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BOOK ONE





 part one




Québec 


1946—1961

Even when Jude was a boy, his arms and legs bulged, his neck corded, his muscled gut humped beneath his chest. On the steep fields above the road, above the river so wide they called it la mer, he worked in clothes the color of dirt, harder and faster than his uncles, though when he paused from digging, he stood awkwardly, uneasy with inaction. By the age of fifteen, he rarely stopped. He sat and ate in the same motion. He undressed and stretched on his bed and slept. Hardship had given his face the uneven angles of  an old apple pressed in among others in a cellar crate. He’d never closed his eyes to wonder at what couldn’t be seen.

That autumn ended a dry summer. Foliage was dull, like rusted machinery on the hills. Potato harvest had him carving furrows in chill earth. He could never have imagined that a decade later villagers would still discuss the days that led to his disappearance. Or that some nights, watching TV, they would dream his fierce height and red hair, as if they might see him on a Hollywood street.

Of the nineteen Hervé children, he should have been the most content to stay. His grandfather, Hervé Hervé, had raised him, and together they’d fished paternal waters with the regularity of Mass. The Hervés had owned those first rough mountain farms since before the Seven Years War, and when Capt. George Scott burned the French homes, they didn’t flee to France. Nor did they relocate for the convenience of a telegraph line and a doctor when Jersey merchants built company villages. But for all their strength the family had developed an unusual trait. Children were born alternately brutes or runts, as if the womb had been exhausted. It was clockwork, enormous child then changeling. Villagers saw and feared this as if through some faint ancient recollection of stories that predated Christianity. They feared even the little ones, frail, scurrying beneath those hulking siblings.

Though half his children were runts as if by biblical curse, Hervé Hervé remained proud. Strong beyond his years, he brought up even the last of his sons to fish and  work the fields at a time when cod stocks were failing and farmland returning to forest. He’d grown up during the worst years of the emigration south and had seen too much change to trust it—the poverty, the wealth of war, and again the poverty—until he’d become as hard as the country that had been fled by hundreds of thousands so that it was he his children now fled. In fights, men broke knuckles on his face, his wide, almost Indian features expressionless, his weather-browned skin ignoring whatever bruise. He took his sons hunting hours through the drifts. He never used a compass, and once, when geologists and surveyors sent inland by the province disappeared, he retrieved them. In 1904, walking a dark road, he heard a shot from the woods and a bullet grazed his eye. No one believed it was an accident. If anything, his remaining eye became more intent, imprinted in memories and imaginations. Some claimed he measured the distance to the sea by tasting snow.

In his first marriage he fathered three boys and three girls. Of those sons, two were keepers—he spoke of his children, if at all, in the language of a fisherman. He bred his wife hard, and when she foundered in childbed, he replaced her with Georgianne, a sturdier woman of no small religious bent who gave him eleven more. Jude was the illegitimate son of a brutish Scots-American tourist and Agnès, Georgianne’s fourteen-year-old daughter, who, intent on not giving birth, pummeled her belly, threw herself down hills and stairs, plunged into icy water and hurtled against low branches so that to the villagers she looked like a sideshow tough training for a bareknuckle  fight. The pregnancy held and Jude was born with a flat nose and the glassy gaze of a punch-drunk fighter. But he wasn’t born alone. He came into the world with a tiny twin sister, in his arms, it was told, as though he expected further violence.

All were surprised to see a keeper and a runt together, as if he should have emerged with a bag of gnawed bones. Villagers who knew the family accounts believed the Hervé curse was the result of some past perversion or sin. When winter or sickness came, the runts were the first to go, abused or disregarded by the giants. Oddly, though, with the years, it became apparent that Jude adored his quivering sister. He grew fast and started walking so young the villagers doubted his age, and whenever Isa-Marie, still in diapers, began to cry, he leaned against her cradle like a greaser on his Chevy. No two children could grow to be more different, Isa-Marie often at church, the pages of her school books crammed with magazine clippings of popes or saints, Jude eager for work, slogging up to the fields each spring just to see the sodden furrows set against the sky, the huge vents of mud.

Of Agnès no memory would remain, only a photo, a handsome girl, eyelashes dark and long, lips pushed out to greet the world’s pleasures. She’d fed them bitter milk for three months as outside spring lit winter’s crevices, the sky bright as a movie screen, the first tourist cars hanging streamers of dust. That July she disappeared, only the orphaned twins and Jude’s name to remember her by. The tourist father had been called Jude, she’d told them. As  for Isa-Marie, the grandmother had named her for a long-dead sister, some Isabelle from another life.

