy could go to heaven, but this was a bridge too far. “It doesn’t matter how you are buried,” he told them, not gently. “It matters what you do in your life.” A priest is still only a man, flawed and spiteful.

			That’s when Fabian used every resource in his power to flee: to Port Harcourt, then to the United States. As Afini once wrote, when his letters still came, “No one knows better the worth of an African life than an African.” Meaning it both ways, and bitterly. Now, here, Fabian’s life is worth more. Yet somehow it is also worth less. He told himself he could do more good from abroad, he would send back American dollars, advocate for his people from the outside. And his sister is proud. An international priest! Truly, though, he left because he had been terrified. And worse than that, disgusted. In his heart, he had started to blame the poor for their poverty, as he has begun to blame these people here for their ignorance, their clannishness, the moral compromises large and small that have led to this unfolding disaster.

			So is this a good story to tell his parishioners? Would they like him any better for it?

			

			—

			While Vince translates forms and policies in the gym—from legalese to English, from English to Vietnamese—Fabian holds meetings for children in one of the school’s empty classrooms. The blackboard bears ghosts of the Bible verses Fabian writes and erases each session. About a dozen children rotate in and out while their parents wait in the queue for relief. Every time a new child comes, Fabian writes his own name on the board and pronounces it, and he tries to say their names as they say them, but months of church-sponsored accent reduction training have not ironed out every wrinkle. Still, he gets close. He tells them to just call him Father D.

			The children want answers from him too. This one’s father has been yelling so much; that one’s mother cries all the time. This one overheard his uncle say he’d rather die than lose everything again. Trust in God, he tells them, inadequately. He will give you strength.

			

			—

			That evening, Vince comes over to watch Nigeria v. Argentina in the World Cup. He’s the only person Fabian knows in this place who cares about football as much as he does, which, to be fair, isn’t much. The game happened earlier this morning, during Mass, and he’s had his phone off all day to avoid spoilers from the folks back home.

			Fabian pours Vince and himself a couple of fingers of whiskey to sip while they wait for pizza. They sit at the eight-person dining table in the rectory, a four-bedroom dwelling too big for a single priest, nearly shoulder to shoulder at Fabian’s ancient laptop, but the TV in the living room is even older and connected to neither Wi-Fi nor cable. Vince pulls the laptop to himself and jabs at keys. He’s a computer whiz, made extra money in high school assembling desktops from scratch, put himself through college that way. “You should requisition a new one. Or let me build you one.”

			“I don’t need a new computer.” Fabian knows well enough what these people think of Nigerians: “princes” all, scamming for money and kickbacks. There was a priest in Minnesota who embezzled nearly $200,000 from the church. He had been with the congregation for a decade, was in every respect an outstanding priest, yet for all those years, he had been sending his parishioners’ donations back to Nigeria for what he described as high-return business investments. Turning five loaves into five thousand. One of the Knights of Columbus told Fabian this story, as a point of information. Just to let him know. Tsk, tsk, isn’t it terrible? So, no, he won’t requisition a new computer. Neither will he further advertise the collection box that sits, mostly empty, in the foyer of the church, awaiting donations for his nephews’ school, at Theresa’s request.

			As he navigates to ESPN, Vince says, “Have you seen the video yet?” The slow-loading browser resolves on a TV-news page. For twenty-nine seconds, they watch dusky-brown oil gush into the surrounding gray-blue. Plume monitoring, the caption says. It’s hard to get a sense of scale, but the message is clear: This pinprick in the earth has released a relentless, merciless swarm of demons, an ancient evil. A plume? A spill? A leak? It is a holocaust. “My poor parents,” Vince says. “This is going to kill them.”

			Then the doorbell bongs and Fabian goes to answer, expecting the pizza man, but it’s a parishioner, Mr. Terrebonne, the elderly fellow whose wife just passed away. He’s standing politely back from the door, on the lowest step, and for some reason, he’s carrying a suitcase. He asks to come in, and Fabian leads him into the dining room, where Vince hops up from his seat, holds out his hand for a hearty shake. “Comment ça va, Mr. Jacot?” he says.

			“Comme ci, comme ça” Mr. Terrebonne says, still clutching the suitcase in one hand, like a child pretending to run away. They go through the rigmarole of condolences—so sorry about your wife now she is with God et cetera—that Fabian always performs with too much or not enough warmth. Then Mr. Terrebonne juts his chin at Fabian, asks to talk to him alone. Vince excuses himself, and Fabian offers the old man a chair, taking the seat opposite for himself. Mr. Terrebonne scans the room like he’s looking for someone else, a better conversation. He says, “Let me ask you something.” From his breast pocket, he takes a pair of readers, perches them on his nose. He produces a folded-up piece of paper from another pocket, unfolds it, and lays it flat on the table, right side up for Fabian, upside down for himself. “Young man, did you see me put my name on this paper?”

			Fabian examines the document and finds his own signature there at the bottom. At once, he remembers. He had gone with the man’s wife to the notary, signed the document before the officer, who also happens to be the woman who runs the gas station where he buys his newspapers. Her husband’s signature had already been there, hadn’t it? Fabian’s was only a formality, as Mrs. Rosa explained it, because her husband could not be there in person. The notary had already witnessed his signature, she explained. The gas station woman nodded. Is that how it happened? He hadn’t looked closely at the form. “I don’t believe so,” he says.

			“But that is your signature?”

			“Yes, that’s my signature.” Rosa Terrebonne had come to his office with this document in hand. She asked his advice about what she planned to do—Where had she gotten the idea? Television? Oprah?—and then asked for this favor, and because she had always treated him with warmth and respect, and because he felt he owed her a debt, having so terribly failed her son, he agreed. “She assured me she discussed it with you.”

			She had asked Fabian if he thought it was all right—as a priest. Was it all right—with God? Of course, he assured her. For the right reasons, with respect, and never for money. It is a beautiful act of charity, he said, of love and service. Naturally, he told her it was all right.

			Now her husband says, earnestly, almost childishly, “But where will she be?”

			“With God, of course. You’ll have her ashes in time. You can inter her ashes just as you would her body.”

			“Yes, but—” He’s struggling with something. The words won’t come. His head is carelessly shaved. Pale half-inch hairs stick out above his right ear and at the crown of his head, caught in the light.

			“It doesn’t matter how you are buried,” Fabian says. “It matters what you did in your life.” He means it so differently this time. He knows what it’s like to lose someone, to search for them after, always: his parents, his sister’s first baby long ago, and Afini too, he presumes, so many years after his letters stopped coming. To want to know they are whole, that their bodies are whole, even if divided from spirit. It isn’t rational. It isn’t about faith or the Church’s formal position. “You will find her in your heart, Mr. Terrebonne. She will always be with you there.” A kind of openness passes into the old man’s eyes. They are two men seeing each other, whole and unguarded. A moment of grace, this nakedness.

			Mr. Terrebonne says, “You realize that it’s a crime in this country to commit fraud. You signed as a witness. Did you witness me signing this form? With your eyes? No? Then you committed a crime, no matter what my wife might have told you.”

			The doorbell rings again and Vince enters so suddenly from the kitchen that he could only have been eavesdropping. He apologizes, squeezes Fabian’s shoulder as he passes. They hear him open the door and pay the delivery man, then he comes through again with the pizza boxes and disappears into the kitchen. Drawers slide open and closed, cabinets slap shut, plates and silverware clatter. Vince is making as much noise as one can make in a kitchen. Mr. Terrebonne rises to leave.

			“Your suitcase,” Fabian says.

			“My wife wanted you to have that.” He closes the door behind him with unnerving care.

			The suitcase is an old hard-sided Samsonite, blue and sturdy, with clasps that spring open and snap shut like little staplers, and not practical in any sense for modern international travel. Inside, the lining is as satiny and new as the lining of a coffin. The suitcase is empty, no note or relics tucked into pockets. Near the handle is a short strip of masking tape marked in thick black letters: FATHER DAKOLO.

			Vince slides plates of pizza onto the table and pours them each another whiskey. “What was that all about?” he says, though he clearly already knows. Fabian waves his hand. “I wouldn’t take it so lightly. It’s that notary who ought to be in trouble, but you know why he’s coming after you instead.”

			“I do?”

			“Things are different from when my parents got here, but they aren’t that different.”

			They turn their attention to ESPN and eat their pizza and sip their whiskey, and when, at nineteen minutes, Enyeama launches himself into the air and parries Messi’s goal shot, Vince howls with delight, but Fabian missed the play even looking straight at it.

			He’s been hearing complaints from these people since the day he arrived: His accent is too thick, could he please slow down, keep his homilies under ten minutes. And then, later, even after they’d accepted that he was going to preach the way he was going to preach, someone was always complaining about something. That he omitted a line in the gospel reading, that he sang a hymn they didn’t like. Always the subtext: Could he please make his face less black, his person less African? No one is burning effigies, though. Surely, even someone with an accent and dark skin can be forgiven a simple—and harmless—misunderstanding.

		

	
		
			
				Port Royal, New France

				1606

			
			The Mi’kmaq, it is said, told history as though it were living memory, spoke “figuratively rather than precisely.” In the words of an eighteenth-century missionary, “Nothing enchants those people more than a style of metaphors and allegories in which even their common conversation abounds.” Did they, maybe, manipulate verbs so astutely that past perfect became past, and past, present? The great Sagamore Membertou told the French who arrived at Port Royal in the first years of the seventeenth century that he had traded with Jacques Cartier, had welcomed him ashore. Membertou was tall and lithe, wore a full beard like a Frenchman, and looked to be in his fifties. But Cartier was at Baie-des-Chaleurs in 1534, seventy years before. That would put Membertou in his nineties. It was a confusion of verb tense or a metaphor or a lie. Membertou knew Cartier, or he knew of Cartier, which was as good as knowing Cartier. The past became present, living memory: the story became the now.

			Boy Broussard wasn’t at the Port Royal habitation—of course not—but surely a man like him was there, had come there as hardly more than a boy. Let’s say he was a decent seaman, a natural with a gun. An orphan, no land to his name, no trade, he had survived his adolescence by gleaning the fields, sleeping in barns, relieving dead soldiers of arquebuses. His parents might have died any number of ways: fevers, plague, accidents on the farm or the road. Perhaps, if they were Huguenots, they died in a massacre. In any case, Boy was alone, spent his early days with an elderly aunt and then left to make his own way. In La Rochelle, let’s say at seventeen, he taught himself to swim, to fish, hired himself out as a sailor, liked this life, learned it well. It kept him out of France, where a good Christian was more likely to be dumped in a plague pit and covered in quicklime than to wake and pray another day. He enlisted with the Jonas, under Captain Foulques. It was 1606. A year’s salary to stay on in a settlement along the coast of New France. Boy trusted this captain well enough to look after his life, which he valued at very little.

			In the early summer of 1606, they heaved the Jonas out through the harbor gates, between the great stone towers of La Rochelle, and then all but six or seven sailors rowed back to shore, the captain included. They had to wait, first for the right tide, and then for the right wind, and they waited a full month for these to converge. When the ship finally escaped the harbor, it was a-sea for two and a half months, tugged off course in the Atlantic by winds and waves. For days on end, they were prisoner to fog. It wrapped them in veils of muslin. They could see neither sky nor horizon, could not set their direction until at last Boy saw a flitting shadow in the mist.

			The bird dipped low, reconnoitering this swaying island where there had been none before. After another pass, and another, it found footing on the foremast, perched, shrugging its wings. Boy called out and pointed, and the whole ship raised a commotion. The bird disappeared into the mist. It was the first of dozens that found them where they drifted, life drawn to life. The sailors cast the sound but found no bottom. The next day in the evening, they cast again and found the bottom at thirty-six fathoms. The sound brought up with it small stones, a piece of shell. The new continent reached out its toes. They hoisted sails, kept their course to the west.

			Sometime in the night, the fog released them and the day came in blinding, glittering sunshine, smashed glass on the water. It was Saint John’s Eve, and in God’s name they pulled down sails and passed the day a-fishing. The wine was much depleted this day. Even the Seigneur himself, the governor-to-be of their settlement, who had been hidden away in his cabin, seasick, came up on deck. They pulled in fish more than their fill, and they opened the bellies of the fish, and they threw the guts down to the water, where the happe-foies, now circling the boat in numbers, dove down and plucked out a feast. The birds held themselves above the mess, heads cocked, bobbing on the wind. They waited, they watched, they collided when they dove, then they hovered and watched again. They forgot the ship and the men who were the source of this bounty.

			Drunk, Boy leaned over the side, an oar poised over his shoulder. The bird’s soft gray back was flat and waiting like an open palm, the blades of its gray wings stretched wide, gliding on a current of air. He struck it on the first try. The bird dropped to the water. Its wings afloat, its head hung down. The next bird he only winged. It pinwheeled and struggled, spinning itself in a mad circle. He hooted and laughed with the other men watching. More of them went for oars. A game commenced. They kept count with knife notches. Then Boy, swinging hard, tumbled in.

			The sudden cold: It sobered him, but only enough to take stock of his limbs and his lungs and feel, on the other side of the fear, that this, too, was an ecstasy. Three of his shipmates followed him in, feetfirst and fully clothed. He evaded their hands, diving and popping up again out of their reach. They coaxed him and then cursed him, and the more they cursed, and the angrier their faces, the more trouble he made. He kicked spray, he dove down and tugged their pants to their kicking feet. Then a shout: “Hé toi! Regarde icitte!” The Seigneur threw a rope and pulled them up one by one, Boy last of all. He was sober enough by then. Dripping and cold, he spied a patch of sun and made for it, but the Seigneur seized his arm. Told him to strip. He was lashed to the foremast. With a length of the same rope that pulled him up, he was whipped.

			At last, riding a tide that heaved in high and fast, the Jonas came into the bay, crept along the shore until it reached—at last, at last—the gray stone habitation: Port Royal. It dropped anchor and waited for greetings, a cannon of welcome.

			Nothing. They were months late with supplies. Was no one left?

			Then a canoe came sliding across the bay, bearing a Mi’kmaw man and woman. Boy and another sailor threw them rope ladders, helped them aboard. He placed his hands on the woman’s forearms, felt their warmth, and averted his eyes from her bare breasts. The man, tall and bearded, kingly in posture, merry in eyes, greeted the Seigneur as an old friend, kissing both his cheeks in the French way with as much seriousness as though the custom were his own; and for all Boy knew, it might have been. The Seigneur presented this man to the crew and his companions: the great sagamore of the Souriquois people (as the Seigneur called them), Membertou. And without the least bit of humor, the gentlemen on the ship doffed their hats and bowed low before him, so the sailors and the workmen did the same.

			Boy had never bowed to a man in his life. It wasn’t defiance, he didn’t mean it that way. He leaned against the gunwale and surveyed the asses of his shipmates as Membertou did their scalps. When Membertou saw him, upright, the great sagamore neither flinched nor raged; he did not make a scene or lower his eyes. He held Boy’s gaze until Boy bent, too, and showed the sagamore the top of his head.

			

			—

			As it turned out, not all the white men of the settlement were dead. Most were upriver, exploring, and only two had remained as watchmen. These two had to be roused by Membertou, who saw the ship’s approach long before they did.

			These two remaining Frenchmen ran from the habitation straightening their shirts, buttoning their knickers, and welcomed the sailors with hearty halloos from shore. They were ragged, these two. Scars where their legs had been speckled with blisters, gums that shrunk back from their teeth.

			The settlement had lost twelve men to disease. The cause of the disease was hard to pin down and so everything seemed a cause: too little meat, too much meat, corrupted meat, salt meat, the meat of cattle, bears, boars, beavers, tunas, dolphins, herons, ducks; and beyond meat, the cause was milk, cheese, harsh wine, mellow wine, vinegar, beer without hops, flat beer, scummy beer; and then beyond foods, there was the land itself, the southerly wind, but only in some places, the northerly wind, but only in some places, the northeasterly wind, the easterly wind, and the westerly wind, but only in some certain places, the stagnant, corrupted waters, the stagnant, corrupted air, the wind that carried on it the great thick rottenness of lakes and woods. Or it might be the fault of the man himself, if he worked too little or too much, if he was melancholy or fat or too young or too old, if he was sloppy in his person, if he was forever malcontent, if he had a drowsy, dreaming spirit and was forever pining.

			Among the cures and preventatives: the easterly wind, the westerly wind, and in some places, the northerly and southerly winds. Fresh meat, fresh fruit, good bread, good wine, good broth. White cypress, the tree of life. Good sauces of butter, oil, or fat. Good spices. Good capons and partridges, good ducks and good rabbits. Also, if a man rejoiced in himself, did good, and took pleasure in his own works, found mirth in simple things, he might be well. The company of a woman didn’t hurt either.

			If one had faith, as one must if one has endangered oneself for the primary purpose, apart from furs and feasts and freedom to live like the very sauvages one has come to convert, of bringing the godless sauvages to God, then one might get down on one’s knees in this Eden, beneath a moon that is the same moon under which one has slept since one slept in the cradle—although now, in this new land, New France, it is at times a threatening eye, at times benevolent, but in any case, somehow, a stranger’s eye, a new god’s eye—and one might ask of it: mercy, comfort, another spring. It may or may not answer. In this way, it is no different from the old God.

			What was it to see, for the first time in one’s life, a sky-blackening apocalypse of passenger pigeons, a hummingbird, a wolverine, a moose? All the stews you could eat, all the target practice with some dead man’s arquebus that you could need or desire; show off your weapon to your heart’s content. What else were these woods hiding? Cannibal spirits, manitous, chenus? What was it to believe that you were the first of all men on this earth to give these creatures a name?

			

			—

			After they had passed three moons in this place, a band of youths came pounding on the outer gate of the fort, calling urgently, the gate was opened, and the Seigneur rang the bell, drawing his men in from the woods, from the bay, from their beds in the loft above the kitchen, where Boy was malingering, drunk again, maybe; he had gotten himself a key to the storeroom. He roused himself. He put on his pants. He stood blinking, then he put on his shirt. He joined the other men beyond the walls of Port Royal, waiting for orders, waiting to have a reason for the ringing of the bell.

			They had been called to the Mi’kmaw village. Ought they to bring weapons? Ought they to bring gifts? The youths who had come for them made no explanation. Something about a fire. Beyond that, their translator—an old Frenchman who had fished these parts for decades by now and could muddle his way through a conversation with the Mi’kmaq if that conversation was more about resources than abstractions—could not discern. Their presence was urgently, ominously required.

			They followed the youths through the woods. It was growing dark when they arrived in the village, and though night was falling, every sundry soul, young and old, man and woman, was milling about. They were greeted by Membertou himself. Or rather, the monsieurs were greeted by Membertou. The men and Boy were left to their own devices. The fire—it became clear as they watched and the old fisherman translated—was three moons old, the same fire that had been built the night of their arrival, and this old woman, this old grandmother, one of Membertou’s own wives, hunched under the beaver furs that hugged her shoulders, had kept it alive, all these three moons, through the waxings and wanings, through tides and tides, she had kept it, the spark of the same very fire, nestled like a spider in a nest of rotting pine and ash. And each evening, she would awaken it, coax it to life, and mother it again when it wore itself out, when it was spent and small.

			The fire was now a blaze at the village center, and the old woman stood near it. How gently and reliably the wild thing behaved under her hands. And the men crowded around the fire with their pipes full of tobacco weed, and lit their pipes from the flame, and each in turn stood before the old woman, took a long, deep drag, and blew a stream of fragrant smoke into her face. The Seigneur, in his heavy boots and skirted greatcoat and billowy velveteen pantaloons, advanced on the old woman like a gentleman at a ball, swept up grandly, and breathed his smoke into her face. When she raised her hand to his throat, marveling at his lace ruff, he whipped it off his neck and made a gift of it. Merrily, she draped the thing around her own neck, tucking it under the furs.

			This was a celebration—an anniversary—of their arrival, of their friendship, or so the old fisherman opined, a fire that would always be tended, could always be coaxed back to life. Who knows if the fire had anything to do with them, really? The Frenchmen were invited at least, and that was something.

			As happens, a woman caught Boy’s eye. She offered him food, a partridge roasted on a stick, offered it to him because he was nearest when she swung it out of the fire. Her attention to him was no more than the barest hospitality, and maybe pity for these French laboring men, so far from home. She was not exceptionally beautiful, she was not exceptionally anything, except that she looked him in the eye and saw—or so it seemed—a man, not a ghostly other, not a flimsy apparition who made the leaves flutter as it passed and nothing more. She looked at him, and she sized him up in a genial kind of way, she offered him food, and she nodded her head when he said, “Merci beaucoup.” He did not get such treatment even from his fellow sailors.

			He was aware of her for the rest of the night. He would forget her and then find her in the crowd. There she was, tending the meat on the fire. She reached into the fire with her hands, a smooth, sudden jab, like a heron spearing a fish, and she tossed the smoking meat from hand to hand, her face impassive, a little frown tugging the corners of her lips.

			And there again, wrapped in a blanket, in the shadows, thinking.

			And there, sucking marrow from a bone.

			And there with a tobacco pipe, sipping from it, blowing smoke, laughing outright.

			And there, dragged to dance by some other women, and then loving the dance, hair swinging.

			

			—

			When the leaves began to change color, the Seigneur invited Membertou and his men to join the Frenchmen weekly, every Saturday evening, for a feast. No one was excluded, Seigneur and monsieurs and sagamore and sailors and laborers and, yes, even Boy sat together at the tables. They fired the cannon when Membertou approached, as they would for a governor of the province. The Seigneur and monsieurs and sagamore and his sons sat at the room’s center, all in proper chairs with backs and arms upon which they might cant themselves.

			The sailors and laborers, in their burlap and woolens, sat tightly together on benches, elbow to elbow, and their neighbor might be another Frenchman or their neighbor might be un sauvage. And because the room was kept warm by fire and so many men, les sauvages would drop their simple capes of fur and skins and sit down to table bare-chested, bare-legged, bare of all, in fact, except the simple apron of leather that hid their privities. Though Boy had seen these men so attired out of doors, had seen them so attired so often that he began to feel the suffocating weight of his own clothes—here within the wood and stone walls of the fort, seated to a French meal (albeit of moose tongues and elk meat), he saw them again as he saw them the first time.

			Boy had never seen such people, had been, in fact, less altered by the world abroad than Membertou. He had not, until now, had his worldview so undone and remade. He had not thought much on a future but went where he could to stay alive. He gleaned; he did not sow. He picked up what was left and made of it what he could. And what he made, he drank or fucked or pissed away. But here! He was a man among only so many, and perhaps it would matter to these few if he lived or died.

			He was close enough at the table to touch them and be touched by them. His sleeves brushed their bare skin, he clapped their shoulders in drunken fraternité and was startled by the slap his hand made against their warm flesh.

			As for what les sauvages might think of the Frenchmen’s appearance and hygiene, the best clue was the distaste of the Frenchmen themselves when they entered their own quarters after a period outdoors, the distrust with which they regarded their own flea-ridden garments and bedding, and the way their flatulence, made worse by meagre and foreign foods, and in winter a dearth of vegetable fiber, hung perpetually about them, miasma and effluvia rising out of their clothes, hanging in corners like abandoned shadows. Add to this the general taboos, religious and prophylactic, against bathing, against disrobing before others, against touching one’s own naked parts. Boy, at least, knew himself to be a foul beast, especially when seated beside the bare, salt-water-smelling, glossy-haired sauvages, who withdrew their bare arms with visible disgust when they brushed against a Frenchman.

			

			—

			One afternoon, the young woman came with some others to present the Seigneur a gift, the carcass of a moose. Boy watched her from his garret window. She came out of the kitchen below, crossed the courtyard without raising her eyes, shoved the heavy outer door with the full force of her body.

			Boy all but tumbled down the stairs, passed through the heat of the cooking fire in the kitchen below his quarters, passed out into the cool day. He didn’t need to have her in his sights to know where she was going: down the path they all used between Membertou’s village and Port Royal. He could have taken the time to put on shoes, but they were heavy, clumsy, carved things, like firewood on his feet. In his stockings and burlap knickers and nothing else, he crept through the woods to see how close he could get. Even the knickers were a burden, and he shucked them from his waist, stepped briskly out of them. Took off the stockings too, left them dangling from a branch. Without even so much as a fig leaf to cover himself, he crept on through the woods, alongside the path that would lead into the village.

			Then his foot unsettled a rock, and she stopped just ahead, listening. She might have thought he was a moose or a bear. He called out, just a noise, the simplest, barest greeting. What word could suffice? They had none in common. When he stepped onto the path, and she saw he was naked, she laughed. He was close enough to touch her. He didn’t think, just reached for her arm, snagged it, a branch in the current, catching a lily. She yelped. Looked as frightened as the beavers in his traps before he bludgeoned them to death. He held up his hands. “Non, non, non, non,” he said. “Il y a pas de danger.” Then, of course, she ran.

			The next time he went looking for her, he wore trousers, came ready with a gift, a rosary made of boxwood that had been his elderly aunt’s—he never prayed on it anyway. And when he said he was no danger to her, she believed him.

			

			—

			Word came by ship that the Frenchmen had lost their charter, that they must leave everything and return. The ship that would take them waited in the bay for the right tide and wind, and when the Lord delivered these essentials, it began its slow, rocking journey.

			From the trees on the ridge, Boy watched the ship dipping and listing its way toward the sea, ever so slow in its departure, like Lot’s wife gazing over her shoulder, dragging her feet. Let them not be turned to salt, let them move on. Let them go back where they came. Let them never return. Light spilled from the clouds and puddled on the gray waters like cream. Boy watched from the ridge until the ship disappeared—they had called out to him for a while but gave him up for dead or lost when they were out of time to wait—and then he slept on the soft bed the forest provided, and when he woke, he went down to the beach.

			The moon was a smooth stone lit from below, a star at its heels, and it pulled the water to itself, so that each succeeding wave was more tentative, drew close, slid smoothly across the sand to tap at his feet, and there it lingered like a curious deer before turning, so slowly, so hesitantly, to go. In the settlement, the Seigneur’s garden, abandoned, would feed him for a while. He would pluck the last of the peppers and wait for the cabbages.

			From the woods, these strange woods, came a hissing, intermittent and then persistent, closing in, the very breath of the earth, a great sigh from its belly, the cannibal spirits that hounded les sauvages, and had hounded the Frenchmen through the winter, when the trees were bare and could not conceal any creature of this world that would make such a noise. They hissed, these spirits, and their voices were like slow-breaking ice, and the hiss was a warning and an invitation both. He would take his chances with the spirits, and for now, his fire would keep them at bay.

			He poured libations of wine and the flames shot up—even the flames leapt toward the moon, burst skyward and simmered back. A rustling in the trees, a shadow approaching. A manitou? A woman? When he looked again at the sky, there were suddenly stars, as if the fire had spattered them there, called the old gods to witness.

		

	
		
			Boy

			It is now mid-June, straight-up hurricane season, that old hayride. The weather people are predicting a busy one—à la La Niña—up to fifteen named storms. The hole at the bottom of the Gulf has been gushing poison since late April. You can watch the Plume, every barrel pouring forth, on the internet, via a “spill cam,” which shocks the hell out of you at first, and then, after a good five or ten minutes, your ass gets restless in those library chairs and the old guy next to you hacks something into an overused hankie, and you start tallying up your dwindling sources of long- and short-term income, and how that weighs against the expenses for the child you’ve now vowed to support, for as long as her mother is out of work and beyond, much less for your own sorry ass, and by then, the catastrophe unfolding before your very eyes has about as much psychological impact as a garden hose.

			What they show on the news, on the aerials, is a rust-red swirl, thick, like an algae bloom, like congealing blood, rendered more or less foul (depending on the source) by the chemical dispersants they spray and spray to make the oil disappear, to sink it to the bottom, where no one will see. It’s been washing up on the barrier islands, seeping into the marsh, blacker than mud, a brain-piercing stink, not so far into the marsh as Mr. Hubert’s place or the oyster lease, which he has been checking every few days with the neurotic regularity of a paw paw checking his retirement account.

			To pull the oysters up now would be a waste because no one is buying. The local seafood joints are closed, the rest of the country is suspicious, and even the folks Boy might have sold to under the table are squirrelly, wanting proof of safety testing. You can crack them open and tell they’re safe, not a bit of petroleum “taint,” as the feds call it, just by taking a big sniff, which is, no shit, the primary method by which the trained experts have been assessing them. But if they don’t have an official rubber stamp, nobody will take the risk.

			Then one morning he goes out there yet again to check. He brings Lee, who’s with him for the weekend, and he tells her how much money is down there, like a pirate’s treasure, and he works the tongs, and he hauls them up in a clinging lump the size of a football, and he chucks them on the deck, gets ready to crack one open and offer it to her, like taste and see. But they are smiling blank smiles, shells open, lobotomized.

			Lee says, “What’s wrong? What’s wrong?”

			He taps the ones that are closed, and they pock-pock in just the wrong way. Hollow. Dead. Not from the oil, though. No oil there, not for miles, because the state opened the diversions, man-made channels that sent fresh water from the Mississippi and Bayou Pelerin flowing out like a resisting army to push the oil back—out of the marsh, back to the Gulf. The tactic worked, in that sense. But you know what oysters sure as shit do not love? Fresh water, mon ami. Now they’re dead, rocky lumps. Rotten stones. One trouble traded for another. He hurls the oyster football—his last tether to a future, to respectable parenting, to Robbie that sonofabitch and the work and love they put into this together—as far and as hard as he can hurl it, back into the water, where it lands with an anemic little splash.

			Maybe Robbie was right to off himself after all.