Hervé Hervé was sixty-six that year, late to be a father again. On the day of Jude’s birth he’d recognized the child as one of his own. He’d taken the silent newborn wrapped in a sheet to the salt-pitted scales, in the full April winds off the St. Lawrence, and reckoned his weight to a penny. By the time Jude was seven, Hervé Hervé was casting bets as to what he could pick up: crates of cod, a rusted foremast in the rocks. At his grandfather’s command, Jude stripped to chickenflesh and yellowed briefs. The crates went up, the mast wobbled and rose. Hervé Hervé gathered change, fragrant cigarettes brought by a sailor, a dollar pinned beneath a rock against the wind. Off a ways Moise Maheur watched with his own son, an angular boy with a protruding chin and squinty eyes, five years Jude’s elder, about the same height. Hervé Hervé put his pipe in a pocket, lit a cigarette, froze each man with his one eye and proposed a second bet. It was a June day, wind lifting spray off shallow breakers as the crowd stood in the cool light and watched. The Maheur boy threw punches as if they were stones. Jude’s came straight from the chin. The men shook their heads and looked away. Hervé Hervé counted up, gave Jude a penny for good measure.

Jude grew within the time capsule of this affection, an odd tableau for the fifties: the swarthy grandfather with his pagan eye, and his atavistic protégé, fighting, stripped to the waist, coarse reddened skin like a wet shirt against muscle. Hervé Hervé decided to train him, told him to  split wood, more than they could need or sell. Run, he shouted, pointing to the mountain. Each morning he gave him a jar of raw, fresh milk despite the disapproval of his wife, and Jude, stomach burbling, followed along to be weighed in.

For the people of the village, the fights were less amusing each year as small, plum-colored bruises became missing teeth, black eyes, great cancerous swellings on the faces of their sons. Soon people were saying, Doesn’t he know those times are over? Does he think this can go on forever? Jude’s birth had coincided with the end of the war, and only a few years afterward, electricity had reached the village. Power lines stretched over the mountains and above the potato fields so that, hoeing, they could feel the thrum in their bones. Salesmen soon arrived with new contraptions, and children crowded to inspect the fluffy contents of a vacuum bag or to let the metal wand make hickeys on their arms. There was something innocent, light about the age, the future destined to be better.

 

 

When Jude and Isa-Marie were ten, their grandmother, shocking village and curé alike, claimed that the ghost of her son had visited, some long-lost favorite of hers who’d fled west and never returned. In her stolid way she’d said that out there in the vast, English-speaking world she had other grandchildren who needed saving. Though Hervé Hervé tried to curb this madness, she left in the night with only her knitting and egg money, as well as  some baby clothes and hand-me-downs, and was never seen again. The betrayal enraged Hervé Hervé, his bouts of drinking more violent, his sons and daughters less inhibited. Jude’s grandmother, medieval in her devotion, had run the house firmly, and without her there was no one to save them from their appetites.

Soon even the youngest of Jude’s aunts and uncles were gone, fled or married. The house became dirty. Clothes went unmended. While Jude and Hervé Hervé worked, Isa-Marie studied or read or clipped up discarded church magazines and taped the holy images to her wall: missionary priests, saintly house pets, jungle savages who’d joined the clergy, the scars of piercings still visible on their round, beatific faces. From time to time two married aunts came by, gossiped in the kitchen, cleaned and left bowls of fried eggs, bacon, and potato that Jude and Hervé Hervé ate cold for breakfast, lunch and dinner. That spring another aunt moved in with her four children after her husband wrecked his rig on the north coast and was crushed by logs. The house became almost normal, hot meals, scents of baking, diversity of tastes. Even Isa-Marie ventured from her room to help, Jude hulking along at her side, learning to pin diapers and powder bottoms. In those years he became kinder, made an effort to piece letters together at school, eyes bobbing in his head as he tried to figure out where to put his hands on the book. He learned to write his name, and under Isa-Marie’s supervision, wrote it often. In summer there were flowers on the table, berries picked and made into pies. During a February blizzard Isa-Marie gave out  Valentines, each a paper heart glued with clippings of bleeding Jesuses, praying Virgins, and women’s pumps from the Eaton’s catalog. But Hervé Hervé’s drinking increased. By autumn the aunt had moved out with her children. The other two resumed their visits: fried papery eggs, carbonized bacon. They smoked in the kitchen and told stories: fathers in drunken threesomes with teenaged daughters, a pregnant woman who accidentally swallowed bleach and gave birth to an albino.