			And so, never mind his pride, never mind the principle of it. If oil is going to be his undoing, the undoing of this entire coast, then why not make it pay? It isn’t a matter of principle at all, of tradition versus modernization, of good guys versus bad guys. But it is a game of winners and losers, and he wants to be on the right side, finally. There are still a few working wells out there on what was his grandfather’s land, and the royalties won’t make him rich, he figures, but at least he’d have something, a steady foundation, passive income, as it’s called.

			He’s been sitting on Rosa’s gift. Like literally—the note, handwritten on a piece of scratch paper, is always in his wallet and thus in his back pocket. It seems impossible that such a document could carry any weight, legally, but a little online sleuthing suggests the contrary. A holographic will, it’s called. If it was written, signed, and dated by the testator (there’s another new word), the court has to honor it, no questions asked. He can’t make up his mind about whether and when to present this little surprise to his uncle, if it is even a surprise. Perhaps at the wake to be held later today.

			A few more years and he could argue his rights by acquisitive prescription, as Mr. Hubert tried to, but this would be so much tidier. Could he even afford a lawyer? The one who had stepped up for Mr. Hubert, pro bono, was an old friend and an Indian himself, a card-carrying member of the Houma Nation. When Mr. Hubert passed, the lawyer gave up the fight.

			Before Boy leaves the library, he opens the top of the Xerox machine, flattens out the paper, and flashes a single copy, which he folds up with the original in his wallet. He pays the librarian ten cents on the way out.

			

			—

			At the wake, Boy wears a new shirt, stiff and creased and straight from the package. He expected to see cousins upon cousins, his sisters, who will barely give him the time of day, neighbors and friends and church ladies. The whole bayou coming out for the Terrebonnes.

			But the guestbook is sparsely filled, as is the chapel, a few old folks milling around, settling into pews. He expected more of a crowd, but it turns out when you steal from people all your life, try to evict beloved old men from their own land—or look the other way while your husband does—they don’t want to come to your funeral. Mr. Hubert’s, on the other hand, had been as lively as a crawfish boil on Good Friday. He spots his Uncle Jacot, the hard, bare walnut of his bowed head, in the very front row, alone. Front and center where the casket would normally be, photographs tilt in a line on a table. Rosa young, Rosa old, Rosa laughing and red-faced, Rosa looking down at her baby, Rosa and Jacot on their wedding day, on their fiftieth anniversary. Rosa with Robbie as a boy and then as a grown man, their arms snaked around each other’s waists.

			Of course, there ain’t no body. This is a first. He heard about what she did, gave her body to science and all that, which everybody concedes is pretty bizarre. Catholics sure as hell like to see the proof, and it’s strange to be milling around the room with no destination, no place to pause and have a little moment. That’s the beauty of a body. You make a pass by the casket, you kneel or you stand, your back to everybody, and you just take a little minute to contemplate, to soak it in: death, absence, eternity, nothingness. And should your eyes fill with tears as you stand there, looking at, say, your best friend in a baby-blue suit you haven’t seen him in since his wedding, and wondering what part you played in this—the drinking, the pot, the speed, the way you rooted for every transgression, because he was the golden one, the Abel to your Cain or whatever, and you wanted a little to see him caught at something, any little thing, as you had been caught at everything, every day of your life, or if it was just a matter of not noticing what you should have noticed, the phone calls he didn’t return or you didn’t return, the way you had to drag him out sometimes—like literally drag—because his wife called and said he’d been lurking in a dark bedroom, in the same underwear, for three days and he could use some company, or at least some daylight. Let’s go out on the boat, you’d say. Let’s go to the beach and find us some little honeys, let’s drive up Highway 1 to New Orleans and do what bayou boys do in New Orleans, and no matter how big you made the story of what could be, still he wouldn’t roll over to even look at you or at his little baby boy, who came wobbling into the darkness from the light and life of the world, burbling, Papa! Papa! and tapping his hand on the carpet, saying Sit, sit! hoping, it looked like, that this invitation, if nothing else, would get his father up, to just come close, be near.

			And when you did get him out, the beauty of it: a night of shrimping the Gulf, all them boys together, how in the night they’d tie the boats up to each other, linking hands, like otters floating in the kelp, circled up beneath the cosmos, and the lantern lights, the headlamps, the floodlights burning steady or peekaboo around the circle, swamp fire. And the laughter too, the brotherly jeers, the assing around and sorting catch. The shrimp with their sharp shells and finger-stabbing antlers. It smelled of salt and sweat, all these boys on their boats tied up together, circled against the night.

			But that night, it was just Boy and Robbie out there, not even a mile from shore, telling the same stories about when it hadn’t been just the two of them, before so many of them boys went off to the rigs and the plants, before Katrina took Robbie’s deepwater trawler, leaving them with nothing to make a living on but this, the Hạnh Phúc, Boy’s janky and newly purchased Lafitte skiff. Boy crossed the deck to take a piss, stood there for the longest time, trying to piss, waiting to piss, the sea wind tickling it, and then finally he did, a long, arcing stream overboard, and he put it back in his pants and stood there for a few minutes more, leaning against the gunwale, fighting the spins. He’d better even out or pass out, so he went into the cabin, where he pinched open a bottle of aspirin they’d left on the table and shook it around until he saw the flash of an orange capsule, the amphetamines he’d bought off another cousin. He probed the bottle with one finger and dragged the capsule up the side and out the top. Only two left. Robbie must have taken the others. He pushed it into his mouth, nearly gagged getting it down, then lay on the bench seat and closed his eyes. Twenty minutes later, he opened them again like it was a bright new day, though all around the Hạnh Phúc was a black, moonless night. He called out for Robbie, looked for Robbie above and below, but his cousin, his best friend was gone. The anchor was gone too, over the port side, its line pointing the way.

			So what did Boy do? He jumped in, used the anchor line to pull himself down, eyes open, into the dark Gulf, down where the light from the Hạnh Phúc was as scant as the light from under a closed door, held on to the line, held on to his breath, until he felt an arm, a face, an open mouth. He swam back up for air, for a knife to cut the line. It was too late. He knew it was too late, but the body mattered. He’d bring up the body, bring it back home. It looked enough like an accident that people believed what the family wanted them to believe, or pretended to, but no way would Robbie get tangled in a rope, no matter how drunk or stoned he was. And Boy had seen the knot, the unmistakable bowline on a bight. Anybody who really knew him knew the truth.

			If all of that came over you at a funeral when there was a body, the body you hauled up yourself from the depths, you could just stand right there with your back to the world and take your moment. When you turned around again, no one would be the wiser. You’d paid your respects. That’s all anyone knew. But when there wasn’t no body, you were as good as damned to show all that to the world.

			Holding the envelope with the paper inside, he stops by the pew where his uncle sits. Boy meant to bring all his anger and spite, to present his uncle with his just deserts while the whole blessed bayou looked on, wondering what was up. But this uncle of his is just a sad old man, pitiful and alone. He can’t do it. Turns out, he isn’t that cruel. He squeezes Jacot’s shoulder and Jacot glances up, nods, and to Boy’s great surprise, pats his hand. Then Boy turns his attention to the deacon who has just come to the lectern and seems about to speak. It’s Vince Pham, nice guy, and they nod to each other, but Boy slips out before he gets started. He never has been able to sit still through a eulogy.

			Outside the funeral home, Robbie’s son slouches against a brick wall with a blue-haired girl in a jumpsuit that might have been salvaged from Communist China. The boy is in a thick oversized hoodie, with a wild pompadour of curls on top of his head like he’s trying to be Morrissey, a credit (if it can be called that) to Robbie. Who expects a redneck fisherman to get weepy over the Smiths? They were never Boy’s thing, and he teased Robbie about it, used the words they used back then, fag, for example, but of course, he never meant that, never believed it. (And so what if he was? He thought that even at the time.) Robbie was a man among men—everybody who ever worked with him thought so—except for the melancholy streak, and even that, he wore like Hemingway’s trousers.

			Boy hasn’t said two words to Jamie since Robbie died. He’s supposed to be the kid’s godfather, his parrain, but he hasn’t been much of one, and that’s on him, for sure, but it’s also on Jacot and Rosa. He tried coming by a few times—with birthday presents or to take him fishing—and Jacot wouldn’t let him past the front door. He finally just gave up. Now Robbie’s kid isn’t really a kid anymore.

			“The service is starting,” he says. “Y’all might want to head inside.”

			Jamie shrugs and wipes his eyes on his sweatshirt sleeve. Under the hair, he is the very image of his father. Drowsy eyes, stark black brows.

			The girl says, “He’s having a hard time.”

			Boy says, “I hear that.” Then, “Listen. There’s something I been wanting to show you, but how can I find you without calling the house?”

			“What is it?”

			“A surprise.” The kid looks suspicious but he fishes a phone out of his hoodie pocket, keys in the number Boy gives him, and dials it. He’ll have Lee again by next week, and two sulking kids on a boat will be better than one, maybe.

			

			—

			After they rescued Mandy from the New Orleans hotel, it took almost a week of gentle and then not-so-gentle nudging to get her out of his house. When they were dating all those years ago, she rarely stayed the night. She liked to be in her own home, in her own bed, with her own things. But after five nights of sleeping back-to-back like siblings in his bed, he had to tell her, point-blank, that she couldn’t stay forever, wearing his clothes and eating his food, no matter how many surfaces she dusted or dishes she washed. She didn’t say another word to him while she helped Lee chuck all their things in a duffel bag, or while he drove them back to the heliport, where her car was still parked. Lee gave him a sideways hug and, to his great surprise, a peck on the cheek when he dropped them off, but Mandy didn’t even look back. No thank you, no nothing.

			A week later, she called him to say she needed to go to the Yucatán.

			“You need to go where?”

			“It’s in Mexico.”

			“I know where the Yucatán is. I’m asking why.”

			“The moratorium,” she said. The assholes in Washington have to make it look like they’re doing something about the Spill, like they give a damn, and never mind what it will do to the economy down here. “They idled every drilling rig,” Mandy said. “They’re laying off all but a handful of people. No way I’m getting a job in U.S. waters right now. But in Mexico? I’ll go, make some money, and come on back in a few months when things get back to normal. That moratorium ain’t going to last long if the president wants to get reelected. Nobody likes when the price of gas goes up. Anyhow, I’m going to need you to keep Lee if I get called up.”

			Hold on there, princess. She was talking so fast, a fire hose of maniacal plans. If he didn’t know her to be a dedicated teetotaler, he’d have guessed she was tweaking. “Aren’t you, like, traumatized?” Boy said.

			“I don’t have time to be traumatized, Wilford. Some of us have to make an actual damned living. Can she stay with you?” He didn’t exactly say no, but he didn’t say yes either. Then she called him up again a few weeks later to say a buddy of a buddy had put in a good word, and she’d be flying from New Orleans to the port of Ciudad del Carmen to start as a dynamic positioning officer—whatever that meant—on another offshore rig. They’re sponsoring her visa, expediting a passport, the works. She’ll be on a twenty-day hitch with ten days off, until the moratorium is lifted and she can get on again at home. Meanwhile, no big deal to fly from there to here and back in between. Just a hell of a commute, ha ha.

			“What are you going to do about Lee’s school?” he said.

			“We’ll cross that bridge in the fall.”

			The night before Mandy is meant to drop Lee off on her way to the New Orleans airport, he gets an unprecedented call from his daughter, telling him her mother is losing her everloving mind. “I don’t know what’s wrong,” Lee says. “Can you come?”

			He’s never been to Mandy’s, a little ranch house about an hour away, just outside Houma. Back when they were dating, she was already saving up to buy a place, which—along with her adamant refusal to participate in any mind-altering recreation—regularly put a damper on their fun. She wouldn’t spend money on anything she didn’t have to, and so that meant if Boy wanted to do something other than sit in front of a TV or fool around (in that regard at least she was no priss), he had to pay for them both.

			It’s a cute place too, not exactly in the country but not in town either. Her nearest neighbors are a trailer park, a pasture, and a Dollar General. Just beyond the side patio, he gets a peek at an aboveground pool and a small trampoline. A floodlight comes on when he steps onto the patio pavers, and Lee flings open the door.

			On the floor of the walk-in pantry, Mandy is balled up in that duck-and-cover pose they would make you do back in grade school for nuclear drills, rocking herself. “Hey,” he says, laying a hand on her head. “What’s going on?”

			Those eyes when she sees him, swimmy and grateful. She grabs for his neck like a baby monkey grabbing her mama, and he lowers himself to the floor and just holds on to her like that, rocking and rocking, until she finally pulls away from him. “What are you doing here?” Her hair is lank and greasy. She smells like last call at the roadhouse.

			“You been drinking, girl? Let’s get up off the floor.” He stands and holds out a hand, hauls her up like somebody drowning. She leans back against the pantry shelves and knocks an open bag of rice to the floor, all the grains skittering everywhere. “Just leave it,” he says. He drapes her arm around his neck and guides her to the living room, flopping her onto the enormous pleather sectional that clogs the room, a barge turned sideways in the bayou.

			“Go look in the drawer of my nightstand,” she says, mouth smashed against a cushion. “That’s where I keep my pistol. I want you to take it out of there. Take it with you, get it out of the house.”

			“Come on, Mandy Marie,” Boy says.

			“I ain’t fooling with you. I had the trigger to my temple and my finger on the barrel, I swear to you I did.”

			“You were doing what, now?” This is just hysterics. It is absolutely hysterics. Plus, she probably had, like, a thimble of liquor after a lifetime of none. She’s freaking out, but there’s no way she’s suicidal. When they mean it, they don’t warn you. He knows that for a heartrending fact.

			Lee’s door is open, and she’s sitting on her bed, hands on her knees. She watches Boy pass down the hall to her mama’s room. He opens the drawer of the little table next to Mandy’s bed and, just like she said, he finds the pistol, along with a tube of hand cream, a nail clipper, and a ladylike vibrator the color of bubble gum. He tucks the pistol into his waistband, under his shirt so Lee won’t see, and stops at her door on the way back. Now she’s fully in bed, covered to her chin, blinking at the ceiling.

			It surprises him how much her room looks like a child’s. Artificial cherry blossoms are draped over everything that can be draped with cherry blossoms: the curtain rod, the headboard, the octopus-armed standing lamp. Plump pink peaches smile up from her bedspread.

			“She just over-imbibed,” he says. “She’ll be herself in the morning.”

			The girl nods, quick and sure, and then wiggles deeper into the blankets. He closes her door on the way out.

			“You’re scaring your child,” he whispers to Mandy. She’s sitting up now, staring at the TV, which is off. He lifts his shirt to show where he stashed the pistol. Now Mandy starts flat-out crying, a full-body cry, waves and waves. She wraps her arms around her head and pulls her knees up to her chest.

			“You got to get it together, girl. Do we need to call 911?”

			“Yes,” she moans. “Call 911.”

			This is a very wrong answer.

			“You know what’ll happen if we call 911?” he says. “Saying the shit you were saying just now, you’ll get admitted to the psych ward. Am I on Lee’s birth certificate? No? Then I’m nobody. They won’t let her go with me, so what would happen to her?”

			“Don’t call 911,” she says. “I’ll be all right in a minute.” She doesn’t sound like she’ll be all right in a minute, and she doesn’t look like she’ll be all right in a minute. She looks like she’s going to yack all over her nice pleather sectional, so Boy goes to the kitchen, where the dishes are piled up in the sink and across the counters, and he opens cabinets until he finds a mixing bowl deep enough to contain the splash. There’s a half-finished glass of something on the kitchen island, and he takes a sip to see what’s what: 7 & 7. Lined up against the backsplash next to the sink like an army of white-helmeted soldiers are gummy vitamins, ibuprofen, Motrin, calcium, fish oil, a little carousel of birth control pills (she finally figured that out, apparently), and one orange prescription bottle—clonazepam—filled just a few days ago. He opens the bottle, shakes a few tablets into his palm, and tucks them into his shirt pocket. Then he dumps out the 7 & 7 and fills the glass with water. Mandy is now aslant on the couch, her head resting on the arm. He positions the bowl under her chin. “What’s the story with these?” he says.

			She squints at the pill he’s pinching between his thumb and forefinger and starts shaking her head. “No, no, no, no, no, no, no.”

			“Did you take one tonight?” More head shaking. “You’re going to take one now.”

			“I’m never taking one again,” she says. “I don’t like how it makes me feel.”

			She is the only person on earth who doesn’t like how benzos make her feel. “It’ll help you sleep.”

			“You can’t take it with alcohol.” She stares down into the bowl for a long minute, swallows hard, and closes her eyes.

			“You’ll be fine.” He always has been, and he’s mixed them plenty. He insists again with the pill and she relents. He gets her up off the couch and starts her shuffling down the hall. She pauses at Lee’s door, but he slings an arm around her shoulder and ushers her on. Enough is enough. When he finally gets Mandy into her bed, she grabs hold of his hand, pulls him down next to her. “I can’t go back out there,” she mumbles, which is about the most obvious thing he’s ever heard out of her mouth. “And I can’t stay here with no job.” The drugs are kicking in. She’s sleepy but more like herself. “I can’t even get through a single day.”

			“There’s other jobs,” he says.

			“Paying as much as that one? I’m going to lose my house. How will I feed my child?”

			“Isn’t Orvian doing anything for y’all? If they aren’t, you’ve got to sue. Sue them blind. Jump on a class action lawsuit.”

			“They gave me three thousand dollars for whatever I lost on the rig. Or, like, severance? I don’t know. I was so tired when I signed that paper.” The form they gave her before they let her leave the hotel, attesting she wasn’t injured, hadn’t seen anything. Paperwork over humanity, every damned time.

			“You’re going to call whoever hired you tomorrow morning and you’re going to tell them you’re not coming. You’ll find something here, and I’ll find a way to help you out.”

			She kind of nods her head into the pillow and doesn’t say anything else for a while, then he hears her low, buzzing snore, like a beetle caught in a jar. He creeps out to check on Lee, but she’s gone to sleep too. No way he can go home tonight with Mandy like this. He stashes the pistol in the glove box of his truck. In the kitchen, he fixes himself a 7 & 7 and downs one of the clonazepams. While he sips his drink, he looks at the chaotic archive on the fridge, all photos of Lee or pictures drawn by Lee or awards and report cards for Lee. She has a most improved certificate for playing the flute. She makes straight A’s. He never thought to ask about that. Drawings of big-eyed, long-legged girls sprouting animal parts: fox ears and antlers, fluffy tails and whiskers. There’s the crazed, gap-toothed smile of an elementary school picture. A picture of her as a toddler up on Mandy’s shoulders, her hands covering Mandy’s eyes, both of them wide-mouthed with laughter. He’ll never get to do that. He missed it. He fucked up. It’s gone.

			Once the drugs kick in, he creeps back into bed—he doesn’t want her choking on her puke—and turns his back to her. In the wee hours of the morning, she wakes him up with her hands in places no woman’s hands have been in so very long, and he doesn’t try to stop her. For once she needs something he’s able to give.

			In the morning, she’s up before he is, showered and wrapped in a bathrobe, clipping her hair in a bun, hustling around the room throwing things into her duffel.

			“What are you doing?” he says.

			“I’m not sticking around here to work at the Dollar General. I’ll be fine.”

			She has Lee packed and ready to go before he’s even finished his coffee.

			“I don’t think this is a good idea,” he says.

			“No, it surely isn’t. But I don’t know what else I’m supposed to do.”

			She’s clean, at least, and somewhat presentable, face made, hair done, but when she reaches for her keys, her hands are shaking, and when she turns her gaze on Boy, he can see her ruptured self a mile below the surface.

		

	
		
			Jamie

			Holly keeps pinging him on Facebook, tagging him in photos and videos, and he keeps removing the tags. If Holly notices, she doesn’t mention it. Her posts are frequent and aggressively public. A series of Cheet Cheet: on Holly’s head, nibbling the corner of Holly’s mouth, perched on things she shouldn’t be (case in point: his grandmother’s Virgin Mary). In another post, the pics and video from their day at the beach, the irate guards, Holly’s blackened feet, the tar balls in her palm, the inmates in hazmat disguise. She writes screeds against Orvian, against the oil industry at large. Just look at the mess they’ve made of my home.

			Now that she’s gone off to college in Michigan, she has six hundred friends, somehow, and counting. Everything is liked and commented on by people Jamie has never met or heard of. It creeps him out, his person made so public like this. He has a profile but only, like, twenty friends, half of whom are relatives and one of whom is Holly. The others are random kids from school, neither friends nor foes, just kids with a social media presence and no shame about adding whoever turns up in People You May Know, even the weird kid who never comes to school. Jamie’s profile pic is a bunny with a stack of cookies on its head. No actual photos of him at all until Holly started posting them.

			Holly’s first post of the morning: Happy birthday to this guy! and a selfie they took on the contaminated beach. He is now eighteen, officially adulted, and no more certain of himself than he was yesterday.

			Can you pls not tag me in yr Facebook? he texts.

			Another post is a video of her science-geek brother showing off a rocket-shaped contraption on someone’s kitchen table. It’s a scale model he built, he explains, of a centrifuge that was funded by an environmentally minded movie star, to spin oil out of water. The movie star claims this thing could have cleaned up Exxon Valdez in less than a week, could save them now from this endless gusher in the Gulf. “He’s delusional,” Holly’s brother says to the camera. “The design isn’t terrible, though. Just flawed.” Now this bayou boy is tinkering with the contraption, filling pads of graph paper with schematics and calculations, thinking he can do better. “They’re crowdsourcing solutions right now. There’s, no shit, an online suggestion box.” He starts tallying up the nonsense offered by other people just like him, playroom scientists, backyard inventors: Plug the leak with a great big cork, freeze it and pluck the oilsicles right up off the surface, fill every pillowcase in South Louisiana with swept-up salon hair and use them for boom, pray exactly these words every dawn and dusk. Ridiculous. Finally, Holly turns the camera around on her own face, mugs like Are you hearing what I’m hearing? She says, “This is what we’re resorting to down here, folks.” That post has 127 likes.

			Yet another post pops up—So proud of my dad!!!—with a video of her father, the parish president, Alton Bourgeois, walking the beach with a tall, narrow-shouldered man whose white shirtsleeves are rolled up to his elbows. He could be any guy with a desk job except that he is clearly what he is, the president of the United States. They pause their stroll down the beach to address the reporters. The president crouches down, picks something up, and examines it, holds it up for the cameras.

			Your dad met the president, Jamie texts Holly.

			She sends back a thumbs-up.

			He flips through Holly’s archive until he finds a YouTube clip of her father from 2006, addressing a congressional panel on hurricane preparedness. He’s seated behind a long desk, one of a line of men in crisp gray suits with a slim microphone hovering before his face. The camera alights on a poster board that stands on an easel nearby, the image of a great white-and-blue whirl, the storm that wrecked every coastal parish but Pelerin. Mr. Bourgeois begins to read.

			“ ‘Hurricane Local Statement—Urgent.’ ” It’s a warning issued twenty hours before the storm hit, but it sounds like a prayer, an incantation, the prophetic, doom-hued visions of Saint John. “ ‘Devastating damage expected.’ ” Mr. Bourgeois invokes the name of the storm. It has been spoken so much that it has lost its power, as familiar as the name of a contrary old aunt, but now, in this context, this prophecy, it sounds like the name of a god:

			
				Hurricane Katrina,

				a most powerful hurricane

				with unprecedented strength.

				All gable roofs will fail.

				All wood-framed, low-rising apartment buildings

				will be destroyed.

				All windows will blow out.

				The vast majority of native trees will be

				snapped or uprooted. Only the

				heartiest

				will remain standing.

				Power outages will last

				for weeks. Water shortages

				will make human suffering

				incredible

				by modern standards.

			

			Now the camera’s on Mr. Bourgeois again as he goes on to describe his own trip to the city in the weeks after the storm. He has a face made for grief and sorrow, with drooping, mournful eyes and a tired chevron mustache that slouches over his lips, and he tells this story not with the voluble hand-gesturing of the Cajun raconteur, his usual mode, but in a sedate monotone that renders the shocking superlatives—utterly ruined, totally uninhabitable, complete loss—even more horrifying. He’s a practiced talker, not handsome to look at but handsome to hear. What’s strange, though: Mr. Bourgeois can dress himself up in a nice suit and tie, he can comb his unruly mustache and speak the language of these government men. But even still, he sounds just like any other Cajun from Pelerin Parish, like Jamie’s father, like Jamie’s grandfather. “Through Katrina,” he says, like troo, “our levees held. If Katrina had not turned ten degrees, our community would not be here today.”

			Then, as though YouTube can predict the direction of Jamie’s thoughts and fears—and who knows, maybe it can—the next video is the Plume, the endlessly belching, billowing deepwater eruption of oil, not black at all but white like smoke, like clouds. It’s become as familiar as the saw blade of Katrina. He wants to crawl under his blankets and never come out again. Pull up the covers on the whole house, on everything he loves, hide it from the eyes of God and fate and the national news, as though hiding it would save it, which of course it wouldn’t.

			Then, from somewhere in the house, a crash. He rushes to the living room, where Cheet Cheet’s cage has toppled to the floor—she’s flinging herself against the sides and shrieking—and his grandfather looks like he’s swooned onto rather than sat in his recliner, half perched on the seat, legs splayed and cockeyed.

			Jamie turns Cheet Cheet right side up, puts her cage back on the stand. His grandfather pulls himself fully into the chair. He rests his head back and closes his eyes. “I got dizzy,” he says. “But I’m all right now.” After Jamie vacuums the mess on the floor, the seeds and soiled newspaper tatters, he asks, “Are you sure you’re all right?” His grandfather nods and waves him away, doesn’t open his eyes. Jamie wants to believe him, but there’s that dread again. Bigger. The Doomsday Clock is ticking. Out there, and in this house. When the old women go, the old men soon follow. Everyone says that. Visit any graveyard and see the truth in it: the narrow window between dates on the his-and-hers headstones. There’s a countdown on the life Jamie knows. He hears it in every creak of the house, and he doesn’t know a single prayer to stop it.

		

	
		
			Jacot

			Twice he forgot a pan on the stove, filled the house with smoke. Once, he went out to run errands and left the front door wide open. Last week, he fell heavily asleep in his recliner after dinner, and when he jerked awake, the room was dark. He tried to turn on the lamp next to his chair, but his arm wouldn’t rise. He stared at the arm and then at the lamp and saw that the lamp was in fact already on, that the room was not dark at all. The digital clock on the table read 6:17. He sat very still, heart pounding, until he thought he could move his arm again; then he rose and went to the window. Outside was a bluish gloom. The cold mercury light buzzed under the breezeway. He stood at the end of the hall and called through the house. “Hello? Rosa? Is it day or night? I can’t tell if it’s day or night!” Then a soft thud, a creak of floorboards, a light, quick shuffle. His son opened the bedroom door, poked out his head, concerned: “Did you yell for me?” But it wasn’t his son. It was Jamie. “Never mind,” Jacot said. Then, too, what happened last night, when he fell over and toppled the birdcage.

			All of this is very much on Jacot’s mind when Boy opens the office door, unsettling the old cowbell dangling from the crossbar. Jacot has been in his creaking vinyl chair, sorting an avalanche of mail, filling wastebaskets, separating wheat from chaff. He needs to get his affairs in order. Make sure his grandson is taken care of, because Lord knows Jamie is not able to take care of himself. He may not even be able to get through high school. The report card that came in the mail as summer was beginning? All C’s and D’s. He passed, but barely.

			Jacot waves in the direction of the chair opposite, but Boy continues to stand, gripping the chairback like he might fall over if he lets go. He called a few days ago wanting to meet, wouldn’t say why.

			“I brought everything your aunt wanted you to have.” Jacot points at a big cardboard box on the floor by his desk. In it, a machine to vacuum-pack sausage, a light-up plastic Santa Claus, an aluminum percolator that belonged to Rosa’s mother, one of the oil lamps they always used for storms, and the Polaroid camera Boy gave Robbie for his thirteenth birthday (an open secret that Boy stole it from his stepfather). Jacot labeled each and every one of those things just like Rosa said. Boy barely gives the box a glance. “Mais, I’m not going to bite,” Jacot says. “Sit down.”

			Boy still doesn’t sit. He gets out his wallet and Jacot thinks he’s about to pay back the money for his daughter’s slice of cake—Jacot knew that would rankle him—but Boy unfolds a piece of paper and hands it over. It’s a photocopy of a torn-off sheet of steno paper—those familiar ruptured curlicues at the top—like from the pad that sat on their kitchen table for Rosa to write her honey-dos. And there is her handwriting, unmistakable and just as he always knew it: on birthday cards and shopping lists and checks from their bank account, sometimes with the signature disguised as his own.

			“I didn’t ask for it,” Boy says. “I didn’t even want it.”

			“Then how come you’re here?”

			Boy raises his eyebrows, opens his hands. “Honoring her wishes.”

			“Sit down.” Finally, Boy does. This is an old argument between Jacot and Rosa, as old as their marriage, and older. She wanted the last word. That’s all this is. She wanted to shame him about that so-called Indian Hubert one more time. “Let me tell you something,” Jacot says. “It wasn’t hers to give.” And she full well knew it. Jacot rattles open a filing cabinet to find the deed, then pushes it across the desk to Boy. “You want me to explain what you’re looking at?”

			“I don’t need you to explain it.”

			’Coute voir, Jacot wants to say, please let me explain it. There’s more to it—all so complicated in fact and in feeling. Yes, the land, Jacot wants to say, belonged to Rosa’s father, old Mr. Guidry—Boy’s grandfather—and he had used it, trapped on it, fished on it, lived on it from time to time. Boy knew that much, of course. If Mr. Guidry—Pepere CooCoo, as he was known—had also had the sense to pay taxes on it, that land might have stayed his until the end of his life, when it would have passed to Rosa and her sister, Boy’s mother, and eventually to Robbie, to Boy, to Boy’s sisters and their children, divided and subdivided with every succession until nobody had more than a worthless splinter of interest in it.

			The fact was Pepere CooCoo, bless his heart, had not had that much sense. Nor did he have the sense or inclination to lease the mineral rights to some oilmen who made him a pretty good offer. One day the parish tax collector called up young Jacot to bring his attention to a delinquency on a 659-acre parcel of land along what was informally known as CooCoo’s Bayou. That parcel was going to be listed the following month in The Pelerin Comet for auction, and—the tax collector inquired—would Jacot care to step in and rescue this land from the clutches of those thieving oilmen, who were, so far, the most likely bidders?

			Yes, he most surely would. He was twenty-three years old and pulling in real money working for some of those same oilmen. So he got in ahead of the oilmen and walked away with a tax deed, a landowner at last. Soon after that, he married Pepere CooCoo’s younger daughter. And soon after that, the oilmen were drilling a deep hole in that land as lessees, not owners, and the royalties came rolling in, not enough to make Jacot rich but enough to look after Rosa’s parents and his own. A gift, from him to them. And he let them all keep using it, let Boy and Robbie use it too, when their time came. He even let the old man Hubert, who wasn’t family, keep using it until he tried to claim it was his so many years later. In other words, nothing changed when the property changed hands, practically speaking, except that Jacot had the final say about mineral rights and the distribution of the modest wealth that came from those mineral rights. And the land, all of it, would pass, quite simply, to his own son. Or now, to his grandson. Before his father’s house came to him, Jacot had never had title to anything in his life. He had never been in a position to give from what he had. He’s not about to give away, out of a coerced sense of guilt, the one plot of ground on this earth that is his, outright, by his own wits.

			There’s even more to it than that, though, he wants to say. Laisse-moi te montrer quelque chose d’autre. Let’s boot up this ancient desktop and search the tax assessor’s records, which you can do on the internet, no big trick, via an interactive map. Zoom right in on Pepere CooCoo’s Bayou and look for parcel 503927. Take a look at its borders, outlined in blue: the bayou on the east side, and all along the north, south, and west, another parcel, one huge, hungry amoeba of a parcel, tens of thousands of acres, opening its mouth around wee little 503927. Who do you suppose owns that big hungry parcel of land? Atakapa Corp. Oil & Gas, mon ami, and they’d own 503927, too, if Jacot hadn’t slid in when he could, if he hadn’t turned down every attempt over the years to buy him out. They still come around with an offer from time to time. He knew better than to say yes, even to a tempting amount. Money comes and goes, but land is always.

			“I’m sorry she got your hopes up like that,” Jacot says, and then the cowbell jangles again and Boy’s daughter leans in, asking for the keys to the truck.

			“It’s really hot in there,” she says. Boy fishes the keys out of his pocket and tosses them across the room, but she misses and they splat on the floor. She gives Jacot a little wave after she picks them up.

			“You can come in if you want, chère. I’ve got another chair. It’s folded up in the broom closet.”

			“Just roll down the windows,” Boy says. “Don’t leave it running.” Then, once she’s gone, he flings a thumb back in her direction and says, “What am I supposed to do for her? With all that’s going on?”

			That’s an honest thing to ask, at least. But Jacot wants to say: What every other man with any sense does for his child. Get up off your duff and get a job, any job: offshore, the gas station, Walmart. Quit living like you think you’re the lilies in the field, on the dole of nature and God. The world has changed. It isn’t old Mr. Hubert’s world anymore. It wasn’t even his world when he was still living in it.

			But there is something Jacot can do. It would be easy enough, cost him nothing. On the top sheet of a notepad, he scrawls what he knows will pass for a legal document, his handwritten permission to harvest the oysters that Boy and Robbie seeded on the lease. Robbie bragged to him about that: outsmarting Katrina, a sure bet. The one hazy rainbow after the storm. He tears the sheet carefully along the perforation and slides it into a protective sleeve. Rosa wanted him to do something for Boy, and so he will. “Keep that on your boat so Fish and Wildlife won’t mess with you.”

			Jacot has not seen Boy laugh since he was an actual boy, but he reads what Jacot has written and laughs outright. He lays the paper in its sheath on the desk, pressing his fingers on it as though to stick it there. “Won’t do me any good at this point,” he says.

			The reef, it turns out, is dead—suffocated in the fresh water released by the state to keep the oil back. Well, there you go. The sure bet, maybe $75,000 or more. These terrible compromises, we all have to make them. Boy gets up and peers into the cardboard box by the desk, bends down and pokes around, and when he stands up again, he’s holding the Polaroid camera and the vacuum sealer. He says, “You can keep the rest.”

			Robbie took his own life rather than admit the world is the way it is, that some ways of living are better forgotten, given up, and meanwhile this man, this careless fool, blithely goes on as though he’s as good as Adam before the Fall. If not every day then often enough, Jacot follows that rope down and down into the Gulf, to his son, to the anchor looped around his son’s calf, then back up into the daylight, to the child his son forsook. He blames Robbie. So selfish and cruel to do that to a child. But Boy? He blames Boy even more. Of course he blames Boy. Plenty of the stuff to go around.

			Still, that poor kid—the daughter, roasting outside in the truck. She didn’t do anything to deserve a father like that.

		

	
		
			
				L’Acadie, New France

				1755

			
			Not born twins but close enough, the girl Marie and her brother, François, with no memory of their mother, who died in childbirth. They were rich enough in aunts and uncles and cousins that their father could hold on to the love of his first and only wife, never marry another. Jean-Baptiste Guidry was even-tempered, playful, and tender with his children, and thus desired by every widow and even many young women coming of age, but he was devoted, beyond measure, to the one who bore those two children.

			The man was always working, never useless. He tended his orchard, he tended his fields. Alongside the other men of l’Acadie—Melancons, Thibodeauxs, Broussards, Terrebonnes—he dragged logs down from the highlands every year, found the places where the saltwater tides breached the dikes their fathers and grandfathers had built, and with mallets swung by ox-strong arms, drove the logs down into the soft earth, steadied the wall against the insistent bay.

			All he wanted—all any of them wanted—was the slow, easy plains of his fields, labor alongside his son, the yearly work on the dike, the tight, cozy home tended by his daughter, warm memories in place of his wife. His children picnicking under the willows and apple trees, courting his neighbors’ children, the musty sugar of the apples, the rich loam at their roots, and the astonishing—always astonishing—tides, a twice-daily reminder of God’s promise to hold back the Flood.

			His daughter was afraid of those fast-rising tides. She hated the way they swallowed the land beyond the dikes, and she’d walk along the embankment, holding her father’s hand, and look back over her shoulder at the house on the rise to make sure it was still there. You’re safe, he’d say. No harm will come to you here.

			Although they spoke French, they didn’t want to be French, like their neighbors to the north and west. Neither did they want to be English, like their neighbors to the south and east, whose flag flew over this land. What they wanted was to go on living their lives, free to make what alliances they chose, free from killing their brethren, free to worship as they wished, marry whomever they wished, subject to no one but themselves. For over a hundred years, they had lived alongside the Mi’kmaq, raised families with them too. They would not pledge allegiance to any king who would ask them to raise a hand against their neighbors and cousins. They insisted on neutrality, friend to all, enemy to none.

			In the end, their neutrality finished them.

			In mid-August, as they harvested their fields, British soldiers swept in like the tide, occupied the church and the pretty shaded place under the willows. Two supply ships appeared in the basin, riding high, strangely unburdened. Jean-Baptiste and François Guidry received a summons to the church, and by evening, some four hundred souls, nearly all the men and boys of the hamlet, were locked up together there as a British official delivered the news. Deportation. They were being removed. To where, he would not say. Their land and their homes, their livestock, their fields and their orchards—all forfeit to the Crown. Months ago, they had been forced to give up their weapons. Their priests had been arrested and removed. Everything they had built in these hundred-some years they would have to leave behind. Until enough transports arrived to remove them all, the men would remain in the church, doors bolted, under guard. Hostages to keep the women from running.

			The women brought food and changes of clothes. Marie called through the boarded windows for her father and brother. Before the soldiers bullied her away, her father insisted, We’re safe here. They can’t make us go. This is our home. The British had made threats before, imprisoned the men, tried to coerce an unconditional oath to the Crown. Never had they followed through. Never had they dared, so outnumbered, to remove fifteen thousand Acadians by force. Soon, though, another empty ship was lying at anchor.

			In other hamlets, the British torched homes, barns, chapels, plundered supplies, slaughtered livestock, fired on families who tried to swim the channel to the opposite shore. They lined up the women and children on their knees, faces to the ground, and trained guns on their heads, made them give up their Catholic faith or be shot. In a few hamlets where the men had remained free, the Acadians fought back, alongside Canadians and Mi’kmaq, drove the English away, stood defiant on the dikes they had built or disappeared into the woods. In the end it made no difference. Some of the imprisoned men escaped, joined with Joseph Broussard dit Beausoleil, the Beautiful Sun, hero of the Acadian resistance. In the end, it made no difference.

			The British soldiers marched Jean-Baptiste and the other men from the church to the landing, began ferrying the young men to one ship, the old men to another, to keep wisdom and strength from joining in rebellion. The ships were a prison much easier to defend. François refused to embark. “Non!” he shouted. “Pas sans nos pères!” And more young men stood with him on the landing, chanting together. But the commander shoved François into the mud. The troops fixed bayonets, made them obey. The women and children lined up along the road as for a parade, shouting, weeping, grabbing for their brothers, husbands, fathers, sons, until the soldiers forced them back. The men were kept on these ships while the British waited for more transports to arrive.

			In October, with five ships at anchor now—still not enough, and time running short—the women, the children, the old folks were driven from their homes, their carts carrying household things to the landing. Marie stood by the cart she shared with a neighbor, shouting the name of her father, her brother, as the boats that would ferry them to the ships were loaded. But the British soldiers did not care—were not allowed to care—who boarded where or with whom. In the chaos of shuttling so many bodies across a fast-ebbing tide, children were divided from parents, husbands from wives, brothers from sisters.

			Marie? She ran, fled back to their home, a last mad hope, as though she might find her father and brother still there. Instead: their pottery smashed, pigs in the garden, the cow lowing miserably to be milked. She was slumped on her doorstep, despairing, when a Mi’kmaw man came out of the woods—a cousin of a cousin of a cousin. He pointed to the smoke that rose from a neighboring hamlet. You better come with me, he said. “Les Acadiens, ils sont tous partis, tous partis.” Your people are gone, all gone.

			That night, the British torched every house and barn left standing. Over the days that followed, the tides rose and fell, rose and fell, and cleared the mudflats of the carts and crates and bellowing oxen, the pots and pans, the heirlooms and aprons, all the paltry but necessary things the British had not allowed them to carry along. In the end, the Acadians who left, left with nothing at all.

			By the end of 1755, more than two dozen transports stuffed with nearly seven thousand souls had departed l’Acadie. The ship carrying Jean-Baptiste was struck by a wild nor’easter before it even left the bay, was never heard from again. The ship carrying François hit the same storm but made it to Boston Harbor. After ten days at sea, their water was already bad, their provisions diminished, and they languished in the crowded belowdecks, dying of smallpox and dysentery, until the belowdecks were crowded no more. Some Bostonian officials took issue with the unconscionable conditions in which these people were stowed and agreed, reluctantly, to accept some portion of the exiles. So François and an uncle who was not really an uncle, just one of the many who raised him, disembarked, were sent west, into towns where they could find no work because they spoke no English, where their French made them foreign, made them enemies even, papists who might join the Indians, take up arms against their English neighbors. Destitute and desperate, forever strangers.

			How to make a story whole when the shards fly in so many directions?

			The Acadians were sent to Virginia, Georgia, South Carolina, Maryland, Pennsylvania, New York, Connecticut, Massachusetts, welcome in none of these places. They were delivered to each place in groups of no more than a thousand and then dispersed across towns and countryside, so they could not easily collect themselves, rise up against those who had divided them. When they worked, they worked the lowest jobs for the lowest wages, and if they were able-bodied but did not work, they were jailed. Widows begged at strangers’ doors. Some, of course, became thieves. What else could they do to survive? Their children were bound out as indentured servants, sometimes in irons, to planters, artisans, tradesmen, as laborers or apprentices, to learn English, to become Anglo. Some were flogged for leaving the towns where they had been planted. Some tried to make their way home, to wage guerrilla war against the British or disappear into the woods. Some, “rescued” from the colonies by French merchantmen, sailed for Saint-Domingue, where they died of malaria, scurvy, malnutrition. Some wound up back in France, just as destitute, just as foreign, just as full of longing for home.

			There are too many shards to gather them all.

			After ten years of low work, low wages, no work, no wages, François heard somehow—through church networks, through rumors—of Acadian kin in Maryland. Not so near, but not far either. He snuck off alone, on foot—his old “uncle” was dead by then—carrying the same nothing he’d come with but speaking more English at least. I work for hire. I work for board. I cut wood, split rails, stack hay. He found fellow exiles, a cousin, his friends, a girl. None of them had any news of his father or sister. He worked when he could work, saved his little bit of cash, and pooled his money with the others to charter transport on a ship to New Orleans. The Spanish in Louisiana, he had heard, would receive them, let them live together, practice their faith, give them land to farm, to call their own, to start over.

			Thus in 1778 was conceded to François Guidry a tract of 20 arpents front by 40 deep on Bayou André, as surveyed by cord and compass, on condition he build a dwelling and clear two arpents within one year. And so he did, and so the land became his, and his children’s, and his children’s children’s—more land than he could trap or hunt or farm, and so shared, of course, with whoever needed, whoever passed through, Acadian, Houma, Spanish, German, Creole, even Chinese, his neighbors and kin—for 170 years. (In the end, even this made no difference.)

			François never learned what became of his father and sister. As he aged, as his family and children grew, he lost his memories of that first home, lost his longing for it too. It was someone else’s home now. The barn, the orchard, their sturdy little house—all burned to the ground while he hunkered belowdecks on the ship that would carry him away. The places he knew, occupied by strangers. Who would come out of the houses or out of the woods to greet him now? The Acadians, they were gone, all gone.

		

	
		
			Fabian

			A letter has come from the Vicar for Clergy, the Very Reverend Daniel Nakate, on the official letterhead of the diocese. “We have received a complaint of inappropriate behavior,” the letter says, “the nature of which I will be happy to discuss with you in more detail face-to-face.” Vicar Nakate is deeply conservative. He has his own parish up the bayou, but he also looks after the needs, spiritual and practical, of the priests throughout the diocese, most of whom, like Fabian, are foreign-born, in need of assistance with visas, accent reduction, assimilation. On the first Wednesday of every other month, Fabian can count on a visit from the vicar. It is always brief and perfunctory and unpleasant—like a dental exam, a colonoscopy. “We will speak at our next meeting,” the letter says. “Meanwhile, the matter has been referred to the Bishop for review and further action.”

			So many complaints over the years, but this is the first time the diocese has bothered to put it in writing. Strangely, along with shame, a hot flush in his face, Fabian feels—what is it?—relief?

			Today, fourteen children come to Fabian’s group. Parents, so long out of work, are desperate to be unburdened of their children for a few hours, for free. Fabian hands them crayons and a coloring sheet on Joshua 1:9 (“Be strong and courageous! Do not be afraid or discouraged.”), copied from a book on Christian art therapy. While the children are coloring, Fabian asks the first of ten suggested questions printed on the adult-helper version of the sheet: “In your life, who do you most admire for their courage?”

			He waits through the silence, as the book suggests, until a tall, slim girl speaks up. He knows her from somewhere, not Mass or school. Where has he seen her? She says her mother is the person she admires most, that her mother was on the exploded oil rig, and he doesn’t quite believe that, but of course he pretends to. She tells the story with more pride than distress, all the way through to the climax, her mother’s astonishing plunge from the rig into the flaming Gulf, and she keeps her eyes turned always to the coloring sheet, her hand busy outlining and then lightly shading the firefighter at a burning window, the policewoman nabbing a thief, the boy standing up to a playground bully. He excuses himself to the bathroom and looks it up on his phone. Lo and behold, the story in the local paper is exactly as the girl told it, with a photo of the woman and the child, locked arm in arm.

			When their session is done, the kids are picked up, one by one, until none are left but the girl. He waits with her in the empty classroom while she shades the blank side of a coloring sheet with a spectrum of colors in windshield-wiper strokes.

			Ten minutes pass. “Should we call your mother?”

			The child says, “She’s in Mexico.”

			“Then, your father instead?”

			He offers the girl his mobile phone but she gets no answer. They wait another five minutes, another ten. Finally, the gasp and clank of an outer door, and she tosses the crayons into the tub, leaves the papers on the desk, hustles out. He never lays eyes on the father.

			Vince is sneaking a cigarette against the back wall of the church. He whistles Fabian over and unfurls a story about a lawyer who came around his parents’ neighborhood this week with a lot of promises, laying a document on their kitchen tables, urging them to sign. The law firm would sue on their behalf. Soon they’d have a real payout from Orvian. But now—you know what?—they can’t get the Orvian claims representatives to talk to them, can’t get relief checks or argue for themselves. They signed away those rights for a lawsuit that may or may not pan out. “What kills me?” Vince says. He offers Fabian his dwindling cigarette, and Fabian takes a drag. “None of it is personal. That’s the heartbreak of it.”

			Fabian crushes the cigarette butt under his heel, makes his face sympathetic.

			Of course it isn’t personal, it’s just the Nigerian Factor, under a different name, Fabian thinks. The Nigerian Factor, both reviled and, strangely, celebrated back home, like he has heard the people here brag, with performed exasperation, about Louisiana politics, Louisiana politicians, the legacy of swaggering pirates, corrupt governors, a conflation of laissez-faire and laissez les bon temps rouler. The joke he’s heard more than once now: At any given time, half the state is under water and the other half under indictment. Hilarious. The Louisiana Factor. The confluence of corruption and bad luck and the dirty legacy of colonialism and oil. The way money disappears. The way projects wilt on the vine. The way people look askance at even their own family when deals are made. Brother, he might have said to Vince, you are not immune.

			The Nigerian Factor. You never see the moment when hope crosses the event horizon, slips into the void. Some great vacuum draws into itself all faith and prosperity and love, proving that there is indeed a dark antithesis of the divine, Satan or the Gnostics’ Ahriman. What else could explain the frankly absurd stagnation, the waste of resources, human and natural, in a country that, by right of oil, by right of its lumbering giant of a population, its brass, its gumption—he loves this word, he learned it here—should be the wealthiest nation in Africa, one of the wealthiest in the world? What else can explain it?

			Back in the rectory, the vicar’s ominous letter unfolded before him, he opens the laptop and Skypes his sister’s account. It rings and rings and he is about to give up when suddenly they’re connected. The braids she’s always worn are gone, her hair cropped close. She sits down at the computer, rubs the fluff on her scalp. “I’ve been missing you, Bobo,” she says.

			“Help me understand what this means.” Fabian reads the letter in full. His sister is so silent and still, eyes closed, that he thinks they lost the connection, her image frozen. “Hello?”

			She presses fists to her eyes, holds them there, takes a long breath, collecting herself. “What did you do?” she says. She raises her eyes to the camera, pleading.

			“I did nothing!”

			“There must have been something.” Her tone is tender but damning. What could she be thinking? Everywhere in the news these days: sex abuse scandals—in Germany, Ireland, everywhere—the investigations and formal apologies, enough to make a person believe such activities are as ubiquitous among priests as the white collar.

			“It’s a misunderstanding,” he says. “It’s just a misunderstanding. These people and their complaints.” Whatever excuse the letter might have given him to quit—to lay down his duties, to become something else or someone else—evaporated when he saw his sister’s face. “Don’t worry, I’ll make it right.” He feels less certain than he sounds.

		

	
		
			Boy

			The first text came from Mandy not long after they said goodbye in her driveway: some kind of attachment his device couldn’t open and the message Got a new phone testing it out. He didn’t reply, but a couple of days later, another one, with another unreadable attachment. Greetings from Mexico! He didn’t reply to that either. When she texted again, this time with a string of, like, a half dozen mysterious files and the message show lee!, he finally dug out his reading glasses and poked at buttons. What the hell are you sending me?

			The pix aren’t coming through?

			No. Good grief. Your daughter would like to talk to you tho.

			He had her call the landline so he wouldn’t use up his minutes. While they talked, he sat out on the deck, listening through the screen, trying to seem like he wasn’t listening, but the call was brief and mostly monosyllabic on Lee’s end. “How’s your mama?” he asked when she hung up the phone.

			“Fine.”

			“Actually fine?”

			“I guess. She said it’s harder to call from there. And she’s going to spend her ten days off in Mérida.”

			“Mérida?”

			“She wants to see the Mayan ruins.”

			It took two days to get Mandy to call him back, and when he pressed her about this new plan, suggested that this hadn’t been part of the deal, she really laid into him. Where had he been for the past twelve years, and now he was making demands? She hasn’t slept a full night in weeks—somebody drops their hard hat and she’s back in that flaming maze, running for her life—and now he’s telling her she can’t take one goddamn minute for herself, try to catch her breath while she gets—for the only time in her goddamn life—to be in a beautiful goddamn place? When he asked her how the benzos were treating her, she hung up on him.

			Meanwhile, the child was acting just as bad.

			She started complaining about the long outings on the boat in the wilting heat of July, so he tried leaving her at home while he tended to business. Once, he came back and found she had gotten into a bottle of tequila that was gathering dust in a kitchen cabinet and then thrown it all up in the bathtub. He fed her some dry toast and tried not to laugh or yell at her. But it did make him worry about her emotional state.

			Another time, he smelled gas before he even opened the door. He thought, Oh Lord, and there she was lying on the couch, one leg stretched out across the seat and one hanging over the side with a bare foot on the floor. Her head was cradled in a valley of throw pillows, and on the television was a fuzzed-up, crackling episode of Columbo. He couldn’t tell if her eyes were open or closed. “Hey!” he said, and when she didn’t move, he just about lost it. “Hey!” he said again, louder, and she said, “What?” without even twitching a finger. The front right burner of the stove, turned all the way up, sighed its deadly breath, and on the grate sat a cold pot of water with dried macaroni in a hard mound at the bottom.

			Another time he came home and didn’t find her at all. He yelled out into the marsh behind the house, and then he went walking, calling her name, until she all of a sudden ran up behind him like a dog bounding out the woods. She was just at Miss Beulah’s, she said, a half mile up the road. He didn’t even know she knew Miss Beulah. Doing what? “Nothing,” she said, and she held up a grocery sack of cucumbers dangling from her wrist, the bounty of Miss Beulah’s garden.

			“You can do nothing just as good at my house. She don’t need to know all our business.”

			But really, he had to find someplace to put her, at least from time to time. He started dropping her at the library for a few hours, or at an oil-spill support group at the Catholic church while he waited in line for charity groceries, a humiliation he never imagined he would have to endure. When there’s no place to drop her, he takes her, complainingly, along on his ever-dwindling errands. Most things he’d be doing this time of year to bring in some cash, legally or less so, have been rendered impossible: fishing grounds closed, oyster reef destroyed. Even when he managed to salvage a few sacks of oysters or haul in a mess of shrimp, nobody was buying—Is it safe?—so he shucked and shelled them himself, fried some for dinner, and froze the rest in tidy vacuum-sealed packages that Lee refuses ever to eat. “It looks like snot,” she said. She ain’t wrong.

			He spent most of a day at Port Goulot, getting his boat inspected so he could get on for the cleanup and a paycheck from Orvian, that devil’s bargain. Equip a sixty-five-foot vessel with a skimmer or load it with sorbent boom, and you’d start raking in upward of $3,000 per day. The examiner raised his eyebrows, but the good old Hạnh Phúc passed. At thirty feet, it’s too small for most of the really lucrative work, but Boy might be called—they claimed—for wildlife rescue, say, or waste transport at $1,000 per day. After several days of response training sessions, he waited and waited and waited, but he might as well have spit into the Gulf as signed up for this thing. Nobody Boy knows is getting work.

			You know who they’re hiring instead? Charter captains from New Orleans and Baton Rouge. It’s supposed to be a lottery, but if you’ve got the right friends, you’ve got a contract. It’s all political, like everything else. Even for the shit jobs, they bring in people from somewhere else, North Louisiana, Alabama, Mississippi, or the penitentiary. Boy knows which people they are and more power to them, somebody’s got to do the work, but it’s insulting for the people who live here. A slap in the face.

			He heard a joke the other day when he was filling up on diesel at the marina. The joke went: Boudreaux and Thibodeaux, them, they got called up to work that oil spill, and the foreman told them, “Go out in y’all’s boat and git you as many pelicans as you can and clean ’em good, good.” So Boudreaux and Thibodeaux, they put in a long, long day, but the foreman done fired them as soon as they come back. They said, “Man, how you can fire somebody dat work as hard as us? Just one day on de water and we done cleaned and gutted fifty birds.” Very funny, in that way sad things have to be funny or else they’ll kill you.

			Meanwhile, Boy can do nothing but wait around for somebody else to save him. Orvian. His uncle, who was so humbled by the devastation of Robbie’s oyster reef, the last good thing his son ever believed in, is “considering the other matter” of the land naively bequeathed to Boy by his Aunt Rosa. Mandy hasn’t said boo about sending him money and he ain’t about to ask, not yet.

			Meanwhile, he has to keep feeding his child.

			At Mr. Hubert’s camp, he slides aside the false wall panel that hides a crate of dynamite alongside the cured alligator skins he hasn’t been able to unload. The crate has been in there for thirty years, a pulsing malignancy salvaged from a construction site. Boy lifts the lid off the crate. Inside, the sticks are lined up neatly in rows, rusty red like little Vienna sausages. The crate is about two-thirds full. He fills a grocery sack with the little sausages, careful as bagging eggs. When he was a kid Lee’s age, this was one of his favorite things to do with Mr. Hubert. At least the reckless fun of it will obscure the desperation.

			In the shallows of a marsh on the land that may or may not be his, depending on the answer he gets from his uncle, Boy rustles the sack of dynamite from under his seat, gaping it open between his knees. He fishes out a stick and offers it to Lee like a piece of Halloween candy, then he fishes one out for himself. He lights the wick and tosses it overboard, about twenty feet from the boat. Then he lights Lee’s and she tosses it in the other direction. On either side of the boat, a jolt, a bright flash beneath the water, and then a little burp of a geyser. A cloud of mud roils and curls like smoke beneath the surface, and up through this cloud float the stunned bodies of redfish, sacalait, bass, about a dozen in all, offering themselves up for harvest. Well, there’s dinner for a little while, along with the cans of green beans and corn from Catholic Charities.

			“Are you sure it’s safe to eat?” Lee says as he scoops it all up in a net. He doesn’t answer, though, just gives her a look.

			On the way home, they’re motoring down one of those dead-straight canals that cut through the marsh, and they come at last to the mouth of a narrow natural bayou with a little archway of trees bending over, like the gateway to another realm. And in fact, when they turn the boat up this bayou, it does seem to be another realm, so stark is the difference between salt marsh and freshwater swamp. The farther they travel up this bayou, the more lush the thickets of cattails at the shore, the more encroaching the carpets of water hyacinths on the water’s edge. Then Lee gets excited and starts pointing. A rubbery gray fin makes slow circles, surfacing and diving, in a gentle weave around a floating log. A dolphin—just a baby, about the size of a Labrador retriever. They swim up the canals sometimes, confused, and can’t find their way back to the Gulf. Boy cuts the motor. Lee leans over the side and pats her hand on the boat like she’s calling a dog. The dolphin is bobbing and dipping, sighing itself through the water. Rust-orange crude rings its blowhole and edges its dorsal fin. It’s moving slow, maybe buoyed only by the movement of the water. When the boat comes nearer, the dolphin twitches to life, dives under, but then surfaces again closer to the boat and presents its side to the air. A ribbon of puckered skin runs the length of its slick, gray hide. Near its eye, a patchwork of blistering splotches with pink edges. It’s been in fresh water too long, oiled and alone and lost, exhausted by its own weight, a moon creature come to earth.

			He uses a paddle to draw close enough to the dolphin that he can lay a hand on its dorsal fin. The animal is weak, and when he turns it on its side, it doesn’t struggle. Boy feels around in the gunnysack he keeps under his seat until he puts his hand on the bowie knife. “Go sit by the motor.”

			“What are you doing?” Lee squeals.

			He has a grip on the base of the dolphin’s tail, and in a fast and practiced motion, he slides the knife between her flippers. He’s ready to fight her like he does the monstrous gar that he sometimes wrestles from these same waters, but she curls herself up in a quick spasm, a little half-moon, then stretches out again, presents her bleeding white belly to him as if to say, Hurry up then, do it. You think he’s happy about it, seeing that eye pinched in pain?

			Lee flings herself up and nearly upsets the boat. “Don’t!”

			With one more thrust, he pierces the heart and a cloud of warmth gushes forth. The water turns an urgent red. The dolphin drifts away. Boy’s hands come away slick and sticky, smelling of oil.

			“She wasn’t going to make it,” he says. “Did you want her to keep suffering for who knows how long?”

			Lee’s face is contorted with horror. No tears, just frank accusation and disbelief.

			“Quit looking at me like I slaughtered a unicorn.”

			They ride in silence back to the camp, and then he says what fathers have said to disappointed, horrified children—after shooting their dogs or selling their ponies or leaving their mothers—for as long back as it was possible to say such things: “Let’s get some ice cream.”

			“For breakfast?” she says.

			Without even stopping by home to wash the crusty mud off their hands, he takes her to the Dairy Fluff, and they order at the counter from a plump teenager. When he asks for two tall, heaped-up cones dipped in sprinkles and chocolate, the girl says, “We can’t serve you ice cream right now.”

			“You don’t have ice cream?”

			“There’s just a rule.”