Isa-Marie returned to the silence of her room. Flowers dried on the table, stems rotting in brackish water. Jude watched his aunts from the doorway. He recalled the wild, innocent laughter of children. Before that, what? An old woman with a jaw like a log splitter, the way she’d held his collar as she scrubbed at his face. His only memory of maternal love.

 

 

Shortly after Jude turned fifteen, Hervé Hervé started taking him to traveling fairs, pitting him against grown men on sawdust stages after the shows had closed. Locals who recalled the towering, wide-jawed Scots-American tourist believed Jude was a fine fusion. Even as a toddler, he couldn’t be knocked down, simply rebounding like an inflatable doll with weighted feet. Hervé Hervé had trained him well. He bet heavily, treated Jude’s cuts with whisky, swigged and counseled in technique, to work the lower ribs and solar plexus. Jude’s only hint of softness was full, feathery lashes he’d inherited from his mother, out of place on his red fighter’s face though he  was never mocked. He already weighed two hundred and twenty pounds.

Though Jude did his grandfather’s bidding, fought well and never lost, his greatest love remained his sister. Ever since he’d been a toddler, he’d watched over her. If she was teased or berated, he was immediately there, strutting and bobbing, his punch-drunk face bleary with that unblinking, walleyed look. Only his aunts’ talk of her frailty alarmed him, the way they clucked their tongues when she left the room. She often had colds and fevers, and she’d remained small, a pale girl with green doe eyes and tentative gestures. In church she prayed with her shoulders pulled forward so that she looked to be hugging herself, and often she sat in the sun, appearing asleep, or else she put her blankets on the floor, in the warm light beneath her window. The aunts commented that it was in her blood, that unlike Jude she’d inherited from her tourist father a southern predisposition. She wouldn’t make it here, they said. There was a country for everything.

One afternoon, through the dark boxed rooms of the house, Jude overheard his aunts discussing the days when children were given away. They recalled how a man with too many mouths to feed might hand one off to a neighbor with a barren wife. Families who needed a girl in the kitchen or a boy to learn a craft would go to another suffering from abundance. Sometimes there were loans, agreements that the child would return when his oldest siblings moved out. Or there were flat-out trades for a garden cart or a saw. The aunts recalled those that Hervé Hervé had given away, a Jean-Felix, a Marie-Ange. It had  once been a common enough practice in the peninsula, somewhat outdated when Hervé Hervé, ashamed of the runts, had taken it up. The aunts laughed. He’d bought men drinks and lied about ages, saying a six-year-old was four. Everyone had known that he gave away lemons.

Gradually, fear took control of Jude’s simple mind, and he became certain that while he was working the fields or gutting fish, his grandfather would hand Isa-Marie off like a bag of potatoes. Though their long hours of labor were conducted in silence, at times, when Hervé Hervé drank, he spoke a little and Jude listened as best he could. Hervé Hervé mumbled about Les États, about sons who’d left with the thousands of others seeking a better life and the daughters who’d been stolen by tourists. Même ta mère, he told Jude. He spat and cursed the foreigners who took everything, the fish from the St. Lawrence, the village girls. Jude had heard some talk about tourists, that to keep them coming, shops had hired women to wear old bonnets and dresses, and to bring looms or spinning wheels down from their attics and set them into motion. Men were even employed to cure cod in public displays as it had been done for centuries. But Jude never considered that the silly, rich tourists could constitute another threat to Isa-Marie, that one might stop and toss her in the trunk of his car like a flat tire.

Now, as he worked, he considered the strangeness of the years, how he’d once been with her often, walking her to school or to church with their grandmother. He’d carried Isa-Marie on his shoulders, or clumped along behind her. But then he’d quit school to work. He’d  stopped going to church, and she’d continued. With his grandfather, in the boat, on the slow rise and fall of swells, or cleaning fish, his scale-encrusted shirt like armor, he wondered where she was, what she did alone. When he saw her, they no longer touched. Evenings he sat at her bedside and gazed at her with his dumb, broken features, and she at him with her delicate pretty face. They had little games. She brushed her hair behind her ear, shrugged and smiled so that it fell forward again, ducked her head and brushed it back. He watched, and after sitting awhile, shifty with unspent energy, made a passable smile. He looked at his red hands curved halfway to fists, the veins between the knuckles, the nails the shape and color of the tabs on soda cans. He often noticed her fingers on the Bible. Outside wind shook the leaves. Clothes moved in pantomime on the line. She watched him. He believed she was destined for something great.