			“Come on, now.”

			She ducks behind the prep counter and whispers to another teenager, flicking her eyes back over to Boy and Lee. When she comes back, she says, “We’re not supposed to serve ice cream until after ten.”

			“What are y’all, the diet police? Is there some kind of blue law?”

			She looks at him blankly. “It doesn’t show up on the cash register until after ten. We can’t serve hamburgers either.” She waves her hand at the computer screen, inviting him to take a look for himself.

			“But what if I want a sandwich for breakfast? I got cash. You wouldn’t sell me a sandwich?”

			“They aren’t made.”

			“Well, the ice cream’s made. I see it spinning around in there.”

			“Just let’s go,” Lee says. “It’s the rule. It’s not her fault.” His daughter is talking him down, and he sort of admires it and sort of resents it.

			He raises his voice. “You can count on me to never show my face in here again. Never. At any time of day.” The girl behind the counter shrugs. Lee makes a break for the door, brushing past two guys coming in, both Latino. Cleanup crew.

			The cashier says, “Y’all can’t come in here like that.” The men line up at the counter like they didn’t hear, and she says it again, louder, slower, staring pointedly at the older man, who looks about Boy’s age. “You. Can’t. Come. In. Here. Like. That.”

			The younger one says, in crisp English, “Like what?” and Boy wonders the same thing, except for the obvious.

			“In shorts and flip-flops,” the girl says.

			The older one turns, baffled, to the younger one, who lays it all out in Spanish. The older one looks down at his clothes. Unlike Boy’s, they are bright and clean, mud-free. The manager comes from the back, a pinched-up little woman with a pile of hair that looks like it might topple her. She lingers behind the girl, an enforcer. It’s true, there’s a new sign on the door, hand-lettered: PROPER ATTIRE REQUIRED. The men walk out, swinging the door wide, and Boy follows close behind.

			“Hey,” he says twice before they turn around. “What did y’all want?”

			“Don’t give those people money, man,” the younger guy says.

			The older and the younger guy go back and forth in Spanish for a little bit. Then the older guy holds out a twenty. In five minutes, Boy is back with a bagful of biscuits and two coffees balanced on one palm. He sees Lee watching out the rear window of the truck and thinks maybe he just made amends for the dolphin.

			“These idiots around here, acting like it’s the 1950s,” he says to Lee. “Like they don’t remember their own history—if they ever even knew it to begin with.” But she has nothing to say to any of that, staring at her boots or out the window. He reaches over, pats her shoulder. He’s never told her he loves her. “Good kid,” he says, and she pinches her lips together, not exactly a smirk. Definitely not a smile.

			That dolphin, though—he can’t stop thinking about her either, that she felt different under his hands than alligators and gar, almost warm, fleshy and smooth, with her watchful eye, more like a person—a child. That he had to do what he did with his own child looking on. That he can wash and wash and wash his hands but the smell will simply not leave because the smell isn’t just on his hands, it’s riding every breeze from the Gulf, hanging like moss in the stagnant summer heat. It’s everywhere, now, always.

		

	
		
			Jacot

			On a bright, hot July morning, Jacot cruises into New Orleans to see the lawyer. He hates this city, the piss-smelling streets and oppressive noise, the drunk Yankees on Bourbon Street, paying too much for drinks and meals he could have cheaper and better at home. He only ever came here to please Rosa. But if you can’t get your way on the telephone, you have to show up at the door.

			The city still isn’t itself five years later, but it’s better, certainly, than the last time he saw it, when he and Rosa drove up after the storm. They didn’t come to help or for any practical errand, just to see what destruction they had dodged. Blue roof tarps freckled the squat skyline. Everywhere, a bare-naked exposure to the blazing sun. What trees remained were lopsided and bore the bright round scars of broken or sawed-off limbs. He and Rosa rolled through Lakeview, turning in and out of side streets at random. Barricades of debris had been belched from the poisoned bellies of ranch homes. Among these piles, in these wrecked yards, was a smattering of people tending to their business. Jacot lifted his hand from the steering wheel as he passed by, and Rosa rolled down the window to see better, and the people in ruined yards watched their car pass with curious, cantankerous expressions. They waved or they nodded, but they must have known he and Rosa were just gawkers.

			Six months after the storm, on almost every block, at least one house had been reclaimed from the wreckage, bloomed from the brambles, its paint fresh and bright, its lawn restored to an early spring green, and because these were the exceptions, they drew the eye while the raggedy, overgrown lawns, the wind-ripped roofs, the brown stain of the five-foot waterline, the white boxes of FEMA trailers docked in yards and driveways, the warped doors x’d with puzzling nomenclature in orange spray paint—these things, after the initial shock of them, became a sort of background beige. But those houses, groomed and painted, with their stubbornly bright flowerpots and vivid, neat lawns—if you didn’t know better, you’d think they’d never been through a storm at all. They were sweet, neat, unopened packages.

			The rest of the city was a mess, it really was. But flooding? He and Rosa had seen flooding. Wind damage, scattered debris, fallen trees. They had to deal with these things themselves, down in Pelerin Parish. It was worse in New Orleans, no question. Pelerin Parish got off light. He and Rosa evacuated because it was easy enough to do; they just drove north to a cousin’s in Baton Rouge, and while the wind raged and the lights flickered, they went on about their visit like it was the most ordinary thing in the world. Within a day or two, they knew that the house, the town, nearly the whole parish was mostly fine. Some nicked-up roofs, some downed trees. The library was about the only thing that couldn’t be salvaged.

			They waited for word that the power was back, and they watched the horror in New Orleans with the same disbelief and sadness that anyone did—their own home was safe, after all, the tragedy was not theirs. When the power finally came on again, Jacot and Rosa went back home. They collected the insurance. They got themselves a new roof and put a fresh coat of paint on the house.

			It wasn’t until they rounded the park and headed south again, down through Gentilly, where the bright blooms of rebuilt homes were very few, that they finally started to understand: Truly, a miracle had saved them. About halfway down the length of wide, unkempt Elysian Fields Avenue, they caught up to a bus as it was pulling away from the curb and back into the street. It was one of those sleek, dark-windowed affairs used for sightseeing tours, and Jacot wondered for just a second why it had stopped on the road in front of a boarded-up gas station, but then he realized that the gas station itself—with the dusky, ghostly letters on its marquee, scars of blown-off siding, pumps wrapped in tarp bandages—must be a point of interest. The bus traveled at a maddeningly slow speed, but Jacot drove behind it, past the empty shells of drugstores, fast-food restaurants, ranch houses. Angrily twisted oaks and magnolias were naked of leaves.

			“Follow the bus,” Rosa said, and though Jacot had seen plenty, was ready to go back home to their orderly bayou, he did as she asked. They turned on Mirabeau and headed deeper into Gentilly, taking a detour down side streets to see what a violent surge of water and six-foot standing floods would do to a person’s home. They were near one of the breaches in the London Avenue Canal. They drove slow. Inside the bus, no doubt, pictures were being taken through those dark windows, other people’s stories being told by people who had no business telling those stories.

			A year before, this had been just any old neighborhood street, narrow and shaded, and how strange to see this bus here now, this shining imposition nearly as wide as the street itself. In this neighborhood, too, the trees were mostly bare. The grass was mostly gray but turning green in patches. The houses, the street, the lawns, the trees: everything sallow. Here, as elsewhere, most of the houses still bore the fluorescent X’s of search-and-rescue and the grubby bathtub rings of the flood line.

			Then Jacot saw what had brought the bus to this particular street. On the roof of a single-story yellow-brick house, a white X, and in the lower quadrant of that white X: 1 DEAD. There was a hole in the roof right next to the X, its edges too even and square to have been made by the storm. Someone’s last hours, spent in that attic. Someone’s old body, brought out through that hole. Two houses down, another X on a garage door with a riot of words and symbols in orbit around it.

			
				2 ALIVE, 1 DEAD

				IN GARAGE 2 CATS FEED/WATER

				1 DOG DEAD DO NOT REMOVE

				OWNER WILL BURY

			

			A black woman stood on the porch of a house across the street, the only living creature to be seen on this block, and her movements, her voice—she was shouting—sent Jacot’s heart into a flutter. “What does she want?” said Rosa, with startling contempt. The woman rushed down the steps of the house, nearly tripped over a pile of moldy rolled-up carpets in the middle of the lawn. She shouted at the bus, she shouted at his car, cutting the air with her angry hands. Another woman, also black, came out of the house and leaned in the doorway, arms crossed, shaking her head. The bus rolled forward, faster than before, Jacot pulled along in its wake.

			When they reached the intersection of Elysian Fields and Florida, the bus took a left and though Jacot said, “That’s enough. Don’t you think that’s enough?” he took a left too. The bus headed into places he would never in his life have gone before and would not go now except that curiosity had seized him, though he pretended he was doing it for Rosa. They crossed the Industrial Canal and took a right, driving south along the levee.

			If what they had seen before looked like it had been reduced to an irreparable nothing, here—here there was simply nothing: empty lots grown over with green thickets, the occasional lopsided shed. And there, a busted-up house that, like a victorious wrestler, had pinned a truck to the ground. And there, a front stoop. Just the stoop: concrete steps leading nowhere.

			“People lived here,” Rosa said, like she was trying to convince herself.

			

			—

			From behind his broad, stately desk, the lawyer offers Jacot an explanation, carefully prepared. The key point here, the lawyer explains, somewhat patiently, the main thing to know and remember, is that all navigable waterways belong to the state of Louisiana. The question is what makes a navigable waterway, which is a very different question from what makes a waterway navigable.

			First, a navigable waterway must be of a certain width. Sixty-six feet is the smallest width of a waterway in Louisiana that can be named a navigable waterway. Also, the waterway in question may not be landlocked. It can’t, for example, be a pond. Further, if the waterway dries up, it is no longer a waterway. It is land, and it can be owned as land. A waterway is a waterway only if water flows through it for some part of the year. The law does not specify how much of the year; however, waterways that are waterways only in times of flood are not navigable waterways. In other words, your driveway after Katrina was not a navigable waterway, even if it was, practically speaking, navigable. It does not, as you will surely agree, Mr. Terrebonne, belong to the state, ha ha.

			If the navigable waterway was a navigable waterway on April 30, 1812, the day Louisiana became the eighteenth state in the Union, it is likely still today a navigable waterway, and it belongs to the state of Louisiana. (Incidentally, the state can also own the Gulf of Mexico. As far as it reaches at high tide in winter, this is how much the state owns. But that, Mr. Terrebonne, is a problem for a later date.)

			Not all named waterways are navigable, but for a waterway to be designated navigable, it must also be given a name. Socrates is a man, all men are mortal, therefore et cetera, et cetera. Do you follow me, Mr. Terrebonne?

			Interestingly, the waterway in question here today has no name. In fact, it became a waterway at all only after you allowed Atakapa Corp. to cut an easement canal across the parcel, which let the salt water in, which killed the marsh grass, which made the canal grow, erosion-wise. Of course, that isn’t your fault, per se, and you aren’t the only landowner to lack foresight regarding the fragility of our marshes, and to a certain extent, sinking land, shifting hydrology, all that is part of the natural process of a deltaic system, but—without getting too much into the weeds here—that easement canal sure didn’t do you any favors. Every time a storm came through, it got a little wider, and it must be, now, in excess of sixty-six feet, which, as you’ll remember, is the minimum width of a navigable waterway.

			The waterway in question is the waterway formerly known as the southwest portion of parcel 503927. Does that count as a name? Is the waterway navigable? Does it belong to the state?

			Well, Mr. Terrebonne, does it?

			The lawyer makes all this sound straight out of the book of Leviticus, arbitrary and confounding and predestined. He has seen other cases like this, he says, as baffling in their legal absurdity, and he’s done fooling with them. “I can’t get anyone in the Office of State Lands to talk to me anymore. There isn’t a blessed soul in the Capitol who’s willing to lay out the standards used to make these decisions.”

			This man doesn’t need Jacot’s business. He’s a partner in this firm. He can sit here in this meeting with his suit jacket thrown over the back of his chair and his shirtsleeves rolled up. Jacot put himself together more neatly for this appointment than the lawyer.

			“It’s the oil companies that do the surveys,” the lawyer goes on. “They decide who gets royalties, and according to whatever standards they’re using, the state of Louisiana is entitled to a good twenty percent of those royalties.”

			“So, in effect, Atakapa is making decisions about the boundaries of my property? What is and isn’t mine? What is and isn’t the state’s?”

			“It is a very strange turn of events.”

			They sit in silence for a moment, contemplating the great mysteries of diffuse bureaucratic power. They don’t talk about specific actions to be taken, because the lawyer clearly believes there are no actions to be taken. “I appreciate you coming up here,” the lawyer says, “but I already know I won’t be able to do a thing for you. Instead I’m going to do you a favor and refuse your money.” Jacot thumbs through his paperwork, looking for some detail that could turn things in his favor, but the lawyer is rising from his seat and stepping out from behind his desk to open the door. “My honest advice? Like so many of us, you’re reaching a stage in life when you’ll need some liquidity. You’ll need to plan ahead—do you get what I’m saying? So my advice, Mr. Terrebonne? Sell it before they take it all. Sell it before there’s nothing left to sell.” He reaches out a hand and wishes Jacot the best of luck.

			

			—

			Jacot turns toward Poydras in search of his car, which he left on a street whose name he doesn’t remember. He walks up and down, cursing the city, cursing the heat, and then he passes a sign that stops him in his tracks: School of Medicine, etched in the lintel of a stone doorway. The doorway seems transplanted from an ancient temple, mismatched to the great, dingy bulk of the building beyond it. He stands on the sidewalk looking up at this nine-story monolith. Is she in there? He feels faint, and before he falls over, he sits on the steps, his knees to his chest. This ruin, past and present. This ruin, coming for him. Forty acres gone, and how many more every year? Land is always, except when it isn’t.

		

	
		
			Jamie

			At the helm of a Lafitte skiff with—weirdly—a Vietnamese name painted on the hull, Boy floats into the Port Goulot marina, where he told Jamie to meet him. Boy wanted to take him fishing or something, good Lord, and they decided on a day, then Jamie texted the night before to say he was sick—a lie, of course—so they decided on another day, and Jamie tried to cancel again, but Boy called him right back and left a message that was so transparently insulted, and moreover, unequivocally true—What, are you avoiding me?—that Jamie gave up. Fine, he’d spend a day on a boat with the parrain who’d had nothing to do with him since his father died. But he has no interest in absolving the guy’s guilt.

			“You’re going to be hot in that,” Boy says as Jamie climbs unsteadily onto the deck in his hoodie and sweatpants. It’s almost a hundred degrees.

			“I’ll be okay,” he says. “I run cold.”

			Boy’s daughter, Lee, reclines near the front of the boat with her bare feet propped on an ice chest, drinking a coke. He’s never met the kid before, but he knew she existed. Gossip. Boy has already popped the tops on a Coors and a can of Vienna sausages, and he tells Jamie to take his pick from the ice chest.

			Jamie sips his beer lunch, and off they motor, down the bayou and into the marsh, then deeper into the marsh. When they come to a broad, shallow expanse, like a god’s muddy footprint, Boy says, “That’s our spot.” A few gulls circle and dive at the center. He motors over and anchors. Lee tosses a cast net off the prow, easy as tossing a Frisbee, and when she pulls it up again, it glints with small, flickering fish. Meanwhile, Boy demonstrates for Jamie the perfect fishing-line knot. He is nothing like Jamie’s father was. Boisterous where his father was reserved, testy where his father was patient. Jamie tries to knot the line, but when he gives it the final tug, it uncoils and slips free. Boy shows him again, and when Jamie again fails to make any kind of knot, Boy says, roughly, “Just do it like you want.”

			Jamie ties a plain old double knot and snatches one of the slippery baitfish from the bucket where Lee chucked them and jabs the hook in through its mouth and out through its eye. Blood wells and streaks his hands. He swings back his pole and lets the line fly. This, at least, he knows how to do. His father taught him that much.

			They move around throughout the day guided by the gulls, and then the gulls go on to other business, guided apparently by Boy’s intuition. A few times, Lee hangs her bare ass off the side of the boat to pee. “If you need to go,” Boy says to Jamie, “just go off the stern. We won’t look.” He’s sweltering in the hoodie and pants, his own personal, volitional sweatbox, but the idea of exposing his doughy white arms to the world? Not a chance, much less his dick. He uses the hood as a towel to dry the sweat from his hair and face, ignores the pressure in his bladder.

			After a number of beers, Boy grows expansive. He opines on matters great and small: the best temperature to bring out the subtler flavors of Coors Light, the black hole at the center of the Milky Way, multiplication by zero. “It blows my mind,” he says, “that just brushing up against Nothing will like—ZAP! It’s contagious. Nothing is contagious!” And then he tells a story about some guy out in the middle of a lake on a clear, fine day, minding his own business, fishing out of a bateau, when Nothing opened up below him, sucked the lake and the man and the boat down into Itself, never to be heard from again.

			“That’s not true.” Jamie laughs, but Boy isn’t kidding. Now the hoodie is unbearably hot and he’s one boat wobble away from hurling the Vienna sausages and beer all over the deck. He strips down to his T-shirt, drops onto his knees, and bends over the gunwale, breathing, waiting. There’s no breeze, just the leaden humidity. He stares into the murk, brown as roux. When the queasiness doesn’t pass, he lies flat on the deck with his head in a puddle, which feels kind of amazing by contrast.

			He desperately, gravely, hopelessly wants to go home, but try telling that to a drunk man with a chip on his shoulder. Instead, Jamie fishes out his phone, not even remotely as “smart” as Holly’s, holds it up above his nose, and scrolls. On Facebook, Holly has been on a tear, throwing down in the comments on other people’s posts, news articles, and public statements, and depending on the source and slant, she’s either piling onto the windmill tilter or she is herself the windmill tilter.

			On an article about the Spill from The Times-Picayune:

			George Steinert This is all part of “our” president’s plan people! The longer it goes on the worst it will be and he will declare MARTIAL LAW and ship people like me and you to the FEMA camps their preparing. Constitution SUSPENDED and NO MORE ELECTIONS. Come on America Wake up!!

			Angie Thompson @George you are so right. Plus he is butt ugly and totally clueless.

			Holly Bourgeois @Angie. Just wow. @George There will be no suspended elections. I love this scapegoat mentality, too. Hang it all on the President, but don’t hang it on the energy sucking masses. Can’t give up those F-450s and Expeditions! “I like to sit up high!”

			George Steinert Tree hugging libtard

			It all takes forever to load, but it is impossible to look away.

			“Are you just going to stare at your phone now?” Boy says, peevishly. He takes them deeper into the marsh, down canals and bayous, then circles back around again, into a lake that may or may not be the same one they started in. As evening falls, it becomes clear to Jamie that Boy means for them to be out here into the night. When the mosquitoes start to rise thick as mist, Boy draws a faded can of bug repellent from where it rolled under a bench and they all spray up. Jamie puts his hoodie back on and—he can’t wait anymore—slinks to the back of the boat to take a pee over the side. Out of Boy’s sight line, he checks his phone again.

			Ethan Wetmore imo this spill was the worst case scenario, just like Katrina. All unchartered territory.

			Betty Gauthier And if a hurricane comes? when will the nightmare end?

			Lucius Arsenault Betty, yall paying attention to that tropical storm in the southern atlantic?

			Betty Gauthier Its still a ways off it could do anything just praying it stays far away

			Holly Bourgeois Katrina was hardly unexpected, folks. People knew the levees were too weak to withstand a major hurricane. My dad was director of our levee board and he was a Cassandra about that for YEARS. But, typical of my home state, just keep your head in the sand and pray it won’t happen.

			Ethan Wetmore Cassandra lmao

			The boat’s engine has been running for a while, they’ve been moving, but Jamie hasn’t paid attention to where, or for how long. Then the engine stops. The sun has disappeared beyond the marsh grass. Boy futzes around with an old oil lantern until it blazes up and dies back, pulsing a warm yellow light. He hangs the lantern off a pole and holds it out as far as it will go. He motions Jamie over, and the three of them—Boy, Jamie, and Lee—peer out at a lump of shadow in the marsh grass.

			It’s another boat, toppled on its side and beached perpendicular to the muddy bank, its bottom bared like the belly of a whale. Boy shifts the lantern so Jamie can see the name painted there. Lâche Pas. Don’t let go.

			His father’s boat.

			“You found it,” Jamie says.

			He knew only part of that story, that the boat got loose from its moorings, was lifted up by Katrina’s surge, carried overland, dropped somewhere. His father never knew where. Lost. He thought it was simply lost, gone to sea, like so many bodies before it, but here it is, the empty shell, the relic.

			Boy moves them around to the other side, the deck side, and lights the Lâche Pas with his lantern. The outriggers are bent and tangled in the rags of rotten nets, and the top has come off the pilothouse. Jamie can see right in, the vinyl chair, furred in mildew, and the wheel where his father once sat and steered with his rubber-booted feet propped up on the spokes. He remembers the boots, the feet up there. They are close enough to smell it too, that attic smell, the musky dereliction. The ruined electronics, the cracked windows. It’s like spying on the sunk Titanic.

			“We’re going to sit right here,” Boy says, “and watch.” Boy’s daughter takes up a post at the prow, and Jamie leans on the gunwale, alert. Boy brings the lamp in and turns it down so low it splutters out. Jamie can hear him breathing, shifting around. He’s sober now, all the heat drained out of him, and so is Jamie.

			Then, at a distance impossible to measure—a flicker, a glow, just above the marsh grass, so faint he thinks he must have imagined it. As he waits for the light to show itself again, a memory flares up and winks out, like the ephemeral glow in the marsh, a story he knows—from his grandfather or from a library book—about marsh lights, these lights, spirits with a French name. They rise up from the swamp, beckoning. They are the ghosts of unbaptized babies, or of sinners escaped from perdition, or of something older, more sinister, more sad. Do not follow them. Faut pas les suivre. What they will do to you—the story doesn’t say. Where they will take you—no one knows that. To the grave, is one guess, or to become a ghost, a wisp of fire. Un feu follet yourself.

			Nearby or very far—it is so hard to tell—another glow, warm and inviting, like a lantern in a window. It is very large and very far, or else it is slight as a candle flame and near. Can it be both at once? A ghost or only phosphorescent marsh gas, un feu follet or a fool’s fire. It makes a dim silhouette of his father’s boat, and the shadows on the boat seem to bend, to dance. A shade in the shape of a man moves across the deck, reaching for the twisted nets. Jamie palms his eyes and looks again, but the ghost light has sunk back into the marsh. He was only making a story out of shadows.

		

	
		
			Fabian

			He’s heard nothing more from Vicar Nakate, who is scheduled for his bimonthly visit next week. He mustn’t borrow trouble, he tells himself. The vicar will come, as he always does; see that Fabian has been doing good work, or at least not terrible work; and the complaint will be forgotten, the letter only a formality that will disappear into his file. But of course, this worry never leaves his mind, and on bike rides, in the shower, in the quiet of his office, he argues it all out, sometimes even aloud. He was misled, or maybe neither he nor the old woman understood the law, how notarization worked, and what about the notary herself—was that negligence or deceit? Whether he argues or accepts blame, it doesn’t look good. He’s either guilty of fraud or he’s accusing white people.

			As always, traffic crawls along the highway. As always, the church fills and empties, fills and empties. But in the places Fabian is accustomed to go—the seafood restaurants, the grocery stores, the convenience store where he buys his paper—the difference since the Spill is profound. For the first time in all these five years he is inconspicuous.

			The newcomers—mostly young men, black or Latino—meet his eyes, nod. They congregate in parking lots, crouch on curbstones, or lean under awnings, out of the sun, to scarf down their gas-station meals. If Fabian lingers near enough, they assume he’s one of them. What they got you doing? Where you stay at?

			“At the church,” he answers. “I’m a priest.” They’re from up north or west—Shreveport, Monroe, Jackson, Lake Charles, Beaumont, Houston. Most are living in a floating hotel docked at Port Goulot. They aren’t allowed cars. They get bused to the work sites, bused into town and back. They have a curfew, like children—eleven o’clock—and they work twelve-hour days. They ask Fabian where to get a decent meal, where to have a drink after work, where to use the bathroom. Everywhere we go, they saying, “No public restrooms.” Now they aren’t even allowed to walk down residential streets. Somebody sees you, they take your ID and you out of a job. Fabian says, “You are always welcome at the church.” He’s already heard grumbling from his parishioners: all these strangers doing drugs, selling drugs, starting fights, raping girls. Most of it’s ridiculous. Utterly unfounded.

			Meanwhile, people he knows by name, who at any other time would greet him with a smile, a little small talk—they seem not to see him anymore at all. He reaches for a parishioner’s elbow in the grocery store one day while they’re both browsing for cereal; he wants to ask after the man’s daughter—she just had a baby—and the man turns to Fabian with such a blaze in his eyes that Fabian steps back, throws up his hands. The man softens, apologizes. They have a nice conversation in the cereal aisle, this man and his priest. Fabian takes better care after that.

			One day, he finds a new sign posted on the convenience store door, block letters in Sharpie: NO PANTS ON THE GROUND ALLOWED. The odd syntax perplexes him, but he gets the gist. He’s seen the young men with jeans slung low on their hips, boxers showing. The clerk points the scanner at his potato chips, his coke, his newspaper, and she keeps her focus on the register, reading out the total, robotic.

			“What does the new sign mean?” he asks.

			At the sound of his voice, this woman he’s seen nearly every day for the last five years finally lifts her eyes. She laughs and says, “Oh, Father, you don’t need to worry. That sign isn’t for you.”

			“Who is it for, then?”

			The clerk cocks her head, waves her hand at the windows, the world outside. “Strangers,” she says. “All these strangers coming in.”

			On the front page of The New York Times this morning: Some weather mustering in the Atlantic has been christened with a name, Tropical Storm Nestor, and so the Spill has crept back onto the front page. The parish president, Mr. Alton Bourgeois, is quoted in the article, howling into the void: Worst-case scenario? What do you think we’ve been living the last two months? The reporter prophesies a Cat 4 storm, a surge of wind-frothed oil, toxic floodwaters, the end of the Gulf Coast as Gulf Coasters have known it.

			“Let’s not borrow trouble,” Fabian says to the children, five of them today, all under ten, except for the twelve-year-old. They worry about their pets, their parents, themselves, in exactly that order.

			As always, the older girl’s father is late to pick her up. Fifteen minutes turns to thirty, thirty to an hour. When he calls her father, the voicemail robot answers immediately. Fabian leaves a message. Then he walks her over to his office in the church administration building, gives her little tasks, paper clips to untangle, bulletins to staple, but when one hour stretches to two and the receptionist leaves for the day, he is a black man alone with a girl child and that does not seem like a very good thing to be. She says, “We could see if he’s at home.” In the rectory’s kilometer-long Oldsmobile that he is so reluctant to drive, lest some harm come to it, he follows the girl’s remarkably confident directions—they make one wrong turn and have to backtrack, but otherwise she knows the way as well as he knew his way through the creeks as a boy—down a winding path of back roads and along a little bayou that must be a tributary of the larger one that runs through town, to a rusting trailer on stilts. She says it is her father’s “camp,” and he assumes she means his outpost for work or recreation, that he has, elsewhere, a proper home. Alas, the place is deserted. Now he is alone with a child on a secluded gravel road.

			“Is there another place to look?”

			The girl says she’ll just stay and wait. “I’ll be fine. I do it all the time.”

			“I can’t allow that,” he says. He leaves another phone message for her father. “Are you sure it’s the right number?”

			She recites it again. “Sometimes he forgets to charge it.”

			He casts around for other options—leave her with Vince and his family? Go back to the church and wait outside, in a highly visible public place? But she has already started up the aluminum steps, which clang and vibrate under her feet, and he follows all the way to a little metal deck at the top. When she reaches the door, she lays a hand on the knob but then changes her mind. “We can just sit right here.” She drops into one of two decrepit lawn chairs. He takes a seat on the top step with his back against the house and his hands on his knees. The girl keeps her eyes alternately on her shoes and on the river, waiting, waiting, humming to herself.

			When the mosquitoes start to swarm and they are slapping their bare arms and necks in a steady rhythm that’s almost comical, Fabian says, “If you’d like to go inside, you can. I’ll wait here.”

			Inside she goes.

			He hears a car motoring down the road, and as it approaches the camp, it creeps by at a sightseeing pace. The driver rolls down the window, brakes. She’s a large pink-faced woman, around sixty years old. “Can I help you with something?” she shouts.

			Fabian holds up his hands, plaintive. He’s in civvies. She won’t know he’s a priest. He begins to descend the stairs; he means to approach the car, to explain, but the woman rolls up her window and drives away. The girl pushes open the screen door and peers out. “That was Miss Beulah. Maybe you should come in.”

			The place is a mess, but he’s seen worse. Laundry on the sofa, dishes in the sink, an overfilled garbage can. About what he’d expect from a father who would consistently forget to reclaim his child. Is the man stupid? A drunk? The girl offers him water from the tap in a red plastic cup. Spread across the kitchen table on a checkered oilcloth is a Ouija board surrounded by thin half-melted dinner candles standing in lumps of their own wax. “Have you been holding a séance?” he asks.

			She flashes him a look, expecting to be scolded. “I was just goofing around.”

			“Did anyone answer?”

			She lowers her chin and bares her teeth. “Only Satan,” she growls.

			He’s just barely spiritual enough for his occupation, but he senses she wants a response. “That isn’t funny, dear.”

			“Do you want to try?”

			She lights the candles. She shows him how. He rests his fingers on the heart-shaped plastic—the “planchette,” she tells him—and she rests hers on the other side, just the very tips, like feeling for a pulse. “Is anybody there?” she says. No one answers. “You have to pick up your elbows.”

			He picks up his elbows, hovers his forearms over the table. The planchette wiggles under his trembling fingers. It isn’t nerves, he’s just always had a little tremor in his hands, since childhood. Then, like a leaf gusted by a wind, the planchette sails to YES.

			“You moved it!” he says.

			“I did not! Are you a spirit?”

			Again, a brisk reply: NO.

			“What are you then?”

			The pointer rests at the center of the board, waiting. It slides a few inches in the direction of GOODBYE and then reconsiders, returns to center.

			“Don’t you want to ask him anything?” she says.

			“Him?”

			“Well, whoever it is.”

			He can think of nothing to ask the spirits and planes of existence, his own hidden mind. Or, he can think of plenty to ask, but not in front of this child. “What is your favorite color?” he says.

			Nothing happens.

			“Is there life on other planets?” he says.

			The planchette is mute as a paperweight.

			“Does your father often leave you alone?” He’s asking the girl, of course, not the universe, and she shrugs, says it’s no big deal. He writes down his phone number, tells her she can always call if she needs to, he will always help if he can. Someone needs to look after this child. They go back to their game, but a knock at the door jounces their fingers off the planchette. The girl dashes to the window, peeks through the bent-up blinds. “It’s the police,” she says. “What do I do?”

			“Open the door, I think.”

			Fabian is behind the half-open door, but through the small diamond window—like the eye of the planchette—an officer’s face bobs in and out, a young white man with a thin mustache, a barely there beard, large warm eyes, and jug-handle ears. “Everything all right in there?” the officer says.

			“Yes, sir,” says the girl.

			“Nobody’s been bothering you?”

			“Bothering me?”

			“Coming around the property?”

			Down below, in the patrol car, a radio crackles, voices lackadaisical. Fabian keeps his place behind the door, but how much worse will that be, if the police come inside and find him hiding, cowering as though he’d been up to some mischief.

			“We got a 911 call about trespassing on this property.”

			“This is my dad’s house. I live here.”

			Fabian steps around the girl and moves into view, and the officer’s eyes go hard, searching. “Sir, I’m going to need you to step outside.”

			“He’s a priest!”

			“We’re waiting for her father,” Fabian says.

			“Can you step outside, please?”

			He does, keeping his hands open at chest level. As he begins to explain, inadequately and to a skeptical face, why he is alone in this house with a twelve-year-old child, a second officer, a woman, calls up from the bottom of the stairs. “Father D?” He knows her from Mass, thank God, and he explains again as she climbs the stairs. Fabian lowers his hands, believing that he will be believed, and explains about the neighbor passing by, just being cautious, looking after a child, you can’t be too careful with all these strangers around, a misunderstanding, except now this officer’s face is skeptical too.

			Finally, the girl’s father drives up. He stops his truck in the middle of the road, doesn’t cut the engine or close the door. You’d think the house was afire from the panic in his face, seeing a police car blocking his driveway, but then he lays eyes on his daughter leaning over the deck railing, and he slows his steps. “What the hell is going on?” he shouts. Unshaven cheeks, hair escaping in long strands from under a cap. The police seem just as skeptical of this man. The woman from church casts Fabian a look that says maybe now they’re on the same side again, and the first officer tells the father what happened, and the father says, “Well, I’m home now, so y’all can all go.” The woman officer apologizes to Fabian, shakes his hand—No harm done, right? See you on Sunday—and the police depart. Then the girl’s father, flushed with rage, says, “I went looking at the school. I went looking at the church. I tried all the doors, every one of them locked. And now the cops show up at my house? What are you, some kind of idiot?”

			The old contempt comes rumbling up—for everyone who has accepted grace from him and offered absolutely none in return, instead machetes, assault rifles, a punch in the face, formal and informal complaints—and it cannot be contained, even in front of the child. “Sir,” Fabian says and thrusts his finger at the man’s face. “Sir, why don’t you go to hell?” All his rage is right there, trembling, concentrated to a single electrified point at the tip of his finger, practically aflame. The man just shakes his head and turns away.

		

	
		
			Boy

			And where was Boy, then, when all this was going on? Perched on the edge of a foldout seat at the Knights of Columbus Hall, in a public meeting that ran an hour overtime. Orvian held one of these things weeks ago, before anyone really understood what was happening, and that meeting had at least offered up an atmosphere of vague and naïve hope that it would all be over soon. Now that a hurricane is brewing and the situation may accelerate from awful to apocalyptic, they deigned to hold another.

			From the last row, Boy could see everybody in attendance—the backs of their heads, anyway. The crushed whorl of perm belonging to Miss Irene Quibodeau, whose husband used to fish with Boy’s father in the great long ago. One of Mandy’s cousins, John R. Billiot, Jr., in a faded Green Bay Packers cap—he always was a contrary sonofabitch—with black curls at the nape. Boy sat where he could leave at any time through the glass double doors less than a dozen feet away, but he stayed. It was, as you might expect, a shitshow, but maybe in all the slinging of shit he’d hear some information that could be of use to him.

			At the front of the room, taking the blistering heat from the four dozen or so locals: a cow-eyed, blue-shirted representative from Orvian. He couldn’t be more than thirty years old, with the softest, gentlest name—Jeremy—and his bosses clearly threw him onto the sacrificial altar exactly because his manner was so meekly absorbent.

			“I understand you’re worried,” Jeremy said. “I want to answer your questions.”

			Some questions brought out Jeremy’s natural warmth, and some—the ones you most wanted an answer to—triggered the canned responses of a bureaucratic robot, but all told, the young man gave few answers at all, of any kind. Not for lack of trying. He might as well have been whispering into a hurricane.

			“Can we just go one at a time?” he pleaded.

			“These relief wells y’all are drilling,” said a man Boy doesn’t know, from the way back. “Are they even going to work?”

			“I won’t say,” said Jeremy, “that there haven’t been relief wells that haven’t worked. But we are optimistic.”

			“And by your timeline, we’re looking at another month before they can shut the damned thing down. We might have a storm coming in next week. What are you going to do about that?”

			“We don’t control the weather,” said Jeremy, kind of regretfully. “We’ll have to stop operations and pull our guys until the weather passes.”

			“What about,” said John R. Billiot, Jr., in the third row, “putting our fishermen on the cleanup? Some of us are getting work. I been out a few times. But you know what they told me? Whatever I make on cleanup is getting taken out of my lost-income claim. Meanwhile, there’s guys out there—lawyers, plumbers, from up in Baton Rouge or wherever—who got their boat license last week so they can make some extra bucks. Are they going to have to pay back what they’re earning?”

			“Jeremy,” said Miss Irene, mashed curls, in the front row, before Jeremy could collect himself for an answer. “The news yesterday said there’s no oil on the beach, but I went down there in my golf cart, and you know what I saw? Oil. Everywhere.”

			“There was oil impact yesterday,” conceded Jeremy.

			“Y’all ain’t even trying to pick up that oil! And y’all lying about it!” This was Mr. Guilbeau, who owns the marina, purveyor of diesel and off-color jokes, up there in the second row. Forget the courteous tone, Mr. Guilbeau was going in swinging. “We hear the damned planes every night! When the oil’s coming around, our fishermen call y’all—I know they call y’all because they told me they do—and you call in the planes and you sink it!”

			“Sink it?” said Jeremy.

			“With that damned dispersant,” Mr. Guilbeau shouted.

			“Our task force is doing overflights,” said Jeremy.

			“You fucking sink it!” Mr. Guilbeau was up and out of his seat, pacing the aisle. “And y’all helicopters fly over and they don’t see nothing but pretty white bubbles, so they tell everybody everything’s all right, and I know the government is stupid—they can’t find Osama bin Laden—but they don’t understand the oil’s under the water? Come on, man. You think we stupid? We all hear the planes.” Mr. Guilbeau loomed over Jeremy, like he might throw a punch if somebody didn’t hold him back. “Y’all putting that stuff on the bottom of our fishing ground. You not only messing me up now, you messing me up for the rest of my life. I ain’t going to live long enough to catch no more shrimp!” That last bit came out a howl, pitiful and glorious. The whole room sat with it for a minute, but the fire went out of Mr. Guilbeau, and he slumped back toward his seat.

			Poor Jeremy, looking like the sole survivor of a fifty-car pileup. Boy sat in the wayback, watching it all play out. He had never seen anything like this. The compounded outrage. The unanimous care. He was about to get up and say his own piece, the thing weighing on him that nobody had said yet. He’d been rehearsing it in his head, thinking how he could say it quick but sure and sit down again without making a fool of himself. Y’all talk about proof of verifiable income, but nobody’s thinking about we eat the seafood here. If you got a fishing pole and a cast net, you got dinner. Now what I’m supposed to do? I can’t afford to feed my kid steak. He rose to his feet and opened his mouth, but first he turned around to check the clock—he was already late to get Lee—and saw a thicket of cameras lined up behind him, ready to project this grief onto the national stage, to all the people watching at home in their chairs, like, their Chairs, like, your kid is sitting there and you’re standing in the middle of the room with nowhere to go but the lumpy couch, and you say, Kid, I want my Chair. Everybody in their Chairs, witness to the terrible howl that came out of Mr. Guilbeau. To whatever might come out of Boy. Damned if he’d give them the satisfaction.

			

			—

			Then Lee was not where he left her. Every light off in the church and school, every door locked, his phone dead in his pocket. His irritation turned to sheer panic when he saw a cop car in his driveway, felt the same heart-bursting terror as that night on the boat with Robbie. Then that arrogant African outfit had the gall to stick a finger in his face and insult him in front of his daughter.

			In the days since, there have been developments, the first being: His uncle called with news. He’d been thinking about it, the matter of the land, and he wasn’t going to do what Rosa wanted him to, but he wasn’t going to keep it for himself either. It was time to sell, and whatever he could get for it, he’d make sure Boy got a fair portion, not half, mind you, but something at least, to help him raise his daughter. Instead of feeling this as good news in a violent, whirling sinkhole of incredibly bad shit, Boy went out to his wharf where no one would see and—for the first time since Robbie—he no-shit cried. More than the Spill, more than the oysters, that “good news” felt like the end of everything, of every possible future. And do you know what he said to his uncle? “Thank you.”

			Because when Boy opened his freezer, inside was nothing but ice. Not even cubes, just a craggy glacier sloping out of one corner. No more squirrels or sacalait, no catfish. They fried up the whole fishing-day feast with Robbie’s son that very night, though he could tell the kid would have rather done anything but spend another hour on this misguided mission. He barely touched the fish at all. Boy and Lee finished the frost-burnt ice cream one night watching Giant on his tiny TV. In the fridge, only a half-empty gallon jar of mayonnaise and a bottle of ketchup.

			When Boy checked his balance at the ATM, he found his account as empty as his freezer.

			And beyond that, he owes—

			Don’t worry about what he owes. That’s for him to know and his daughter to find out. He never thought the debt would matter to anybody else, but one day Lee will have to sort through what he’s left behind, the envelopes, unopened, on the dresser in his bedroom, preserved in the pile of shirts that need mending and the lone socks and the overdue library books. Oh, the digits on those credit card statements! He can’t even bear to look. How many times has he paid the minimum, how many times has he gone to the bank with a wad of cash to pay down and then extend a personal loan? He’s got to keep up with his boats, pay for gas, pay Mr. Guilbeau for diesel. Keep Mr. Hubert’s old camp from sinking into the mud. Feed and house this daughter. A mercy that Mandy, too proud, never went after him for child support.

			Those unreadable files she’s been sending to his phone? He finally took a minute on the library computer to figure them out. Photos. A Spanish cathedral presiding, fortress-like, over a palm-lined plaza. A close-up of a tortilla piled with chopped shrimp and avocado. Mandy’s round, grinning face, camera-arm extended to catch the ominous, ancient pyramid looming behind. Someone not Mandy floating on her back in the spectacularly green water of, apparently, a cave. Remember your thing about sinkholes? You can swim in these! What in the holy hell. She calls a couple of times too, proof of life. For the next furlough, or whatever they call it, she’ll come home. She promises, Lee says. Meanwhile, this frenzied exuberance. Velocity, it seems, is the answer. What mad rush can propel Boy out of his own troubles?

			Another development, the real kicker: Tropical Storm Nestor grazed the south coast of Puerto Rico, traversed the ramp of eastern Cuba, and became, as it entered the Gulf, a proper hurricane, title bestowed, a sword tapped on one shoulder and the other. Hurricane Nestor could still be nothing. Category 1 and so much dithering yet to do, so many possible directions to take, sights to see on its little tour. Even so, Boy’s got to start thinking about boarding up the windows, about where to stash his boats, about where to go if Nestor keeps coming, gets stronger. If it were just Boy on his own, he’d stay in his house, brave the winds, move to the trusty old Hạnh Phúc when the water came too high. But with Lee?

			One sister, the older, better one, lives in Minneapolis, so far from here in every way, not only geographically, and Boy could call her, at least, to commiserate about the middle sister, who’s just up in North Louisiana—Monroe—a far enough drive to be out of the Cone of Uncertainty or whatever, but not so far as to be, say, Minneapolis. He could call the older sister, who would want to help but couldn’t. Or he could call the middle sister, who could help but wouldn’t want to and would want him to feel the full force of her not wanting to, even as she helped. For now he’ll call nobody. He’ll get some plywood for the windows, fill some gallon jugs with water. Probably the storm will be nothing, like most of them are.

			And last but not least, with respect to the Spill: oil on this beach and that beach, a climbing tally of dead seabirds, turtles, and dolphins, and the gusher ever gushing while Orvian makes an inchworm’s progress on the relief well. On the news, they’ve been running a time-lapse of satellite images captured by NASA: the gray-brown slick, smokelike, wisps and curls and clots, reaching for and grazing the skeletal fingers of the Bayou Pelerin delta, like a ghost whispering at your neck.

			In other words, brand-new day, même vieille merde.

			

			—

			As Boy squeals onto the highway, it starts coming down rain, like, really coming down rain, all at once, without even a warning drizzle—just gush—not a tropical storm, not a hurricane, just your run-of-the-mill afternoon cloudburst. For once Boy is on time to pick up Lee from her group therapy or what have you, and she is waiting under the awning with the priest and two other kids. He pulls up a little too far away, and Lee has to dart across the gap with her backpack over her head and then stand there in the deluge while he leans over to unstick the door, which always sticks at the worst times, and when the door won’t unstick, while he crawls over the bench seat and flings his weight against it. By then she is pretty well soaked. The priest shakes his head, purses his lips, makes that face Boy has seen often enough to recognize for what it is: contempt. What’s the matter with this guy, anyway? That old joke is right: There ain’t enough merde in this world to make a statue of a priest.

			The rain blurs their view, slowing them to a crawl. The bland voice on NPR is no match for Lee’s seething silence.

			“How was your meeting?” Boy asks.

			“It was good.”

			“It was good?”

			“Yeah.”

			“What did y’all talk about?”

			“Just some stuff.”

			“What kind of stuff?”

			She sits there, wet, not even doing her humming thing, and that unnerves him considerably. The rain beats his windshield like a fire hose. Visibility is pretty well zero. He slows down to about twenty miles an hour and then to fifteen, and the wipers are going mad, but they make no difference at all.

			Then she says—get this—“How come you denied me when I was born?” She uses exactly that word, like she’s the Lord Jesus Christ accusing Peter.

			Boy says, “What?”

			She says it louder.

			They’re passing the hardware store, and Boy jerks the truck into the pullout. “We need to go in here for a minute.” What kind of questions has that priest been asking her? They dash across the parking lot, ducking their heads, getting drenched. They shake off like dogs in the entryway. Boy’s got a list in his head, familiar as a recipe for gumbo: nails, screws, tarps, bleach, rope, caulk, duct tape, a flat of water, a stack of plywood. He hustles down the aisles, weaving his dolly around slow shoppers and laden buggies—everybody’s stocking up. Lee sulks along so far behind that he loses her from aisle to aisle and has to wait for her to catch up.

			Every register has a line. Boy pulls in behind a family with a full dolly and an old guy with nothing but a garbage can. Lee starts browsing the impulse candy. Then a voice from behind—“What say there, buddy?” It’s John R. Billiot, Jr., Green Bay cap soaked through and a dolly piled up like Boy’s. His kid is with him, his handicapped son, or whatever they call them these days. Disabled. A child with a cognitive impairment. The boy carries a flat of water like he’s carrying the Bible up the aisle at Mass. “They’re saying it’s going to be a bad one.”

			“They always say that.”

			“You right.” They share a rueful laugh.

			Lee holds up a package of Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups and a sack of gummy worms. He has no answer to that other question, so of course he says yes to this. She tosses them on top of the plywood with everything else. John asks how Boy’s been making out, whether he’s had any luck hiring on with the cleanup. Of course, he hasn’t.

			“It’s all who you know,” John says. “It’s political.”

			Now it’s Boy’s turn at the register. The clerk rings everything up and Boy takes out a credit card—his debit card won’t do the trick—and runs it through the machine.

			Declined.

			“Do you have another card?” the clerk says.

			He tries another card. Declined.

			John nudges past Boy, runs his own. “I got it, man. I know how it is.”

			He’d protest, but then what? Instead, he says, “I’ll get you back for that, chief.” He means, like, he’ll pay him back, with money, when his uncle sends him whatever comes from the land sale, but the other meaning hangs in the air, too, as he hustles the cart and his daughter out of the store. This rage—or is it fear? It’s a cold mist, diffuse and everywhere, everywhere. It’s deep in his body, in his belly, the dense atomic origin of all hate and terror, the ancient god of anger, a singularity, a swirling eye, twisting everything, everywhere, into distortion.

			The rain lets up enough that they can get to the truck without another soaking, but the traffic on Highway 1 is still at a crawl. Water’s lapping onto the shoulder, and in some places, you have to swerve or blast right through and kick up a sheet of spray. They creep along for about a mile before a curve in the road reveals what’s really holding things up: a guy on a bike, draped in a bright yellow rain poncho and riding the middle of the lane like he owns the road. Everybody southbound has to wait to ease around him. When it’s Boy’s turn to pass, he spots the man’s dark-skinned arms on the handlebars: one of the cleanup workers, for Christ’s sake, so Boy lays on the horn, long and loud, while he looks for an opening in the northbound lane. There is no opening in the northbound lane. He blasts the horn again and the guy waves at Boy to pass. Well, all right then, he sure as shit will. Boy guns the engine and swings the truck toward the white line. Lee grabs the oh-shit handle and squeals. A bigger truck is bearing down on them, blowing its own horn, and Boy veers before he’s cleared the bike. Something pops, like a hand slapping the truck. The passenger’s-side mirror dangles by a wire. In the rearview, Boy sees the bike careening, skidding through puddles, flipping end over end, the rider flung onto the shoulder, legs and arms and yellow poncho all a tangle. Lee shouts, “You have to stop!” but like hell is he going to stop—it’s the guy’s own fault: for thinking he has that much right to this road, for keeping people with somewhere to be from getting where they need to be, for taking their jobs, pissing in their pools, messing with their kids. He doesn’t believe all that—he really doesn’t—but this rage has to land somewhere. Boy is too brittle a vessel to contain it.

			“He shouldn’t have been in the middle of the lane,” he says, and he keeps on his way, down Highway 1, down the long gravel road to his camp. No sir, he doesn’t look back, not even once, not even when his daughter begs him. Not even when she wails that the man on the bike was the priest.

		

	
		
			Fabian

			To come out of a faint is to believe yourself risen from death, or seeded suddenly in a stranger’s body. Who you are, where you are, how you landed there—you might as well have come from the edges of eternity. The faces looking down at you—distressed, urgent. You are a newborn pulled from the womb.

			“Can you hear me?”

			“Don’t move! Don’t move him. Tell him to stay still.”

			“I’m fine,” Fabian says. His head is in someone’s cupped hands. The road water laps at his ear. He tries his legs, he tries his arms. One of his arms will not move.

			“Let’s get you out of this water.”

			“I can get up,” he says. He shows them: He can get up. One arm is strange, though, his right arm, it won’t bend nor will it straighten. Rain is coming down, and he’d like to get out of the rain. He looks around for his bike—on its side, off the road. He tries to right the bike one-armed, but someone wants to take him to the hospital. Someone wants to put his bike in the back of a truck that is pulled to the side of the highway. Others pass slowly, ogling.

			“You’re bleeding,” someone says.

			Someone hands him a T-shirt, which he presses to his face. He wipes at what he thought was water, but it comes away blood. All right, Fabian says, or thinks he says. His arm is aglow with pain. He can’t ride like this. He allows himself to be escorted to the passenger’s door of the truck. On the way to the hospital, the driver, a thick-bellied, thick-bearded young man, says, “I got the license plate number. I saw the whole thing, pardner. You ought to call the cops on that guy.” The man drops Fabian off at the emergency room entrance and pushes into his hand a grocery receipt with a name and phone number written on the back, under a series of letters and digits.

			He comes away with a concussion and a fractured elbow, his arm in a sling. Vince fetches him home in his aged SUV, and they sling the bike into the back. “It was a matter of time, riding that bike around here like a ten-year-old. You ever see anybody else riding a bike here like it’s a good way to get somewhere? I hate to say it, but it’s true,” Vince says on the drive to the rectory. “You really ought to call the police. That guy could have killed you.”

			The skin has been flayed from Fabian’s lower lip, his chin, the tip of his nose. It hurts to speak, so he doesn’t. He avoids his own face in the side mirror. His right eye is swollen nearly shut; his forehead is numb from anesthetic and bandaged with gauze to protect the three stitches the doctor put in his brow. He should rest, the doctor said. Take Tylenol, not aspirin. Don’t get back on the bike for a while. And when you do, wear a helmet, Father, for Christ’s sake.

			Vince thinks he ought to stay over and keep Fabian from falling asleep. “You could slip into a coma.”

			“That’s a myth. The doctor told me to rest.”

			Vince looks skeptical. “Did he say to sleep?”

			“Not specifically.” Nothing sounds worse than being poked awake all night. “Go home. I’ll be fine.”

			“Call the police,” Vince insists.

			Once Vince is gone, Fabian checks the locks on the front door: doorknob, dead bolt. A moment later, he comes back to slide the chain into place. When he shuts the door of his bedroom, he twists the lock on that one too. And then he calls the police.

			

			—

			In the morning, Fabian wakes late. He has not, after all, slipped into a coma, but he has completely forgotten his meeting with the Very Reverend Daniel Nakate, doesn’t remember until the man is knocking at the door. Next to the vicar, who is taller by almost a foot, Fabian feels short and powerless, even more so in his bare feet, undershirt, and pajama bottoms. Abjectly so with his face battered, his arm in a sling, his teeth unbrushed, his hair uncombed.

			“What happened to you?” the vicar says. More accusation than concern.

			“Bicycle accident.” Fabian asks the vicar to wait in the living room while he washes up, painfully and carefully, and changes into his clerics. He puts on a pot of coffee—a challenge with only one working arm—and offers the vicar a cup.

			The vicar takes the head of the table and Fabian the seat to his right. “Aren’t you planning to evacuate?” the vicar asks. “We can find a place for you.”

			“Staying here.” The tender state of his mouth makes Fabian feel and sound slow-witted.

			“Are you sure that’s wise? With your arm.”

			“No.”

			Vicar Nakate takes a final sip of coffee and his posture changes. He sits up, very erect, and pushes his half-full mug toward the center of the table. “Now, Father Dakolo, I have a question for you,” he says. He waits for Fabian to adjust his own posture, sit up straighter, a wayward seminarian before the rector. “How well,” he asks, “do you feel you are performing in your current role?”

			Fabian swallows, painfully. He says, “I’m happy here. I think my parishioners are happy with me.”

			“Not everyone is happy with you.” When the vicar outlines the details of the complaint, it is nothing like Fabian expected, nothing to do with his signature on a form where it shouldn’t have been.

			The vicar’s lips twitch as he considers his words. “You see, the issue is a general dissatisfaction. Your parishioners report that you are—” Again, the excruciating pause. “That you are unavailable to them. That they do not feel comfortable seeking you out.”

			“I’m always in my office. I wait for them to come, and no one comes.”

			“It is perhaps not a question of whether you are there. They feel you are unfriendly.”

			“Unfriendly?”

			“That you don’t understand them.”

			“What do they suppose I don’t understand?”

			The vicar looks at him frankly now. “It’s a matter of cultural fit. The diocese has concluded that when your term ends in August, we will not renew your contract, and you will return to your home diocese.”

			Fabian is acutely aware of the headache that has never abated, the relentless throbbing of his lower lip, the humiliating nakedness at the tip of his nose. So it is decided, then. He has been here five years. What and how much, in all that time, have those pointedly pleasant faces been hiding? The humiliation is almost unbearable. What will he tell Theresa?

			Vicar Nakate brings his own mug and Fabian’s to the kitchen, as though Fabian is no longer his host. In the foyer, he shakes Fabian’s good hand and pats his sore shoulder, a thoroughly uncharacteristic display of pity. “I am very sorry for this outcome,” the vicar says stiffly. “But surely your family will be pleased to have you home.”

			No, they very much will not be.

			On Skype with his sister, Fabian leaves the video off and tells her a lie. He dropped his laptop, broke the camera. He can see her, though, squinting into the screen like she might be able to see through the darkness and distance to his face. “Why do you sound like that?” she says.

			“I have a cold.” Then, he tells her: He’s being sent home.

			She shakes her head, gets up abruptly, turning her back to the camera. She crosses the room, shaking and shaking and shaking her head. She snatches a pillow from the sofa and flings it back. Has she forgotten he can see her? She sets the pillow right again in its place, like she only meant to fluff it, then she returns to her seat in front of the computer.

			That afternoon, Vince comes to the rectory with a small mountain of sandbags in the hatch of the SUV. He hauls them from the driveway to the patio door, stacking them up, a tiny levee. Vince will go north with his family. He keeps inviting Fabian to come with them, but Fabian says no every time. He has been here long enough to understand that a “mandatory” evacuation is really only an advisory, ignored by at least 50 percent of the people, if his experience in Katrina, the storm of the century, was any example. He hoists a sandbag, single-armedly, onto his shoulder, flops it sloppily onto the growing mound in front of the patio door, and nudges it into place with his foot. Next, they’ll haul bags into the house. Before he leaves, Vince brings in one last large gray sack and unzips it to reveal a bright yellow something inside. “It’s an inflatable kayak,” he says. “Mom thought you should have it, just in case.”

			Fabian raises his injured arm. “What am I supposed to do with that?”

			Vince considers the question, like it actually hasn’t occurred to him. “You probably won’t need it. Mom always catastrophizes.”

			Fabian has to fortify the front door himself, from the inside, once Vince is gone—as best he can with one arm. Shelter in place, as they say.

		

	
		
			Jacot

			At the post office, Jacot signs for a small parcel, about the size that would hold a pair of shoes. Inside, wrapped in foam and sealed in a plastic bag, is an opaque canister, white with a screw-top lid, like a jar of mayonnaise with the label peeled off. He shakes the canister and what moves inside feels like pancake mix, soft and thick and prone to clump. He unscrews the lid, right there in the post office. Inside, a grayish, tannish heap of grit wrapped in a plastic bag. He claps the lid back as though a spider might escape. He finds a note beneath the plastic and foam, polite and formal sympathy. They finally sent him back his wife.

			He drives the twenty minutes home, the jar returned to its box and placed on the back seat floorboard, close against the hump between the passenger’s and driver’s sides, exactly where his wife used to tuck her purse. At each of four stoplights, he reaches back to feel that it has not moved. When a refrigerated truck ahead brakes too suddenly, the box topples and the jar rolls out, beyond his reach. With every turn and deceleration, it bobs toward him and then away again like a bottle in the tide, and he is in distress until he arrives in his own driveway and retrieves his wife’s remains from where they finally lodged beneath the passenger’s seat. He knows what to do with them now, knows where he will want to look for her, want to find her, and he regrets—he really does, doesn’t he?—the phone call he made to Boy not three days ago.

			The house is dark, the curtains drawn in every room, and the quiet waits for merciful interruption, the clatter of keys on the counter, the flipping on of the television. Rosa might only be napping, and his noise—as it had for fifty years—might wake her. She might come down the hallway, her permanent smashed a little flatter on one side, and—almost a rebuke—set about her own clanging in the kitchen for dinner, metal beaten against metal, the angry sizzle of grease in a pan, her quick cry and then cursing in French when the splatter catches her hand, all of it a comfort. He leaves her ashes on the table.

			Then he whistles and Cheet Cheet whistles back. He takes her out of the cage, and she climbs up his arm to his shoulder. At the kitchen sink, he turns on the faucet, but before he fills his water glass, he butterflies his hands beneath the flow. She descends his arm, using her beak as a grapple, and ducks under the stream, shivering her wings, fluffing up her feathers. When she’s done, she hops onto the counter and goes for his keys. She lifts them and drops them, lifts them and drops them, until they fall to the floor.

			“What’s this?” Jamie, in his underpants and a T-shirt, blinking and yawning, just waking up at noon, holds up the canister. He shakes it, peers into the box. “Oh,” he says, and kind of laughs. He sets the canister back on the table, gently. “C’est Maw Maw.”

			When Jamie was a little boy, he and Jacot used to play with French like the bird does with those keys, tossing it around, a way to talk to each other without really talking. Ça c’est bon? Ouais, ça c’est bon! T’es un chat? Non, moi, je sus un garçon!

			“Non, cher,” Jacot says. “C’est rien que des cendres.”

			Cheet Cheet topples the empty glass on the counter, trying to sit on its rim. She sees something in the bottom that she wants, her own reflection maybe, and hops in, only just fits, and pecks, rocking the glass. It rolls toward the edge and Jacot reaches for it but Jamie is quicker; he catches it with one hand and puts it on the floor, still sideways. Cheet Cheet rolls, this way, that way, her wings, her belly, her wings, her belly. She backs out then hops right back in.

			“Elle est après jouer,” Jacot says.

			“Ouais,” Jamie says.

			The rolling glass bumps the table leg and Cheet Cheet scrambles out and tilts her head left and right, looking around like she hoped nobody saw. Then it’s right back in. Elbow to elbow, leaning against the counter, they watch her barrel-roll around the floor, and they don’t say any more than what they’ve already said, but it feels good watching her together like that, comfortable for the first time in a long while, and tickled at her obvious joy.

			

			—

			Unlike every other man and boy between the ages of five and eighty-five on this bayou, Jacot has not owned or piloted a boat in many years. He’s been on quite a few: sleek bass boats, pontoons equipped with built-in coolers, barbecue pits, more luxurious upholstery than his Cadillac, even a few proper yachts, courting and being courted by landowners and oilmen. Once—only once—he went along with his son for the Blessing of the Fleet, for the maiden voyage of the Lâche Pas. Always, Jacot would make like he was impressed, but he has no nostalgia for shrimp boots and coveralls, mosquitoes and mud. He has no love for boats. As soon as he could give them up, he did.

			Now, to find himself in need—well, he never thought he would be again. He turns to the place where most people turn when they want a boat for not much money: the classifieds. There he finds the cheapest thing with a motor, a little bateau with no papers, no registration. “Runs good,” the ad says. “Needs work, $450.” He calls the number and speaks to the man at the other end, who says the boat is just sitting in his backyard collecting rainwater, and you’d probably get more power out of a Weedwacker but it’s a good deal, and he can make it even better if Jacot wants to trade him some ammo in 9mm, .40, .357, or .44 Mag.

			“I can’t help you with the handguns,” Jacot says, “but I believe I’ve got a brick or two of rifle shells.”

			Jacot fetches the boxes of shells off the high shelf in his shed, and he takes the rifle down from its place. He’ll bring that along too, maybe get a better deal. On the way out of town, he stops at the bank for a bundle of cash.

			The house he’s been directed to looks like no one’s priority, dingy and patterned with mildew. An overladen satsuma tree droops, exhausted, at the edge of the yard. A man comes around the corner of the house carrying a sheet of plywood and a drill. He is impossibly skinny and wildly unshaven, the grizzle reaching down both sides of his neck and up to his cheeks. When he sees Jacot, he leans the plywood against the house and sets the drill on a derelict birdbath. “I was just hanging boards for the storm,” he says. “Y’all staying or going?”

			Jacot hasn’t been listening to the news, hasn’t turned on the TV in days. He didn’t even know a storm was coming. “Staying. I’m done running from those things.”

			“I thought the same way, but I’ve got a bad feeling about this one.”

			“When are they saying is landfall?”

			The man makes a quizzical face. “Tomorrow afternoon. Hell of a time to buy a boat!”

			The boat sits on cinder blocks above a wallow of mud, and the motor looks to be about thirty years old, a little 5.5-horsepower number that probably never moved the thing more than twelve mile per hour in its best days. The man yanks at the engine and starts it up without a problem. Jacot offers the shells and rifle for an even trade, and while they stand at Jacot’s trunk inspecting artillery like a couple of Sicilian mobsters, the door of the house inches open.

			“Qui c’est ça qu’arrive?” A tiny, black-eyed old woman pokes her face through the narrow crack she’s made in the door, a muskrat peeking out of its hole. The old woman pushes the door open and takes a tentative step out onto the porch. Except for her darting, worried eyes, she is uniformly ashen: ashen skin hanging from her bones, ashen housedress that might have gone through every load of washing since the 1970s, a great wad of ashen hair teetering atop her head. The hair is pulled half into a topknot, and the topknot has been gone after with a curling iron. The coils are slick and stiff and look like they were glued on by a child. She leans forward, squinting at Jacot.

			“Ah!” she says. “Comment ça va?” She comes down the steps on feet that have made the trip too many times to stumble, stretching out her hands.

			“She don’t know you,” the man says. “Mama, tu connais pas ce bougre.”

			She reaches out her bony pinchers for Jacot’s hands.

			“Comment ça va?” Jacot says, and lets himself be kissed on one cheek then the other.

			“If you talk French,” her son says, “she’ll never let you leave. Since Daddy’s gone, she don’t have nobody to talk it with.”

			Holding on to Jacot’s arm like he might lead her in the next dance, she takes a good, long look at his face. “Je me demandais toujours quoi-ce qu’avait arrivé avec toi,” she says. I always wondered what became of you. “You got old, pareil comme nous-autres.” Jacot looks to her son, but he’s sighting the rifle on a squirrel in the neighbor’s yard. “Neen, elle, elle pensait qu’on aurait dû bien t’amarrer et te laisser dans les maiches pour les caïmans.” Neen wanted to feed him to alligators? She makes a snap-snap motion with her hand and laughs. “Me, I thought maybe you’d come back and steal me away. Mais t’as marié cette espèce de Mademoiselle Guidry.” Then her face pickles up and she crosses some threshold into understanding; she’s mulling something over. Jacot looks harder for the young woman under the wrinkles. How does he know her? She steps back from Jacot and wobbles, steadies herself with a hand on the car.

			Her son sets the rifle back in the trunk and says, “It’s a nice little firearm. But we could use the cash.” His old mama has taken a seat on a hard, low bench under the satsuma tree, and she stirs the fallen leaves and fruit with her feet.

			“What did you say your name was?” Jacot asks the man.

			“Verret,” he says. “Mama was a Dardar. She grew up on Indian Bend and never left ’til she turned forty-three. See? I told you she don’t know you.”

			Jacot pulls the cash out of his pocket, ten fifty-dollar bills folded together in an envelope, and hands all of it over to the man, along with the boxes of shells. He doesn’t much feel like getting a deal after all.

			

			—

			The man backs the trailer down the slip until the boat floats free, they disengage the knots that hold it, and Jacot, squatting on the cracked and wobbling vinyl seat, yanks the engine to life. His car he leaves in the shade of an oak tree in one corner of the gravel parking lot, thinking to come back for it later. He gets out about fifteen feet into the bayou when the man waves him back urgently. He reaches into the bed of his truck and holds up a bright red five-gallon gas can, just about full.

			What in God’s name is Jacot doing in this boat with so many miles before him?

			There is a pleasure, though, in being out on the water like this, waving to the boats passing. It’s a fine day after yesterday’s storms, hot but with a breeze coming in from the Gulf, not a hint of the smell of oil, and canopies of low, heavy clouds to mellow the sun. You wouldn’t even know a hurricane was brewing out there. He moves aside for the big trawlers coming in—not from fishing but laden with boom, and, in point of fact, he feels a rush of camaraderie because life goes on down here, does it not?

			About halfway through the voyage, he adds some gas to the fuel tank and again when he is just a mile from home. The little engine is old, but it can go a long way on a liter, and with most of that five-gallon can left, he could motor along all day. At last he rounds a thicket and sees his own wharf, slanting ever so slightly to the south, and he bumps the little boat up against it, ties on, and hoists himself up the dock ladder. He crosses the road, and his yard, relieved to find that his grandson is not home. He doesn’t want to explain himself.

			He lets Cheet Cheet ride his shoulder while he gets himself ready to go, whistling to her all the while. Into a paper grocery bag he loads a sandwich of lunch meat, white bread, and pickles, two sixteen-ounce bottles of the purple sports drink that Jamie stores in quantity on the refrigerator’s bottom shelf, and the canister of his wife’s ashes. He smashes Rosa’s old straw hat tightly on his head and Cheet Cheet flutters up to the brim. He changes shoes, from his daily loafers to the sneakers he only ever wears for working the garden. Does he need a map? Likely not. Does he need a GPS? He doesn’t even have one. What for? He knows where he’s going, hasn’t been out there in many years, relying—too much, he understands now—on the mineral lessees to tell him if something was amiss, but he can find it, sure enough. In the dark, dead drunk (as he has done a few times before), in his sleep, in sunshine, or in hurricane. He’ll find it, no problem, in plenty of time to get back before weather hits.
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			Already, oilmen were everywhere. The orange groves Jacot’s mother remembered from her childhood in lower Pelerin Parish were long gone. In their place, an orchard of derricks. They rose from backyards—nearly everybody had one, as numerous as the satellite dishes years later, and the persistent hum of those beasts sucking blood from the earth annoyed people’s ears but padded their wallets nicely—not as nicely as you’d expect, but still. Oilmen in the boardinghouses and general stores, on barges floating down the bayou, on rough long rafts, or behind mule and ox teams dragging pipe through the marshes. Almost all of them Texiens, as they were called in the local parlance—lanky, pale-haired men, conspicuous among the square-framed, swarthy Cadiens—though they were only as likely to be from Texas as from Arkansas, Oklahoma, North Louisiana. A hundred years earlier, every levee builder was Irish. Texiens meant only not us. It took a few years before anyone would hire the Cadiens, swamp rats with no English, didn’t know nothing about nothing but tides and crabs. Then the Texiens realized the swamp rats had spent their lives finding their way around this landscape and keeping their boats running with their own hands.

			Two of those Texiens had come around to the icehouse to buy something fresh for supper. A pair of men in brown linen pants and cardigan sweaters, the collars of their white shirts tucked under, and each with a fedora hat the color of an alligator’s underbelly, covering hair the color of straw. One in glasses, one not. Both men of business, dressed for leisure. And there was Jacot in coveralls and mud boots, splattered to his thighs with muck, unshaven but without much yet to shave, a wide-brimmed straw hat topping his head and tied in a knot beneath his chin. What was it that got them talking? The price of oysters—Jacot practicing the English he’d learned in his little bit of schooling between fur and fish seasons?

			In any case, they got to talking, and Jacot stumbled his way through the English but didn’t stumble nearly as much as he feared. He liked to talk, after all, when the talking meant something. He liked to put his charm, such as it was, to good use, to see whether he could make his audience reflect back the man he wanted to be, and sometimes he could, especially if he was dealing with people who didn’t know him from Adam, and who didn’t look at him through a haze of family history, who didn’t see standing there in shrimp boots every boy in the Terrebonne clan who had ever worn shrimp boots, one more Terrebonne with webbed feet.

			These oilmen, who were nice enough in that way men are when they want something from someone they think doesn’t know any better, saw a smart boy but not too smart, with enough English but not too much, and they offered Jacot a little money to come along with them into the swamps and act as their translator and goodwill ambassador. If it got him out of oyster fishing for even part of the winter, why wouldn’t he say yes?

			The Texas men were working out of a motel room in LaFleur, and about a week after they first talked at the icehouse, Jacot hitched a ride with a cousin who happened to be going that way. He wore a clean and pressed pair of work pants that hadn’t yet seen a day of work, and a long-sleeved, collared shirt that he kept in his closet for weddings and funerals and going to dances with Rosalie. His good shirt, he called it. The best he could do, anyway. He tucked it in, belted his pants.

			The motel room was brown and dark and billowing with cigarette smoke, and Jacot sat at the foot of one unmade bed while the men readied themselves for the day. He’d turned up too early, on a fisherman’s schedule, and one of the men answered the door in a towel, still wet. Jacot had never been in a motel room before and didn’t know how to behave in such a small space with strangers. He braced himself at the foot of the bed like it might capsize. One of the men offered him a smoke, and he took it. The two men, once dressed, stood over papers spread on the room’s only table, and they talked between themselves in a rapid, rattling English that Jacot couldn’t easily follow. The one who wore glasses tipped his face downward and looked at Jacot over the rims, beckoning him.

			The Texien said, “You know what you’re looking at?”

			It was some kind of map, hand-drawn and blocked in a cockeyed grid. A bayou made a U across the left-hand third, and perforated lines ran perpendicular to it, the boundaries of parcels of land, he figured. In a tidy uppercase within each parcel of land, a name he recognized—Verret, Billiot, Dardar. The names told him what he was looking at: Indian Bend, on Bayou LaCache. He knew the bayou curled back on itself there, and he knew who lived where, who hunted where, but it had never occurred to him how thin and spindly the parcels of land must be, with their little patch of riverfront and their long, long tails wagging out into the marsh. On another page, another map, another bend of river, more names he knew.

			The men explained what Jacot had already figured out. These were plat maps, official property surveys, for what looked like damn near the whole of the parish. They had the name of every family that laid claim to some patch of ground, the entire parish exposed from above, naked to rapacious eyes, all those tucked-away plots with their ramshackle camps that seemed sheltered, invisible when you were standing near them, sleeping in them. All these bayou people—Indians, Cadiens, the mixed-up brown-skinned everything in between—going about their days thinking the world didn’t notice them or care, thinking their best chance for going about their business was to do just what the Américains wanted them to do: fade away into the swamps, stay out of sight, never even show themselves coming up for air.

			But someone knew they were there. Any someone with access to courthouse records knew they were there.

			“We want to go here first,” the older man said, and his finger smudged the pencil lines of Indian Bend. “You know where that is?” They were in a hurry to get ahead of some other Texiens who had their eye on the same area. All very sportsmanlike, though. A friendly footrace.

			The men had organized a boat and a pilot, a cousin of Rosalie’s. Everybody down here was somebody’s cousin. Jacot and the cousin greeted each other in French, and for the long ride out to Indian Bend the cousin tried to draw Jacot into chitchat about fishing, about the men they were conveying, about the price they were being paid, but Jacot didn’t want to hear himself speak French in front of these men, because he thought maybe it was impolite, because he thought—what did he think?—that he’d reveal himself, in spite of his best efforts at professional dress and American manners, to be the same as their pilot.

			To these oilmen, the camp they found on the first parcel at Indian Bend must have looked abandoned, home to squatters maybe, no one’s permanent residence. Its walls were rough clapboard, its roof a thick thatch. The steps to the front porch slanted acutely to the right, and the house might have leaned too except that someone had braced the northern wall with two long poles sunk at a shallow angle into the soft earth.

			But to eyes that knew what care looked like in such circumstances, it was easy to spot the signs of a home preserved as best as it could be, as best as the means of its occupants would allow. There was wash on a line, and muskrat pelts stacked neatly by size on pallets under a lean-to, ready for wholesalers in New Orleans. Clean-faced children in mended clothes tossed a cast net at the bayou’s banks. The plump matriarch of the Dardar clan, in a handmade bonnet made of flour sacking, a dress that was faded but pressed and clean, pushed open the door of the camp and scrutinized the approaching boat. Behind her were two pretty daughters around Jacot’s age.

			The younger of the oilmen said to the other, “Can you believe there are people in this country who live like that? Are we even looking at America anymore?”

			“We are and we aren’t,” the older man said, like he knew anything about it. “Might as well be eighteen forty-seven down here.”

			The war had ended only two years before. The Second World War, that is. Down here, though, it might as well not have happened at all. They had always rationed, caught, and raised food for themselves. “Victory gardens” were nothing special. And they spoke nothing but French until their schoolmasters beat it out of them, not even a generation ago. Jacot knew the world, for these Texiens, was not like this. He had seen it in pictures, heard it in stories. Rosalie’s older sister, Esseline, had gone to work in a munitions plant in New Orleans, paraded around in gloves and a pert little hat with a series of uniformed military men. She took the very same photo with each of them, in the very same place, Lake Pontchartrain in a script marquee over their heads, then brought the pictures home to show off. Only her dress and the man changed in each shot. Jacot’s oldest brother had joined the navy, gone to fight in Europe. He came home once, on leave, with a story about speaking French to an honest-to-God Frenchman, a farmer he met on the road. One of the few words they could understand between them was turnip—beaucoup de navets!—and the old man sent him back to the ship with a sack of them, a dubious blessing. Jacot’s brother never came home again. Killed on the beaches of Normandy. The world had already found them, would dig them out from their hiding places, make them Américains. These people on Indian Bend? The world would dig them out too. Just a matter of time.

			The Dardar woman came down the steps, down to the water to meet these strangers in their boat. “Comment ça va?” she said.

			“Ça va,” they all answered. “Ça va.” Even the Texiens had been around long enough to know that much French. Then the one with the glasses said to Jacot, “Ask her can we come in and chat for a little bit. Ask her is her husband on the premises. Tell her we have a business proposition that might benefit her and her family.”

			

			—

			The Texiens and Jacot would sit at the kitchen table or on the porch steps, waiting for the man of the house to be fetched, or they would promise to come back at a different time, on a different day, if the man was too far for fetching. While they waited, if they waited, the wife or her oldest daughter would cook up a pot of coffee and put warm cups in their hands. They sipped from their cups and swished the grounds that settled like river sediment at the bottom. The Texiens looked through their papers as though they needed to rehearse some point of business, and when they’d gotten sick of reading the same words, their eyes would roam the house. Some of the houses were clean and neat, some were an untamed wilderness of cast-off clothes, tracked-in mud, tools, and traps in places where they shouldn’t be—on the seats of chairs, atop the cupboard. Didn’t matter whether a house was rich or poor, there were some run by women who kept things clean and some by women who didn’t.

			Jacot could not just sip his coffee, invade these homes, but neither did he know what to say to the reticent grown women, so he got down on his knees and romanced the babies out from behind skirts and chairs, from under tables. And if it wasn’t the babies, it was the dogs, itchy, rangy beasts of no particular color or size, with no particular job except to follow the children from place to place or eat up whatever guts of hunted creatures the humans had no use for. No matter, dog or baby, Jacot could get them playing, so they were wound up and bouncing all over him by the time the man of the house came home. He didn’t mean it to look one way or another, there wasn’t a bit of a manipulative impulse in it; he just couldn’t help himself. He knew what to do with babies and dogs. All that certainly didn’t hurt the Texiens’ cause. A man who seems to love your children wouldn’t be part of any scheme to harm.

			It had a special word, a legal word, this thing they persuaded the Indians to sign. The Texiens called it “quick claim,” though it was written “quitclaim” on the papers, and Jacot translated it like he heard it and he understood it like he translated it, so that’s how he explained it, in French, to people who, like him, didn’t know the first thing about property rights and leases and deeds. To him, it sounded like the quick claim had to do with how fast that hundred dollars would pass into their hands. Like it was the quickest way to claim that money, no red tape, as they say. Just sign right there and, tout de suite, like dat you got two years’ wage. Then they’d drill for oil back there on your land—not the land where you had your camp, but the land behind, up to the forty-arpent line and beyond, all that land you and your cousins mucked around in for fur and meat. And everybody knew by then what happened when the drill hit oil—the steady payoff. Royalties. They’d heard that word, knew the promise it had. They all knew somebody who knew somebody who had heard of somebody else’s payout.

			Words for a man’s mark on paper. Nothing for nothing. The Texiens walked out with the same papers they came with, sealed in a leather case and bearing the nearly identical X’s of men who would not recognize their own written names. The Texiens left nothing behind in return. It was a little paper to sign; it wasn’t land, it wasn’t oil, it wasn’t a sack of shrimp or a box of pelts, or new shoes and coats. Just sign your X here, and they’ll come back in a week with an envelope of dollars. Well, what did it mean anyway? Those Billiots and Dardars and Verrets had gained nothing they could touch, but they’d lost nothing they could touch either. What was an X on a paper they couldn’t read?

			Of course they wouldn’t know that nothing was written anywhere on those papers about royalties.

			

			—

			At the end of his first day, the Texiens gave Jacot three dollars in paper money, and it was the first paper money he’d held in his life. An astonishing amount to be given merely for riding along in a boat. What had he given these men to come away with three dollars for it? Some talking, some French, some chitchat to remind the people in those camps that he wasn’t any Texien, he was just like them, and look, he said, you can trust these men. Did he trust them himself? Did he know if they could be trusted? No, he didn’t, and no, he didn’t. But they were nice enough right then and there, and the money they gave him at the end of this day seemed more like a gift than a wage.

			His father—pretty much every man he knew—made around sixty cents on a good day, if you averaged it out, and most of the time, no money changed hands at all. For your sack of shrimp or oysters, you’d get something different than shrimp or oysters to feed your family, sweet potatoes and onions at the company store, clothes, hardware for your boat, and at the end of the season, when the grocer would tally up what you brought in and what you owed, you were lucky to come out even. Money? His father had a little tin of coins hidden under a floorboard in his work shed, and he’d fish out some pittance when there was no other way to pay. But most days you traded something you could touch and use for something else you could touch and use. There was no money on the bayou in those days.

			Jacot wasn’t even sure where to put these three dollars in paper money, or the three he would get tomorrow and the day after that. All the way home, he held them in the palm of his right hand, where he could feel them and know they were there. Paper was so easily lost, torn, blown away. So light, you couldn’t feel it in your pocket. While he changed out of his good clothes, the bills sat rumpled and conspicuous on his cot, a paler green on the green woolen blanket. All he could think to do was spend them.

			He took a clothespin from his mother’s laundry basket, clipped the bills together in a roll, and stuffed them into his front pants pocket. He knew Rosalie’s father would chide him for his absence on the boat, but there was always an extra pair of hands waiting for work. He’d done the man no harm but hurt feelings. By suppertime, he was standing on the Guidry porch, telling the old man where he’d been. There was no point lying about it in such a small place.

			Old CooCoo Guidry said, “Combien ils t’ont payé?”

			When Jacot dug the bundle of bills out of his pocket and held them out to show, CooCoo raised his eyebrows and pouted his lip like Nobody could blame you for that. Then Rosalie poked her face out the window and told him to wait just a minute while she put on something nicer.

			He took her to the dance hall, where they spent not even one of those dollars on all the wine and rum they could drink, and, once they’d worn themselves out from dancing, they borrowed somebody’s bateau from the wharf where it was tied right outside the dance hall, and who would care.

			In this exuberant mood, they paddled out to the middle of the dark bayou, away from the noise of the band, and when they were far enough from all that, Jacot laid down the paddle and reclined along the deck, and Rosalie leaned into his chest. He said, I’m going back to work for those guys tomorrow. And that’s going to give me three dollars more. And what are we going to do with those dollars?

			We can’t spend them at the dance hall, she said. We already showed that.

			No, we can’t. The warmth of her. The smell of her. The soft rocking of the boat, the quiet of a winter night, the river creatures tickling the water’s surface. He snaked his arms under hers and around her waist, laid them on her soft stomach, just rested them there as easy as resting them on his own. He said, “On pourrait se marrier.” We could get married.

			“On pourrait bien,” she said, equivocally. We could.

			He knew that was really a yes when she twisted her neck around and tried to kiss him like that, but it didn’t quite work so she turned around completely, rocking the bateau, and straddled his thighs. She kissed him without any trouble then, and they kissed for a while, until he couldn’t stand it anymore and she couldn’t stand it anymore, and she stood up in that bateau, right in front of him, and, planting her feet, she rolled her stockings down to her ankles, then lowered herself to a crouch with the elegant and sure balance of a girl who had spent her life balancing on boats, and the only sign that she was the least bit drunk was a slight wobble and a reaching out to steady herself when she shucked the stockings off first her right foot and then her left, and when, in a show of being done with such girlish things, she balled them up and chucked them over Jacot’s head—well, he just about died when she did that.

			They’d never done it before, and they didn’t do it well. Who could do it well in a bateau, anyhow? But now they’d done it, and if she came up pregnant it almost didn’t matter, because they were going to get married—they were promised to each other—he meant it and if she hadn’t meant it when she said it, she pretty well had to mean it now.

			When they were done and had lain there for a little while, absorbing the shock of it, they sat up and saw the bateau had edged against the east bank of the bayou, and, rather than paddling any farther, that’s just where they left it. He buckled his pants and she straightened her skirt, and, bracing one foot on the boat and one on land, he helped her climb out, and they set off walking down the road until they came back to the dance hall, where the fella whose boat they stole was pacing up and down the levee and cursing himself.

			“T’as perdu quelque chose?” Rosa called out.

			“Mon sacré bateau!”

			“Ti-Jean, t’as pas un bateau pour perdre!” she said and cackled. You don’t even have a boat to lose!

			Jacot didn’t notice until he’d flopped onto his own cot that he couldn’t feel the clothespin in any pocket of his pants. Ti-Jean with his boat—if he ever found it, he’d have a two-dollar tip for his trouble. No matter. Jacot would have three dollars in his pocket again tomorrow and the day after that too.

			

			—

			Once they’d gone around to the Indians, the Cadiens were next. Everybody was somebody’s cousin, that was just the truth, and there was no way for Jacot to look at those plat maps and not see the veins and arteries that bound each place to the others, a secret anatomy no surveyor would see. The property there was labeled with the name Curole, but it was Bourgeois who hunted the back thirty. This over here was where the court records said the Guidrys had their homestead from the original Spanish land grant, but they also used the land all the way to the bayou, more than six hundred acres that no one thought to pay taxes on because, until anyone began to think about what was under that sludge, who cared who it belonged to. More trouble and expense for the government to collect than they’d make on the pittance of taxes.

			There might be a few folks who saw the need to mark their boundaries with stakes, but more often than not there really was no need, because everyone knew who hunted where, that if you crossed Bayou Such-and-Such, you were encroaching on the Guidrys’ domain and you might very well meet one of those Guidrys, and, depending on the Guidry, you might very well get a shotgun pointed in your face. Why bother with boundary stakes and fences that you’d just have to replace every time there was a storm? It was like that for a long time, because, really, this was land nobody wanted. Why do you think they gave it away to all those Cadiens and Indians in the first place?

			One morning, when Jacot had been at this work for a while with the Texiens—who, it turned out, were from Ohio and Maryland—he said something to the effect that so-and-so wasn’t paying property taxes on such and such a parcel, and he said it because it felt good to know something one step beyond what these men in their suits and sweaters knew. This little bit of intelligence he didn’t even know was intelligence—who ever thought about taxes?—until the Texiens came along. Jacot asked around at the dance hall, idly curious. Taxes? his cousins and uncles and neighbors said. Nobody ever asked us for no taxes, couillon. Then he ran his mouth to the men who knew just what to do with this information.

			By the time Jacot knew what was going on, the Texiens had bought up half the land in that corner of the parish at tax sales. How did they let it slip? Did they let it slip on purpose, to show the eighteen-year-old French boy he didn’t know as much as he thought he knew, to show him his little bit of English couldn’t buy him a place in their world, not really? Young man, they might have said, you been more of a help to us than you even know.

			By then the damage was done. And rather than admit he’d been duped like everyone else, Jacot shrugged his shoulders and said, “Well, that’s your business, isn’t it. Doesn’t make me a bit of difference.”

			It took a while for the people to learn what had happened. That the “quick” claims were a transfer of title. That even if they’d sidestepped that chicanery, their land had been bought out from under them at tax sales, sold to the highest bidder. They’d traded their birthright, such as it was, for a bowl of beans. No Trespassing signs started turning up on the borders of property people thought was still theirs, and a few took those signs down every time, used the poles to brace their shacks, used the signboard to patch their walls. When they found a ditch cut across the marsh where there had never been a ditch before, they thought, Mais, I wonder who done that? I guess now I got me a ditch. If they had cattle, they put up bulkheads in that ditch to keep the salt water out and the fresh water in, so the cattle would have a new place to drink. Really, the ditchdigger had done them a favor. It went on that way for years.

			Finally, when the people looked around at the mess that had been made of their land—what they thought was their land—by the drilling and the cutting of canals, when they tried to get those damned oil companies to answer for it, what they got instead was another paper to sign, and this time it was an honest-to-God lease, and if they could read the document, they saw they were being invited to place their X as lessees and not lessors, and if they intended to keep trapping on that particular piece of property, they’d better fork over x dollars to the very Texiens they thought were supposed to be paying rent to them.

			As soon as one of them knew, they all knew, and though Jacot was years removed from the deception, and though he had only been first an ignorant and then an indifferent participant in it, those families who now had no land to their name did not forget the Terrebonne boy who had come around with the Texiens offering reassurances and playing with their babies. And if they managed to turn up the records down at the courthouse, if some grandson, say, with a solid grasp of English pulled up that quitclaim deed, they were reminded of the part the Terrebonne boy had played in this. There was his name, spelled out and signed in full, right next to their own wobbly X. By then the Terrebonne boy had land of his own, a wife, a child, had steady work in the oil fields, had prospects and friends. In other words, he was doing well, and they were doing poorly, and anyone might draw the conclusion that he had profited—and really, he had, hadn’t he?—from their decline. Tout de suite. Tout de suite, like dat, the money’s gonna be yours. They remembered the words he’d left behind.

		

	
		
			Jamie

			Cheet Cheet is gone. She was safe in her cage when he went out for lunch and when he came back she was not. He searches every room, whistling. Windows closed, fans off, her joy-glass empty on the kitchen floor. He flings open the door and searches the yard. She is not in the fig tree, not in the bushes, not in the oak at the back of the yard. No flashes of blue on the power lines. He checks the neighbor’s yard, the next neighbor’s, then Holly’s, and does it all over again, carrying the birdcage, jingling her toys, whistling and whistling. She is simply nowhere. Flown away. Gone.

			His grandfather has been out all day and the cell phone he always forgets buzzes like an angry insect on the kitchen counter when Jamie calls. Out in the world, everyone is hurricane-prepping, stockpiling dry goods and water. Jamie isn’t even sure his grandfather knows a storm is coming.

			At Holly’s, Mrs. Bourgeois has taken down all the photos in the hall and stacked them in a cardboard box. She is hustling around the house, considering every knickknack and heirloom in a quick triage and jetting back to open boxes with anything precious enough to make the cut. Mr. Bourgeois is on the kitchen phone with a reporter, apparently. “Category Four by late afternoon, that’s right,” he says into the phone. “The storm surge will be unsurvivable. Unsurvivable. This isn’t the time to be stubborn or stupid. You can quote me on that verbatim. Whether you are outside the levee protection system or inside—if you have the means to leave, you need to leave. There will be no search and rescue in the middle of the storm.”

			Holly sits on her bed with a laptop open, furiously typing. She’s wearing glasses, and the blue has been chopped out of her hair. A rolling suitcase is flopped open on the floor, spilling shirtsleeves and what all.

			“Y’all’re leaving,” Jamie says, and she nods, distracted. “Should we be leaving?”

			She looks up, brows pinched. “Probably.”

			He tells her about his grandfather and the bird, and she keeps typing, eyes trained on his face with performative attention. Her laptop beckons.

			“Come with us,” she says. “You can both come.”

			There’s no way. His grandfather would never. “What about Cheet Cheet?” is all he can manage. Holly throws up her hands, and that’s when he sees: She’s been crying. Eyes pink, lips swollen. In this state, her face has the same they-burned-my-village look as her father’s. He sits down next to her, and she turns the laptop toward him. Another sparring match, but this time about her own article, an op-ed that ran in The Pelerin Comet a few days ago. He read it of course—a screed against her neighbors, basically, for selling out to the oil industry, for failing to act as good stewards of their environment, for always voting in candidates that fight regulation, and for spreading stupid, malicious rumors about the very people who are doing the most dangerous work of cleanup. It was all pretty condescending and strident, frankly, but he wasn’t going to be the one to tell her. After all, it was the same kind of rant she’d delivered at him often enough. The headline: “Did Shortsighted South Louisiana Deserve This?”

			The comments, though, are truly awful.

			Sean98 She’s the parish president’s daughter so no big surprise. College girl born with a silver spoon. All politics, no action.

			Ally_C I used to babysit her and she was always a little brat.

			ViewFromOffshore We don’t need you down here. Fuck off back to Michigan.

			Viceguy If she shows her face in this parish she’s going to get her jaw broken.

			He scrolls down to the end, and it’s more of the same. “I thought the whole point was to piss people off.”

			“That’s not the whole point at all.”

			“Well, what did you expect? Especially with that headline.”

			“I didn’t write the headline.”

			“Just stop reading the comments.”

			“That’s what you always say. Don’t look at it. Don’t think about it. Ignore it and it’ll go away. You don’t take a side about anything. Coke or Pepsi? Republican or Democrat? Gay or straight?”

			That one stings. “I never know enough to take a side.”

			“Are you actually one of them, Jamie? Because I cannot be friends with you if you are one of them.” She’s up from the bed, staring him down, blazing.

			Mrs. Bourgeois appears in the doorway with a dust rag and a can of Pledge. She’s moved on to her pre-hurricane cleaning, just like his grandmother used to. Baseboards, fan blades, every shelf and crevice. A great Cajun tradition. Holly groans mightily and closes the laptop. She takes the dust rag from her mother and sets to work on the bookshelves, her back turned resolutely upon him. Jamie, at a loss, offers to mop.

			He swipes at the kitchen linoleum and notices the door to Mr. Bourgeois’s den is open. He peeks in. Nobody’s there, but an empty box sits next to an open filing cabinet drawer, Mr. Bourgeois’s interrupted task. On the wall behind the desk, lit by a lamp from below and track lights from above, is a tremendously large map—desk to ceiling and an arm span across. Jamie leans the mop against the wall and slides into the room.

			When he gets his bearings, the tans and browns and greens and dusky blues congeal into something he knows: the long, long finger of Pelerin Parish reaching out to the Gulf like Adam’s finger reaching for God. At the first joint, nearest the palm, are the plains around Boudreaux and Hamilton; at the second joint, LaFleur and Broken Bridge; at the third joint, Pointe aux Loups, their own little town; and beyond that, an exposed thin bone with a floodgate and Port Goulot at its tip. The blue line of Bayou Pelerin tickles its way straight down the finger’s length, like the mud vein in the translucent tail of a shrimp, a narrow nothing when viewed from above.

			The map’s key explains a color-coded set of lines: red for completed levees, green for levees below grade or under construction, black for floodwalls, little yellow H’s for floodgates, X’s for pumping stations. These lines surround the parish in an oval ring, castle walls deflecting hordes that may come from any direction. Within the walls, the local streets and narrow plots of land, in variegated shades of greenish tan, branch out from the bayou on a slight diagonal like the delicate barbs of a feather.

			And beyond the walls? In the northernmost places, solid ground, the sturdy palm of a hand. But elsewhere, everywhere else: a sickly disintegration. How else to describe it? A tattered cloth, the decayed shroud of a corpse centuries dead. It doesn’t look that way when you are down there in it, on it. The straight lines of canals, the twisting bayous, the many routes through waters and wetlands thick with life, clouds of insects, wading birds, diving birds, fish the length of your pinky and fish the length of your car, the rich, wet stink of life begetting life—that’s how it is when you are out on it and in it. But viewed from above, it is something else. What waterlogged, dying thing is this?

			A rotten, sopping sponge. The bronchioles of a sodden lung. Quicksand, sinking, all the ghosts of all the things that have ever drowned, reaching up through the void, grabbing at what yet lives and pulling it down.

			He knows from having walked it a thousand times, on the parallel where his grandfather’s house stands, it isn’t even two miles from the western levee to the eastern. You can walk it in less than an hour, much less than an hour if you aren’t shy about trespassing and have a good pair of waders. He knows from sitting on those levees that what is beyond them is water, mostly. He knows that the water will rise up if a storm blows in. All his life, he’s heard the words storm surge, breach, overtop, floodgate, floodwall, flood line—these incantations against disaster a perennial reminder that disaster can come for them at any time, but also that it is something that will arrive with fanfare and war paint, and that there is a season in which they might expect it. An alarm will sound. The bells will ring out. The levees will hold. There is such a thing as “preparedness.”

			But what awaits them beyond their levee walls is something else. He did not realize how tremblingly narrow is the spit of land upon which they make their lives.

			“It’s a satellite image,” Mr. Bourgeois says from the doorway, and Jamie startles, caught snooping. “Let me show you something.” He flips through a folder on his desk until he finds what he’s looking for, another satellite image, holds it up. He hasn’t shaved in a few days. Graying stubble creeps down his cheeks and encroaches on his mustache, which has gone wild and walrus-like. His wire-framed glasses sit low on his nose and he peers up over them at Jamie—those gray, doleful eyes—a harried professor acutely disappointed in his most promising student. “This was fifty years ago. You see that? They used to grow oranges right there. Now look up here. What do you see?”

			He points at the place marked Blancheville on the enormous map. Then he taps it hard, with an accusing finger. “Water,” he snaps. “And here—my old Paw Paw had a camp right there. They trapped on that land, they hunted alligator. You could walk out into that marsh with your shotgun and crouch in the grass waiting for ducks. They could live there all winter. And now? Water, water, water. You can run a boat right over the place and never know it had been anything but. Right there between Pointe aux Loups and Blancheville, between the seafood plant and the bridge? I remember as a kid there was trees on both sides of the road—their branches were almost touching. It was like going through a tunnel. Now do you see any trees there?

			“And do you know why you’re standing where you’re standing right now, with solid ground under your feet?” He traces the bold red line to the left and the right of Bayou Pelerin, and then he does it again. “That’s why,” he says. “Those levees. That’s the only reason why.

			“And do you know,” he says, “why everything out there is water?” He waits so long that Jamie thinks he actually expects an answer, and the truth is, he doesn’t know. He doesn’t know why fifty years ago there were orange groves and winter camps, he doesn’t know why Louisiana once looked like a boot, could once form the first letter of its own name on a license plate, and now cannot.

			Again, Mr. Bourgeois traces the red line of the levees. “That’s why. That same levee system. Way up north and east, all those levees along the Mississippi, everything that keeps New Orleans above water? That’s why the land is sinking. If we don’t get a flood, the sediment doesn’t make the land. Instead, it all blows right off the continental shelf, way out in the Gulf.” He swoops his hands down the lower stretch of the bayou and off the map, over the desk. “Whoosh. And now there’s nothing between us and a storm surge. But we made a compromise. That’s what life’s all about, right?

			“People try to blame the oil industry—for cutting canals, for tearing up the marsh—but it wasn’t only them. Holly gets furious when I say this, but it isn’t a good guy / bad guy thing. We were out there in our boats dredging canals and holding out our hands for a paycheck and putting that cheap gas right back in our boats. The only way to fix any of it is to release the Kraken. Let the Mississippi River out of its cage. But are we going to do that?”

			Mr. Bourgeois stands with his hands in his pockets, considering the map as though seeing it for the first time, then he kneels by the open drawer of the filing cabinet, starts rifling through, tugging out papers that he tosses into the waiting box. “How long you think we can hold out?” he says over his shoulder. “How much is this storm going to wash away? No matter what we do, we’re going to lose. So you’ve got to be practical about it. Save what you can, and the rest—write it off. You just got to write it off. The water wants it? Let the water take it.”

		

	
		
			Boy

			Hurricane Nestor has been sitting out there on the Gulf like God’s eye surveying the gusher of oil. For days its wrath has grown and now it’s coming for them, dead-on toward Pelerin Parish, with a Category 4–force rage. Of course, anything could happen. The storm could change direction completely, head over to Texas or Florida, swerve away. It could. But at this point? Not likely. Lee’s had the TV on an hours-long live feed of updates, storm tracking, increasingly urgent calls to evacuate. She’s glued to it like a maw maw to the Weather Channel. Be where you need to be or on the road by midnight. And if you see the water start to come up: Turn around, don’t drown. That phrase rattles around in his head all morning like the lyrics of a pop song. Turn around, don’t drown. Traffic cams show an ever-thickening stream of cars on the north- and westbound highways, miles and miles of bumper-to-bumper, stop-and-go. One New Orleans woman calls in to say she has been driving to Houston for ten hours now.

			He calls his sister in North Louisiana and she picks up on the second ring. “You need a place to stay?”

			He can’t make himself say yes. “I’m all right. Just wondering what y’all are up to.”

			She says, “If you need a place to stay, you’re welcome.” Mostly, it sounds like she means it, much to his surprise.

			No matter what the storm decides to do, they are likely to get water over the road, and Boy and Lee would be more or less stranded, without electricity, for days, unless they want to brave the submerged obstacle course of fallen branches, power lines, and guy wires. He has done all that plenty of times when he was by himself. He won’t put her in that kind of peril. They’ll load up the truck. They’ll go to his sister’s. He’s late as hell, like always, but he’s done being contrary, for now. What kind of father would do otherwise?

			Whatever credibility he might have had with Lee, whatever trust in his judgment, he lost after the thing with the priest. She gawked at him all the way home—tears and exhortations—until he finally lost his temper, raised his voice. “He shouldn’t have been on the road!” The man wasn’t dead, after all, or even gravely maimed; it would have been in the news. Still, that skeptical look hasn’t left her face, like she’s questioning every decision he makes, whether it’s about the contents of her sandwich or preparations for a hurricane.

			“Come on, quick, quick,” he tells a visibly relieved Lee. “We’re going, but we got to take care of business here first.” He’ll nail some plywood on the windows, then he’s got to go out to Mr. Hubert’s camp to clear out any contraband—that dynamite, those gator hides, worth maybe a thousand or so if he can keep them dry and find a buyer after the storm. It’s one of the only forms of income he can imagine until his uncle sells the land and forks over the money he’s promised. He also wants to say goodbye. No way will that old place stand up to a Cat 4 storm. And even if it did, it’ll belong to Atakapa Corp. soon, perched at the center of the toxic moat Nestor is about to make of the marshes.

			

			—

			At Mr. Hubert’s camp, Boy opens every cabinet, passes the MREs, brick by brick, to Lee, who shuttles them down the wharf to the bateau. Then he slides aside the false wall panel that hides the alligator skins and the crate of dynamite. He says, “Help me haul this out.” Lee crawls into the wall space on the other side of the crate and they lift it from the bottom, maneuver it into the main room, and set it down gingerly.

			They load the crate and the skins, wrapped in a tarp, next to the MREs, and then he ties the Piroquod to the bateau to tow it out behind them. As he backs the bateau away from the slanting, moss-furred little wharf, it hits him—that this might very well be the last time he sees this place, and everything that it has been to him, that Mr. Hubert was to him, everything that he has to remember the old man by, and this life they lived together, will be gone, gone, gone from this world. Atakapa will dredge more canals, dig more wells, put up their No Trespassing signs, and unlike his uncle, they’ll be consistent about enforcing their boundaries. A wall is going up, cherubim and fiery swords, between Boy and everything good that he’s known.

			He has a mind, in this state of distress and despair, to do some damage, since he has found no way to do any good. He’s got guns aplenty, including Mandy’s pistol back in the truck, but what is he going to do with a gun? Point it at a hurricane? There’s no single person he hates enough to go to jail for killing. But it would feel good to use that dynamite, blow something to smithereens on his way out. It’s all going to hell tomorrow anyway.

			

			—

			You would not find Oil Well 47 in the official state roll of orphan wells, which lists only about a hundred of the total number—the many upon many—that poke their smug noses up from the marsh. But Boy is a better repository of data, of evidence, of accusations and damning hearsay in the matter of orphaned wellheads than the courthouse records. Here is a fact, as brutally evident as that dead baby dolphin: Boy could take you to any of the hundreds of these abandoned wellheads, dig in the mud nearby, and reveal the state’s dark secret, the seeps, black in the blacker mud. These wells are no one’s to tend.

			It happened this way, more often than not:

			A man like Jacot Terrebonne, who laid claim to the land, struck some deal with the oilmen—fifty years ago, thirty years ago—the oilmen prospecting out of Texas or wherever, out of Baton Rouge, and these oilmen paid a nice sum for the mineral lease, built their well, pumped it all but dry, then the lease was sold, then sold again, then sold again, a hot potato, a game of musical chairs, and when no more could be squeezed from the ground, the poor fool who was left holding the deed declared himself bankrupt and left the wellhead, the lovely, rusting Christmas tree, the dials and the pipes beneath and whatever leaks they might have sprung or would spring given time.

			So it was with orphaned little Oil Well 47, and the landowner in question, Jacot Terrebonne, in fact, never bothered to do anything about it because he’d have to pay for it himself if he wanted it taken down. The paper trail leading back to any responsible party or individual had long since eroded. There was state money for this kind of thing, but you had to get in line for it. No one had bothered to get in line. They are handsome, in a way, these orphaned wells. Some, many, Oil Well 47, in fact, had their roots squarely planted in the earth all those fifty, thirty years ago, but now they ought to wear waders. A strong enough storm could rip them up like a salt-poisoned tree, and a strong enough storm, it seems, is coming.

			Boy opens the crate of dynamite and strings up the remaining sticks, except for one—a good dozen or so—on the Christmas tree of the now defunct Oil Well 47, sweet little ornaments. He motors the bateau to a safe distance and lights the fuse on the stick he kept behind. Lee squeaks out a protest. Boy tells her to sit down and cover her ears. He lobs the lit stick at the Christmas tree, and when that first flash-bang kisses the others, all at once: a great spire of smoke, a spike of noise, the startled water leaping away, flying at Boy and Lee, who hits the deck, palms pressed to her ears. It’s a real show.

			Yet he expected something more.

			The wellhead is bent and blasted, broken-armed. It stands there with a hip cocked out, an arm in the air, another arm resting by its side. It waves at him: Hello! What the hell, fella? It might have shrugged, shaken itself off, and walked away. What had he expected?

			What anyone would have expected, or hoped for, maybe. A jet of oil, the colossal spouting of Moby-Dick. Some violence commensurate with his outrage.

			But no. The rumble of the explosion settles, the water hushes itself back to sleep. The smoke drifts up and over the trees, or hangs low near the shoreline, gentle as mist. Lee, prone in the bottom of the boat, lifts her head to see what they’ve done.

			Boy paddles the boat closer. A few fish, stunned or dead, float on their sides or belly-up. He drifts next to the wellhead and takes one of the twisted metal arms in his hand, pulls himself over. He shakes it and it rattles like his maw maw’s old iron bed frame, about as benign. Black scars, blasted holes. The shattered remnants of the pressure gauge, its bare, burnt face cracked in two. Here and there a little pink stick that was a dud. What he made here is a colossal, twisted wreck, but an annoyance at worst.

			He rattles it again, then with both hands, with force, with his whole body thrown into it, rocking the boat, nearly scuttling it. Goddamn them all. Les maudits fils-de-putain de tchus (pardon his French) who opened the diversions and killed his oysters, les maudits fils-de-putain de tchus who drilled too deep for oil, les maudits fils-de-putain de tchus who drilled right here for oil, who cut canals, who stole this land, who thought up the idea of rights: mineral rights, surface rights, alligator tags, licenses, roll cards. Those motherfucking assholes. There is an axe in the belly of his boat. He takes it up, raises it over his head, full of murder, swings. It breaks through a thin ribbon of wounded steel. He swings it again at the pressure gauge, and the vibration of axe on steel crawls up his arm to his shoulder. The boat rocks, but he holds his footing, legs planted wide.

			When he’s spent his rage, he throws the axe down, and it hits the bow, thuds back into the belly of the boat, close enough to Lee’s head that she lets out a little shriek.

			“All clear,” he says to Lee, but then there’s another pop from behind him—a higher, sharper sound, more like a squirrel gun than dynamite. He looks around and sees the smoke still billowing up off the wellhead. But another pop and something whizzes by, close enough that he hears the buzz, close enough that it might have clipped the crate of dynamite. A bullet, sure enough. Who the hell is shooting at them? Lee pokes up her head to see what’s going on and he hisses at her to stay down. He scans the shoreline for hunters, the water for game wardens, and then a crappy little motorboat emerges from behind a patch of sawgrass, paddled by—what in the hell?—his old uncle. Jacot’s shouting now, drawing slowly closer. Boy yanks at the starter cord, yanks again, again. The outboard is flooded. “He’s saying wait!” Lee says, with that skeptical, damning look. After he just tried to kill them, though? Not a chance, Paw Paw. He jerks the fast-idle lever as far as it will go and cranks the motor, counting to ten. On eight, at last, it roars.

		

	
		
			Jacot

			The place he’s looking for is just a small, unremarkable little nook on his own land, a crossroads where freshwater bayou meets brackish marsh, where the uniform stalks of sawgrass melt into damp little green things with delicate leaves, and where, down a watery boulevard, oaks and cypresses promenade, hiking up their skirts above water that’s fresh enough to keep them in the flush of life. It’s pretty, in the only-just-a-little-beyond-ordinary way that Rosa herself had been pretty. Pretty for a bayou girl, a fisherman’s daughter. When she and Jacot wanted to be on their own, this was where they would come, this little nook of a place between swamp and marsh—it was still her father’s land then—where there was enough shelter for doing primeval things, their muddy, private Eden.

			When had they last—you know? It was a funny thing to have forgotten—and a funny thing to think of now—but then, the last time wasn’t so much forgotten as never noticed. When was the last time he’d eaten cabbage before he lost his taste for it? He remembers their first time, certainly, in somebody else’s boat, urgent and hurried and the first time for both of them. He remembers the look on her face, how she seemed so much like a rabbit, hiding and watchful with its ears tucked back. What a thing to remember.

			But the last time? It had happened years ago, when no one was looking, like the last of some barely known species dying alone in the jungle.

			There was the last time he saw her body, fully naked. That, he remembered. In the hospital room. He saw everything, but it was nothing like he had known it. It was her body and it wasn’t. He strained to remember it as he had known it as a young man—as a warm, desirable thing, as a comfort, a part of himself, even.

			At some point, they just stopped. Like she stopped making a second pot of coffee in the afternoons, like he stopped snacking on peanuts after supper, like they stopped stroking each other’s hands under the covers as they fell asleep at night. She stopped, he stopped, someone stopped, they both stopped. A light blinked off. That was that.

			He’ll leave her there, spread her ashes in that beautiful, quiet place they loved together when they first loved each other, and that’s where she’ll be until the water takes everything, as it will, as it will. He won’t sell. Of course he won’t, not with her there. He made a promise to his nephew, but what’s that flimsy vow against the one he made—and still feels—to his wife, to their life together? Better to let time do its work instead, let storms and floods bear it slowly away.

			Yet after three hours puttering around in his little boat, going no more than six miles an hour, he still can’t find the place. He motors down the backwaters that once led him there, winding bayous and straight-cut canals, and finally around an oxbow curve, where he stops the boat and considers where he might have gone wrong. The sun slides ever lower, clouds thicken in the south, and a wind blows in from the Gulf. The storm, reaching out the tips of its fingers. A blue heron sails over, heading north, then a pair of egrets. He has not met another boat in a very long time. A right turn leads into an unfamiliar canal, and that canal, widening as it goes, opens finally into a shallow lake, broad and without a boundary to the south. He has never seen this place before.

			Where is the line between dementia and obstinate whim? Each step of this journey seemed so sensible relative to the previous step; you deal with the path before you when it’s before you, but somehow, with each choice, his path incrementally departed from sense, so that now—where he sits, lost, thirsty, in this run-down boat—it seems the end of another journey entirely, and had he seen the destination from the vantage point of the journey’s beginning, from its earliest conception, he would have shaken his head, laughed, and said smugly, Mais, you can’t get there from here.

			Then, finally, a landmark, but not the one he was looking for. An old wellhead, long abandoned, the first one they drilled out here. Its size and shape and arrangement of valves, the shadow it casts—he knows it, absolutely. This, he has seen before. But a man is there too, in a bateau, a little farther off. Jacot cuts his motor, lets the boat drift into the reeds, stays low, watching. A spark flies over the water and—BOOM—the wellhead lights up with noise and fire, a red plume raining stars. Jacot ducks, covers his head with his arms. A light spray drizzles down, and the red plume goes gray, drifting skyward. He cranes his neck to see over the reeds. The man in the flatboat paddles over to the wellhead, rattles it, and then goes after it with an axe.

			But not just any man, Jacot sees now. He knows this man.

			Jacot reaches behind the seat, pushes aside the canister of ashes, and finds the rifle, raises it to his shoulder, takes aim. He hasn’t forgotten how to shoot. He doesn’t mean to kill him or even wing him. Just a warning shot. What does this lunatic think he’s doing out here, whaling on another man’s oil well? The rifle cracks like a breaking twig and the man turns, as steady and alert as a deer, searching out the threat. Jacot fires again, aiming to miss but not by that much. One more time, he takes a breath, lets it halfway out, and holds.

			Just as his finger flutters against the trigger and the shot rings out, another head pops up from the bottom of the boat—the girl, the daughter he met at the hospital—and she peers over the edge, with her big, wondering eyes, and she sees him. She sees him. She waves, not in greeting but desperate surrender. What is he doing, pointing a gun at a child? He never would have fired if he’d known. He just wanted to scare that reckless idiot, make him behave, like when he and Robbie were boys. Jacot paddles out to them, shouting for them to wait. Boy hurries to start the motor, and Jacot calls out again, calls the man by name. “Wilford!” He stows the rifle and cranks up his little engine to follow after, to follow them out. He knows no other way to get back home. But his outboard sputters to a stop, out of gas, none left in the can, and the other boat is gone before he even crosses the lake.

			This strange lake—where is he? Its banks are a ragged tatter. It must have been ravaged in the last storm, or the storm before that. It has been so long since he’s come this way, and by any calculation, by his memory, by maps, he should be yet far inland. Has the sea pushed this far north? He feels a sympathetic brokenness in his body, stiff and sore from sitting so long in the boat. The cloud-streaked sky turns from pink to orange to the deepest violet in the time it takes to paddle across. He keeps the hazy smear of the sunset to his right, the laden dark to his left, paddling, straining his old heart. If he can find the coastline, if he can see the lights of Port Goulot, if he can cross paths with some fishermen coming in or going out, if he stays in the shallows, and if, still lost under the moon, he finds a place to tie up and sleep until daylight, he will be all right. He will conserve his water, he will meet someone who can help, he will remember or discover the way.

			But the storm. When did the boat guy say was landfall?

			Jacot lays down his paddle, lets the boat drift.

			It is so silent, so lovely in this place, after all, with the lonesome loveliness, the exquisite sadness grief can sometimes hold in dreams, even when that same grief, in waking life, is so unbearably routine, so present in quotidian details that cannot contain or express it: a pot of burnt coffee, a drawer of underthings, the unbearable effort to simply tie a shoe, these tiny receptacles that must contain galaxies, a blinding light in a matchbox. But in dreams, oh, in his dreams sometimes, when his wife or his son finds him there—the grief has a kind of glory, it is a city of crystal cathedrals, his lost ones both present and absent, his son on the deck of a boat, his wife at the kitchen table, his son as a little child poking for worms, his wife before she was his wife, in her father’s boat under her straw hat, and he knows in the dream, he feels, how they are more than ghosts but less than alive, evanescent, transient, and he can feel at once, as he could not when they were living and could not either when they were gone, the fullness of their being, the golden wholeness of them and of everything they have been to him, their wholeness folded into his, he can feel all that and the loss of it too, all at once, here and now. In certain dreams, he has his wife, his son so fully with him, before him, and so utterly gone, all at once. They are here but only visiting, they are and are not their living selves, and the golden figure with whom he wrestles—is it his wife, his son, or some other ghost? Un feu follet, an angel?

		

	
		
			Boy

			For most people, it’s a hypothetical question: If you had to leave your home, maybe forever, if there was no home to come back to, what would you take? Whatever it is, it has to fit in the cab of your truck, or else be safe enough under a tarp. Any other rules? How useful does it need to be, how necessary? What papers make the cut? What photos?

			Boy grabs a battery-powered radio that had been Hubert’s, an empty Polaroid camera but no pictures—he hasn’t kept any. The alligator skins he tucks deep in the bottom of the tool chest in the bed of his truck. He’s out of weed, or else he’d hide that in there too. That’s the sum total of what matters and can’t be replaced. As for the rest, good riddance. If he never has to look at those credit card statements again, all the better. Not a clean slate, exactly, but let’s pretend for a while. Lee packs up her things in her suitcase, puts the Ouija board back in its box, along with the candles, brings that too.

			The sun’s going down. They’ll be driving in the dark, and they’ll be driving most of the night, if the traffic reports are right. They’ve gone only about two miles up Highway 1, at a perfectly reasonable speed in the stream of evacuees, when a police car nudges in behind him and lights up his rearview mirror. He thinks they must be on their way to something else, an accident up ahead. But they do not try to pass him, then on comes the siren, and they flash their headlights. There’s no easy way to pull aside on the highway, so he flips on his right turn signal and eases into the parking lot of the Dairy Fluff, now boarded up, its sign dark. The cops pull in behind. Boy lowers his window. The wind is picking up now, heavy clouds bringing evening on fast. Lee grips the Ouija board to her chest and waits to see what will happen.

			The officer now poking his head through the open window is the same one who came to his house a few days ago. He asks Boy to step out of the vehicle.

			Boy says, “What did I do?”

			“Step out of the car, please, sir. Sweetheart,” he says to Lee, “we’ll need you to step out of the car too.”

			Boy can’t bear to look at his daughter, but her shadow stripes the pavement next to his, both of them overly tall and strange, like long-legged man-beasts, rougarous, under the lights of the parking lot.

			The lady cop joins the first guy. They both seem annoyed, resentful, as though Boy is the one who stopped them, not the other way around. “Do you know anything about a hit-and-run yesterday afternoon?”

			“No, sir,” says Boy.

			“Somebody called in a report that a truck with your license plate ran a bike off the road then left the scene,” the cop says.

			Goddamnit. The priest. “I don’t know anything about that.” Lee is biting her lip, tears welling in her eyes.

			“We’re going to have to take you in, sir.”

			“Right now?” Boy says. “There’s an evacuation order.”

			The cop gives him a look like Don’t get me started. Easy pickings, this line of cars out of town. Storms are the great equalizer, and they will flush all miscreants out of their hiding places. “Right now,” he says. “You got your license and registration?”

			It’s all in the glove box. When Boy makes for the open door of the truck, the lady cop grabs him by the shoulders and pulls him back. “I’ll get it,” she says. “You stand right over there.” She leans across the seat, roots around, then comes out with his wallet, papers, and Mandy’s pistol. “This yours, sir?”

			What must he look like to them, the perpetrator of a hit-and-run, hiding a pistol in his glove box, fleeing a storm at the eleventh hour? He must look, in fact, like what he is, like what he feels himself to be. A man at the end of his rope. Boy doesn’t give them any trouble. They know he won’t, with his kid standing right there; they’re all so at ease about it, just a little formal. It’s more like a polite escort than an arrest. They load Lee in a second car that has pulled into the lot, and on the way to wherever they are taking him, they ask him who to call, what to do with the girl. Her mother, he explains, is out of town, out of range. Who else is there?

			In the other car, Lee is fielding questions too, no doubt, and he hasn’t had the foresight to tell her not to answer, that she doesn’t have to answer. Now, on the ride to the jail, he thinks about all the things she’s seen him do and done herself, and though he thinks she has the good sense to keep her mouth shut, he remembers all those tears she tried to hide from him on their first few nights together, and the sass she’s been showing him now that she’s gotten comfortable enough, and when it comes down to it, he just doesn’t know what she will or won’t tell, what kind of fortitude she does or doesn’t have, or what they might threaten her with.

			The cars are cruising one behind the other up Highway 1, in the line of people leaving the parish, and Lee is in the lead car. They put her in the back seat, just like she was a criminal herself. Is it like that? Even if she’s just along for the ride? He can see the shadow of her head. She turns around in her seat and watches the progress of his car, her face pale, and at a red light they are close enough to make eye contact, and she squints and waves on faith but she’s likely blinded by the headlights.

			No way her mother will ever let this drop. He’ll never see his daughter again. If he doesn’t drown in the parish jail, if he gets even a minute with her again, he’ll answer her question, the one he never answered. Why did you deny me? He still doesn’t know how to answer it, but it has something to do with all this rage, with how he knows—has always known—that things cannot go on as they have been, that her mama had figured it out and he still hadn’t, still hasn’t. He knows this by the tightening in his chest when he thinks too hard on the future. He knows by certain signs that he is mostly in the habit of ignoring, because what you can’t prevent, you might as well ignore. If you listened to everything they told you to do or not do, you’d never have time for a beer in the afternoon. There’s nowhere to live that isn’t under threat from one thing or another. Tornadoes, hurricanes, brush fires, tidal waves, oil spills, drive-by shootings. Earthquakes, which seem a hell of a lot worse than any storm. Just wait around, and some disaster will find you. Watch for the lantern (you’ll see it too late): one if by land, two if by sea. Turn around, don’t drown. The great, swooping forces of fate will dip down, haphazard, not fate at all really, it isn’t personal. More like a cosmic accident, a dog knocking over your beer with its tail. Nothing with a capital N, brushing your shoulder, whispering in your ear: Tag, you’re it.

		

	
		
			Jamie

			When he gets the call from the police, it’s a relief to be given a task, a way to be useful, to forget for even a moment about his missing bird, his missing grandfather. He confirms that he is family, presents his ID, signs some papers while the prisoners at the county jail are paraded out, handcuffed, Boy among them—he won’t look at Jamie or Lee when he passes—into the big white bus that will evacuate them to a facility farther north.

			The girl slings her backpack and a thin box—a board game? oh, a Ouija board—onto the floorboard of Jamie’s truck and climbs in, feet propped on her stuff, knees nearly to her chin. She keeps her eyes trained out the window, doesn’t ask where they’re going, what’s going to happen next. A good thing too, because Jamie does not know. Holly and her family are gone by now. He takes her to the only place he can think to go, where he has always gone for safety: home. That house has weathered so many storms, not least the one that wiped out a whole village on Chenière Disparue. His grandfather told him that story every time the wind got wild or thunder shook the walls. The good bones of this house always hold. For 120 years, its bones have held.

			They stop first at the grocery store, looking for water, nonperishables—he knows to do that much. The shelves have been ransacked; they’re empty, except for chickpeas and hominy, which he loads, in quantity, into the buggy.

			He is sure—is he sure? he’s not at all sure—that by now his grandfather’s car will be in the driveway, that Cheet Cheet will be back in her cage, and he prays his long-ago prayer, the incantation of names, his grandfather’s, Cheet Cheet’s, his own, but as he comes around the bend: still no sign of his grandfather, no sign of the bird. No one is coming to rescue them. Jamie is on his own, solely responsible for this girl, solely responsible for himself.

			He’s heard nothing from Holly, though he’s texted her twice. Nothing on Facebook either. It isn’t true, he wants to tell her—is desperate to tell her—that he doesn’t take sides. But he knows his own limits, how deeply the dread can set in (look at his father), because to care at all is to drown in caring. We all make our compromises. You accept things that in another frame of reference are an atrocity. You find a home in a place that is only better than any other place because it knows you, accepts you. Not, though, he thinks, if you mouth off, like Holly does. Then home will drop you like a newborn in a dumpster. And he doesn’t have another home than this one. Never wanted another one.

			He puts Lee to work unloading the cans into the pantry while he plugs the tub and fills it. Salvages an empty milk jug from the trash, washes it out, and fills that too. He finds every flashlight and lantern, checks the batteries. He gathers every candle and matchbox. Then he and Lee sit down on the couch to watch the TV.

			The storm, all lit up green and yellow, swirls in the Gulf, about 150 miles away. Between the tracking updates and the evacuation footage and the interviews with parish presidents (Mr. Bourgeois among them, looking harried, sounding dire), experts weigh in on the Spill, what the storm will do. It may drive oil onto the shore, push oil deep into the wetlands—disaster upon disaster—or it may do just the opposite, if they’re on the right side of it, not the “dirty” side. It could drive the slick away, farther into the Gulf; it could whip up the oil on the surface, break it down, send it flying, disperse it, better than any chemical dispersant. But no one has seen anything like this. In other words, no one knows.

			The light has changed throughout the house; shadows are sighing and settling into place. He turns on the living room lamps. “Are you hungry?” he asks, and Lee shakes her head. “It’s like a slumber party,” he says. “Think of it like that.”

			“Okay,” the girl says, hugging herself.

			“Let’s do the Ouija board,” Jamie says. He hasn’t seen one of these since he was a kid, calling up the dead in Holly’s bedroom, giggling or scaring themselves, in their jammies. He knew she was pushing the little pointer around, just making up stories, but why not? They’re true even if they aren’t. He believes in ghosts, even though he doesn’t. Like he believes in God, even though he doesn’t. That Saint James medal around his neck will keep them safe in the storm. He decides to believe this too.

			Lee opens the box, unfolds the board onto the coffee table. She starts to light a pair of candles, but he tells her not to waste them while the power’s still on. He pretends he’s never done any of this before. “Put your fingers on that side,” she says to Jamie, resting her fingertips delicately on the plastic. “Don’t press too hard.” Then, to the board: “Is anyone here with us now?”

			They wait for something to happen. Outside, the wind is making the window screens sing. Lee leans over the board, her long fingers on the planchette, her hair and clothes mussed, needing something, needing what? She’s about the age Jamie was when his father died. What must he have looked like then to Holly, to his grandparents? Lost and needful, waiting for answers, too timid to ask. Newly a stranger, cloaked in his own grief. He pushes the pointer just a little toward NO, and then he sails it on over to YES. She looks at him, startled and delighted. “Who are you?” she says.

			Holly always made up the craziest names, the nuttiest deaths, words misspelled, answers erratically unfurled. He spells out N-O-E-T-R-R-E-B-N-E and pretends to be amazed. “Oh my God,” he says, pulling a face. “It’s my great-great-great-great-great-great grandfather.” Who knows how many greats, he can never keep track.

			“Are you moving it?”

			“No! Are you?”

			“Did you die in this house?” she asks.

			YES.

			Something slaps against the front door and they both gasp, nearly upset the unlit candles. The trees wave and bow in the dark outside but not violently yet. Jamie strings together the story he has heard so many times: the long-ago storm that blew in without warning, the rising flood, the crowd in this sheltering house. He’s scaring her now, so he rights the ship. He gives her a happy ending, a true one, just like his grandfather always told it: Noé Terrebonne survived the hurricane, along with everybody else under this roof. He died an old man in his bed, right here in this very house. See those floorboards over there? See these crossbeams up in the attic? See this delicate little coffee cup in Maw Maw’s cabinet? All that survived too. On est bien tranquille dans cette maison, chère. Don’t you worry.

			The lights flicker but do not go out.

			Eventually, after they put away the Ouija board, turn down the TV, and play cards until their eyes are heavy, the girl falls asleep on the couch. Jamie covers her with an afghan and then keeps watch in his grandfather’s chair. His heart will not settle down. The house ticks and sighs under his feet, groans and talks back to the wind. The photographs of his grandparents that hang over the TV—a pair of portraits from when they were recently married, black and white, their busts fading into the white background, as though swallowed by a fog—who are these faces? They are no one he knows, they are figures out of myth, they are stories he’s been told, they are the part of himself made from those stories. But they aren’t his grandparents. And the house without them—without them as he has actually known them—what kind of place is this to make a life? All the pictures in boxes, the newspaper clippings, his father’s vinyl records, his grandmother’s socks, all the beloved, burdensome stuff.

			In the morning, having slept little, Jamie and Lee make sandwiches from whatever is left in the refrigerator. Now there’s no denying the wind. It’s constant, blustery, and the rain has started up too, coming in at an angle, peppering the house. He brings out the boxes from the closet where his grandmother stored all the newspaper clippings, ships’ manifests and photos, their family archive. They’re cousins, he and this girl, they have the same great-grandparents, but she won’t know all these stories—she’s never been part of this family. He points out her grandmother, Tante Esseline, and his grandmother as young women, wearing straw hats and dipping nets in the water for crabs. He shows her a set of photos from the time the grandmothers spent in New Orleans, both dressed like forties movie stars, with a different pair of men in each photo. He shows her their own fathers together, on his father’s beautiful boat, both happy, rich with their own gumption, and for a minute, he can remember his father that way, a hero. He finds the newspaper clippings about the storm of 1893, the picture of Noé Terrebonne, haunted, on the rescue boat from New Orleans. “That’s him,” he says to Lee, “the one who talked to us last night. He’s watching over us. Okay? We’ll be fine.” She nods, her great brown lantern eyes wanting to believe. He thinks she decides to believe. He thinks maybe he will too.

			They’ve had the TV on, keeping tabs on Nestor. The satellite image has gone a blistering, volcanic red, a ball of flame, a swirling sun, bearing down, pretty much exactly over the source of the Spill, the place they’ve all been watching for months now, like the storm itself has erupted from the bed of the sea. Storm Explosively Intensifies Overnight, reads the caption. It is thirty miles away, and then it is thirteen, and then the north rim of the eye is sawing into the coastline. Sustained winds of 145 miles per hour, gusts of 165 miles per hour. Truly a monster of a storm, Steve. The screen goes black, white text: We are currently experiencing technical difficulties. Please stand by. The trees now are bending over, bowing low, the wind a roar, the windowpanes rattling.

			Then something changes, the house sighs, the lights blink out. Lee goes to the big window at the front of the house and says, “Is that water in the yard?” Hard to tell, with the rain and wind blurring the whole world. Everything is a mad, gray tumble, the trees, the grass, the bayou out there, welling up. The oak tree at the end of the driveway leans and leans and groans and pops and finally, in a volley of rifle-shot bursts, crashes onto the telephone poles across the road, drags them down, all tangled in wires.

			They should not have stayed. They should have driven anywhere else. There will be no search and rescue in the middle of the storm.

			Then he feels the wetness in the carpet, the dark of it spreading, rising into a puddle. Water coming under the door. Sense leaves him and he flies through the house for every towel, blanket, comforter, absorbent cloth he can find, and he tosses them to Lee and they make a mound at the door, and the mound soaks through and the water keeps coming. Then it is at their ankles, then it is at their knees. They climb onto the kitchen table, and when the water keeps coming even then, Jamie fills grocery bags with every can of food, passes them to Lee.

			“Father D,” she says, panicking now. “He’ll know what to do.” Jamie pulls his phone out of a back pocket, and by some miracle, it still works. The girl knows the number by heart, she says, and he hands her the phone, listens as she leaves a frantic message—There’s water in the house! She says where she is, more or less, and then the connection blinks out. No service.

			A lantern in one hand and the jug in the other, Jamie sloshes down the hall, Lee following behind. He pulls at the cord that brings down the ladder to the attic. Wrangling the supplies, they climb, and the water climbs behind them. Somewhere below, glass shatters. Jamie draws up the ladder, shuts the hatch. When he was a young boy, he always imagined what might be in this attic: ghosts from long ago, ghosts of those who drowned under these very eaves in that long-ago storm, the ghost of his father, come back home. But it’s just a reliquary, a heap of boxes casting shadows in the lantern light. Dust and stifling heat and steep angles and low-hanging rafters and not much of a shelter against the freight train bearing down outside. Here are the bones of the house. Here are its century-old bones. Seventy people sheltered under these rafters—impossible to imagine.

			Lee is in a heap on the dusty floor, arms folded over her head, in hysterics. Somehow, Jamie is not. He crouches down too, next to the girl. He folds her into his chest, gives her shelter. He says, “Shh,” but the wind is louder, and like a mad giant, the wind peels back a strip of the roof at the other end of the attic, and the wind gusts in around them, whipping her hair into his face. The girl squeezes Jamie’s arms so hard her nails bite in.

			There they stay, and they don’t know how long they stay that way, faces buried in each other’s shoulders. Then it all stops. Goes quiet. Where is the wind? Light—white and clean—streams through the gape in the roof. Jamie disentangles himself from the girl, stands, and staggers over to the hole.

			Quiet. Blue skies. God’s great open eye, rimmed by a lid of clouds. He hauls himself up, climbs onto the roof. It’s beautiful. It truly is. He knows this quiet won’t last. Lee’s head pops up. She won’t take Jamie’s hand but stays half-submerged in the attic, like an alligator peeking up. Around himself, Jamie sees: water and water. The bayou, swallowing everything. The marsh behind, overtopping the levee, meeting the bayou. Forcing a compromise. Trees and poles aslant or floating. The water, everywhere, showing off the destruction it made. The storm is only taking a breath.

			Then, just to the north: a tiny boat, yellow as a banana, coming around Holly’s flooded house. Its bow swings fiercely right and left as a man with one arm in a sling paddles slowly, clumsily toward them.

		

	
		
			Fabian

			They helped him clamber onto the roof, the boy and the girl each tugging an armpit. He brought bottles of water, a flashlight, all he had to offer that would fit in the kayak. They hauled up the kayak too, and as the wind started blowing again, they showed him down into the attic, where they had made a safe place under a low eave with a barricade of boxes. They took shelter there, far from the hole in the roof, to wait out the storm’s second act. He could do so little for them—they had already done for themselves—but he came. He was there. “Where is your father?” he said to the girl.

			“In jail,” which seemed like another stunner of a lie, like her mother leaping from a rig, but that had been true and—he was sure—so was this. He didn’t ask why, none of his business, but she told him anyway, shyly, apologetic. “I’m sorry,” she said.

			Then the storm returned, still angry but more merciful than before.

			On the roof the next morning, under the bluest, most innocent sky, they were still waiting, floodwaters lapping at the eaves, heat gathering like gulls on a midden. For hours, he waited with the children, sweltering. Helicopters flew overhead, and they waved, all arms. They opened cans of chickpeas and hominy. They rationed water.

			Then, who would believe it? Only someone like his sister or his own self as a child, seeing God in everything, everywhere, faith-blind, would believe it. A hum and flutter. A flash of blue on the eaves. A little bird, a pet bird. A miracle. The boy whistled her over and she lit on his head, gripping his hair in tiny feet. She had been missing, he said, since the day before. How on earth does such a feather of life survive? The boy stowed her gently in a shoebox he found in the attic and he kept peeking under the lid to see that she was still there.

			In the afternoon, they heard a buzzing somewhere. A motorboat—it sped toward them, bouncing, then slowed, Vince at the stern with his hand on the tiller and a woman on the front bench, searching. Fabian and the children called out, waved. “Up here!” Vince cut the engine and the boat skated across the water, bumping against the ruined house. The woman rose from her seat like she might jump overboard, calling out—“Lee! Lee!”—raising her arms, spreading them wide, ready to catch them all.

			

			—

			Now it is nearly September, his elbow is stiff but healed, and tomorrow, he will board a flight that will take him from New Orleans to New York to Lagos to Port Harcourt—back home. Vince will shuttle him to the airport and see him off. Fabian has given away most of his things, shipped his books, his notebooks full of sermons, a record of this time, of his mind. The rectory, on higher ground than the Terrebonnes’ house, was spared the flood.

			Again and again, Fabian has traced a maze of logic, all the means by which such a tiny bird could have survived such a mighty gale, and there are many ways, he knows, many accidents—not fate but circumstance. In the end, though, why not let it mean something more? The thesis to the antithesis. A promise. The divine.

			Everything he is taking with him he has packed into the little hard-sided suitcase that Rosa left him. Her husband has been missing since the storm. Not a trace, not a word. Presumed dead, one of several that no one can account for. On the luggage tag, Fabian put his own name along with his sister’s Port Harcourt address. His bike, now repaired, he will give to Vince to give to someone, or to keep, but for now he rides it where he needs to go and where he doesn’t need to go. He doesn’t need to ride the thirty miles to the beach one more time on this narrow highway, but he does it, because he can.

			He sets out just before dawn, headlamp ablaze atop a helmet, tender with his arm. The late-August day will become unbearably, dangerously hot, and even now, the sticky, suffocating humidity is almost enough to turn him back. He pedals on, no headphones now. He wants to hear everything, not only out of caution. Let them try to run him off the road.

			He rides past bent-backed, denuded oaks, past trees uprooted and leaning on houses. Past tangled sheets of tin that once were warehouses and past telephone poles aslant. Blue tarps on roofs. Boats belly-up in the bayou. A house in the bayou. The gas station where he used to buy his newspaper, crushed under its crumpled awning. Splintered wood, debris wherever it landed. Piles at the ends of driveways where people have started rebuilding their lives.

			At the rectory, the water rose to within a foot of the door and there it stayed, for days. And the wind this time—oh, the wind! Worse than Katrina. And now when he talks with these parishioners, who think he is so different from them, he can say with stubborn pride and real understanding, This was so much worse than Katrina. But the rectory remains. The church lost some brickwork and windows, but it, too, is still standing, much as it was.

			And the Spill? The storm, after all, was a kind of blessing, a kind of miracle—for Louisiana, at least—pushing the slick away to the east. Everyone—Fabian too—is thanking God for the miracle, but of course, what to do for the people on other coasts, Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, where the oil came ashore? Same old paradox of faith. Who is punished and who relieved? Does Job deserve the suffering heaped upon him? And if not, what kind of god would allow it? After the storm passed, they went back to work drilling the relief well, drilling for weeks, the oil spilling for weeks, until finally the flow was redirected, weakened enough to be capped with cement, killed before it killed them all. Between Nestor and the sheer tons of dispersant, the oil is no longer much in evidence here, though the invisible threat lingers, somewhere far below. You can’t wash away guilt so easily. It isn’t what you bury, it’s how you live.

			When the girl and her mother came to ask him—beg him—to drop the charges against the girl’s father, he said, “These aren’t charges I can drop. Hit-and-run is a felony crime.” The girl started to cry, and pity—if not forgiveness—welled up in him. He could not deny her. He told the police he had been mistaken. It wasn’t that truck. The license number was misprinted. The witness who had written it down, gone from the parish. Yet a small seed of vanity remained: The girl’s father would know Fabian had shown him mercy, and the man would carry that shame all his life.

			He gets to the beach when the sun is well up, and he leaves his bike leaned over flat in the sand, takes off his shoes, and walks. As the sun climbs the sky, the water turns silver, then gray, then brown. In places, his feet kick at pebbles that, when he picks them up and looks carefully, are not pebbles at all but tarry chunks of oil. He puts them in his pockets, a souvenir for his nephews, for his sister, for Afini, now Alex again, who this week, without fanfare or explanation or apology, found Fabian on social media and pinged him with a message. Father Fabian, the message said, dripping with deadpan irony, I have been wondering what became of you. Isn’t the internet wonderful.

			He will stay with his sister until he figures out what to do, whether to be a priest anymore, whether this feeling—this resurgence of faith—will last. He is not too upset to be going home, after all.

			When he was a child, his sister was home, and in flares that brighten then fade, like gas flares over the marsh, he remembers the nights of waiting for her to return from Port Harcourt for a visit, the darkness of the village, the shadowy, gaslit house, the watchful trees circling the family compound like wolves. Father, mother, grandmother, uncles, and aunts, the rising hum of their breathing, an embrace, and God was watching, God was love, God would see his sister home. The quiet and waiting. Every sound a surprise. This village full of ghosts. He could see them sometimes. Then, the last flicker of the gaslight, the sudden velvet dark, and he was nowhere. He was untethered from love, and God was nowhere. At last, though, the little bell on the gate would ring out, her knuckles would tap at the door. He settled on her like a pestering fly, and she buried her nose behind his ear, leaving the warm imprint of a kiss, tucked always there, just behind his ear, that feeling of home.

			The Gulf water will be a bath right now, the sun hot enough to have warmed its very depths, it seems, down a mile, even, to the cement-plugged well. He hasn’t brought a towel, but the day will dry him. The water moves and the birds move. The gulls complain; he’s an intruder on the quiet beach. A brown pelican makes itself into an arrow, dives into the waves. The beach is otherwise empty of souls.

			Fabian takes off his shirt. No one is here to see. He even takes off the sweat-soaked shorts he biked in, with their pockets full of tar, and stands naked in the open air, under the merciless sun. Let them try to run him off, let the gulls scream. The waves tap at his toes, approach and retreat. He walks in. The water is tepid, salted, summer. He casts his body onto the waves, licks the salt from his lips, reaches for the horizon, swims out. On and on, he swims. And when exhaustion presses him, he turns back to the beach. If he swims back now, his feet will soon find sand. He’ll stand, and he’ll wade back to shore.
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			At seventy years old, Rosa packs her suitcase for the only flight she’s ever taken in her life. It’s the only suitcase she has, and she wants it to see some place other than the inside of a hospital. Among her clothes and cosmetics, she tucks bricks of Community Coffee, tiny landscapes hand-painted on oyster shells, a dictionary of Cajun French—gifts from Pelerin Parish. In a zipper pocket of her purse, she stashes her passport and checks again and again to see that it’s still where she put it. The trip will do her good. She’s tired of grieving, tired of her house, her husband, the daily pain of looking at a grandson who looks like the son she lost.

			She’s going with three of the ladies who make up the Bayou Pelerin Heritage Society, one of them her sister, Esseline. She has known these ladies all her life. They were girls together, and young women, and now old women, though they haven’t always been friends, and really aren’t now. The ladies want to see where they came from, and Rosa thinks, Right here is where we came from, but it’s a good reason to see something different. At home, their history is slipping away. Only the old people (like her) speak French anymore. When her grandson would trail after her, begging to learn, she’d say, “Why?” They didn’t hide it from him, but she wasn’t going to teach it. Even the land is forgetting, washing away. So the ladies, Rosa too, visited archives, made phone calls, sent emails, built their levees of memory and record, traced their lineage, flew over the vast stretches of history like gulls over the sea.

			Finally, in October, they board a plane out of New Orleans to trace the path of their ancestors. They begin in France, in Marseille, rent a car, and with Rosa at the wheel, they drive north. She’s the only one who can drive stick.

			They drive north without stopping, through lush river gorges, around winding curves where ancient-looking stone houses nestle tight against the road, past signs for troglodyte ruins, pilgrimage trails, the caves of Lascaux, and finally reach the great, green blank of Poitou. Flatlands, industrial-scale agriculture, open fields. This is the land of their ancestors, the first Terrebonnes, the Adams and Eves of the Broussards and Guidrys. They drive around the villages from which their ancestors supposedly came, Martaizé, Angliers, Aulnay. In La Chaussée, they park on a street corner and walk down the main road, but the townspeople do not stop their lives to welcome them. The ladies find a museum of the Acadian migration, just a one-room shop on a quiet road next to a little church. Everything is locked up, lights off. Fermé pour la saison. When they finally meet another person, a young man in a long leather coat, on his way into a metalworking shop, they ask about the museum, but the young man has never heard of it. “C’est droit là,” they say. It’s right there.

			“Mais, pensez donc,” he says, unfazed. In the courtyard past the gate, two old men gaze out at the four strangers, suspicious.

			The ladies explain about the Acadian migration. They say their last names. The young man shrugs. He’s never heard these names, and he’s been here all his life. He shouts to the old men, “Connaissez-vous des Terrebonne? Des Broussard? Des Guidry?”

			They don’t. Never did.

			With nothing else to see, no cousins to surprise with a visit, they tour around at random for a few days before heading back to Marseille, and because it’s on the way, Rosa insists they stop at Lascaux. The other women grumble, they don’t care about caves, and so they wait in the gift shop while Rosa goes in alone. She remembers the story from a National Geographic, some boys playing pirates in the dark, and then they set down a lantern. Voilà! A cathedral. The spirits of the long-dead past: dun horses and mammoths and reindeer and bison. A human hand outlined in ochre.

			That handprint, oh, that handprint brings tears. Rosa reaches out, stretches her fingers wide, measures by sight the length of this prehistoric hand. She wants so badly to touch the wall where this hand touched the wall, to reach across the void and feel what is left of this little person with the audacity to leave this stubborn mark.

			“Mais, that isn’t even the real cave,” Esseline says when Rosa emerges, blinking and wonderstruck. She hands Rosa a pamphlet in English. The real cave closed in the sixties. All that wet breath and sweat, all those curious hands with their insidious oils. They nailed it shut, built a replica. What Rosa took for stone was galvanized mesh and molded concrete. That hand, a reproduction.

			

			—

			They fly into Halifax, Nova Scotia, and rent a car again, cut across the peninsula’s narrow waist, watch out for moose, and make for Annapolis Royal, the Grand-Pré, LaHave, and the first French habitation at Port Royal. It’s almost November now, and the four ladies may be the only tourists in the whole province. The locals are fatigued and unimpressed. At the Port-Royal National Historic Site, already closed for the season, they stand on the trim green lawn under a drizzle, with the hoods of their raincoats up. The fort is gray stone, a modest little castle. The wind blows in violent gusts from the Annapolis River. The ladies circle the fort, which, like the Lascaux cave, is a replica, and find every gate and doorway locked. About fifty yards from the fort is a little white country house with roses bordering the path to the door. Rosa says, “I’m going to knock.”

			“Don’t bother those people,” says Esseline. They’re tired of lukewarm welcomes.

			A man answers, younger than Rosa, with shy eyes and hair in a sleepy whorl. She apologizes for disturbing him. She tells him her name and he brightens. She tells him where she is from. He steps into the day. He’s wearing knickers, woolen tights, wooden clogs. A green burlap waistcoat hangs around him like a bathrobe. He says his name is Melancon.

			“That’s a name I know,” she says.

			“Aw, ouais?” he says. “Parlez-vous français?”

			Once he starts talking, he doesn’t stop. He’s the caretaker, the tour guide, the keeper of the Acadian flame. He’s expecting a student group, and that’s why he’s in the knickers, but they’re comfortable, he says, better than jeans, and sometimes he wears them around, even when there isn’t a tour. He’s Acadian, he says, one of the few descended from the people who stayed. His ancestors were deported like everyone else, but they mutinied, turned the ship around. Heroes. When they returned, their homes were gone. Their land occupied. The English.

			She brings him over to the car, where the other ladies are waiting. She opens the trunk, opens the suitcase, gives him all the souvenirs she has brought and forgotten to give away. He receives these gifts like they are the knucklebones of a saint. He waves the ladies over to the front gates of the fort and lets them in. “Explore,” he tells them. “See how we lived back then.” As the school bus drives up, he says he has a twin brother who gives candlelight tours of the graveyard in Annapolis Royal. He bows deeply to the ladies and trots off to welcome the children.

			The graveyard tour begins too late for the others, so Rosa goes alone. The Melancon brother, the twin, wears a British redcoat and a black officer’s hat. Apart from this, he looks and behaves like the other one, but with a clumsy British accent. He gestures at a grassy dale under trees. “Acadians are buried there,” he says, with a contemptuous tone, playing the part. “But they marked their graves with wooden crosses instead of stones. A shame, isn’t it? We don’t even remember their names.” The British gravestones are etched with skulls, angelic wings stretching from their temples, or willow trees. Death but hope. Weeping but regeneration. “Willow trees will grow wherever you put them,” the Melancon brother says.

			Rosa’s hands are going numb. She hasn’t brought gloves, doesn’t even own gloves. Why did they come in October? The brother points out another stone and tells them that this woman came to a most embarrassing end, her nightgown caught fire from her lantern. “A cautionary tale,” he says, accusing his own lantern with his eyes, “so we don’t have a repeat occurrence tonight.” The tourists giggle, and Rosa thinks, Poor soul. All these years, they’ve been laughing at her gravestone.

			Then a most remarkable thing happens. From behind trees and headstones, ghosts emerge. A woman in a white nightgown shuffles through crackling leaves. A ghoul-eyed man in a peasant blouse and knickers brushes so near Rosa can smell the stale sweat from his attire. A grim reaper with a beard like Father Christmas looms under a tree while the group passes him by. It’s Halloween. Of course. Rosa completely forgot. A special performance for the tour.

			“I shall let you pass for now,” the grim reaper intones, “but I assure you, we will meet again. Someday.”

			Rosa takes her time leaving the graveyard, wandering among the stones. Somewhere, under her feet, are her ancestors’ bones. Somewhere in the world, until they are crushed to dust, are the bones of every man, woman, and child who has ever taken a breath, and even when they are crushed to dust, broken down to the fine powder from which they were first formed, they are somewhere, part of the dust of this world. Does it matter where they are? Does it matter if anyone knows where they are?

			There’s a story from back home about a girl who died of fever, and her old Cajun father, alone and mean and stingy, buried her in a pine coffin under a cypress tree at the forty-arpent line of his property, with a stone marker at least, her name scratched with a knife but no dates—Babette—like a dog. When a storm came, as it always does, the waters rose, as they always do, and the whining wind beat on the old man’s door—KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK! Three times, that happened—un deux trois!—and each time he thought, It’s that old oak tree blowing against the house. But then a moaning rose above the wind, a voice calling, Papa! Papa! Laisse-moi rentrer! When the waters finally went down and the neighbors came by to check on the old man, they found him dead, eyes popping with terror, hair gone stark white. Out back, the Gulf had pushed its curious fingers into the earth, poked Babette’s coffin from the ground like a plump, wet grub, carried it away into the marsh for raccoons and gators and rats. It’s a ghost story, but a true one, the grave part anyway.

			All those long-ago lives—what did they come to? Someone else’s parable, someone else’s prelude. A cautionary tale. Don’t light a lantern in your nightgown. Don’t bury your daughter in a pine box on land prone to flood. Don’t sell your birthright for a mess of beans. Don’t settle on earth that isn’t rightly yours. Prend pas des cinq-sous en bois.

			We want to touch the place, the past, the outlined palm. We want to say, Here is where it happened, here is where we lived, where we came from. Here are the buried Acadians, here is the farm they left behind, here are the sturdy walls of home.

			Or, Here my son is laid to rest. Here is where I will be laid to rest. Here is the place on the river where Jacob wrestled the angel. Here is the rocky place where he buried his wife.

			Here is the well, and here is the stone.

			Here is the land, and here is the sea.
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