 

 

That year, Isa-Marie was becoming a woman at last. She didn’t have the rearing, disheveled sex-appeal, the galloping bosoms of other girls, but frailty and lack of appetite gave her a slight, fragile beauty. Her shy manner, the way she peeked at the world past sweeping hair, incited in men a desire to embrace her gently, as if she were a childhood teddy, and, simultaneously, to ply the plush, stretch her limbs, toss her stuffings into the air. By becoming a woman she sanctioned the pedophile in sailor and school superintendent alike.

But that she ever knew the touch of a man, there was little possibility. Jude would have cuffed the curé for looking sidelong, and if the curé never did, it was because Jude made impossible all sins except those cherished in her heart. Among the village youths, the few who’d dared mock her or who, sitting behind her in class, had dipped the sun-blond ends of her hair in the ink pot, had received a slight shy gaze and soon after a roadside walloping that left bruises the size of horseshoes. But those months that her pale beauty became apparent, any man who so much as tried to speak with her was at risk, and once, when a tourist stopped his car for directions, Jude pelted it with firewood. Even the few girls Isa-Marie had as friends stayed away, afraid of Jude, who, like some mythical being, watched over her constantly. Often he came upon her as she sat alone, face to the fleeting sunshine, and then she’d hear him and jump. Cold made the skin around her eyes swell as if she’d been crying. She looked at the ground when he was near. She kept to herself or lingered after Mass. At home she made a crèche, though the curé told her that the baby Jesus did not have stigmata and a crown of thorns, that the animals in the manger didn’t need halos.

The dry summer had passed, lilac and fireweed and the few wild roses withering in the headlands beyond the fields. Jude watched, drab clothes ghosted against dirt, an animal poised. On an October morning, as he went to cut kindling by the water pump, one of Isa-Marie’s schoolmates was waiting on the road to Mass. The boy  had rim glasses like those of the Monsignor and had once been praised by the schoolteacher for composing a sonnet on the life of St. Francis. He was holding a roll of paper bound in silk ribbon, which he extended when Isa-Marie stopped before him. He’d just begun to speak as Jude came down the hill through the trees with the thrashing of a bull elk. Without pause or warning, Jude leapt the embankment and carried the boy to the outhouse, where he kicked back the board and shoved his head into the rudiments and slime.

That evening, a brief, cold rain fell, and in sunset’s last silvery light, small pools shone as if the flat rocks of the coast had been strewn with mirrors. Isa-Marie had turned back on the road and skipped Mass. She’d gone home and into her room and hadn’t so much as glanced at Jude when he came in to mug about. She lay in her bed, turned away. He sat and shrugged and cracked his swollen knuckles, his glazed, red face blinking widely, often, as if to communicate feeling. Finally, he went outside and stood in the windy dark. The tide scraped the coast, and between a few isolated clouds a comet sketched a slow, bright flare. He stayed there until dawn lit the gradual contours of the eastern mountains.

Isa didn’t leave her bed the next day. At first no one noticed that she hadn’t gone to school, but when, two days later, she remained curled in her blankets, the aunts began to murmur. Jude felt Hervé Hervé watching him. Winter was coming on hard, and Isa-Marie had always found the cold difficult. Dawns, when ice flowers sprouted from the stomped and rutted mud of the road, Jude returned  inside and went into her room. She wouldn’t look at him. She lay on the bed, breathing shallowly, turned to the window. What sunlight filtered through the dirty glass made her skin appear translucent, bluish veins in her temples and throat.

Now, as he did his chores, for the first time he dimly sensed all that he didn’t understand. Because of his and Isa-Marie’s silence or because she’d been born in his arms and their hearts had beat together so long, he’d assumed to know her mind. But perhaps she’d been in love, the moments before he came crashing onto the road the happiest of her life. He worked in a frenzy, feeding animals and mucking the barn, heaps of manure steaming in the pasture. A dry, crystalline snow fell and puffed about his feet. He gazed up at her window. He tried to understand her heart, to know what would make her better. He closed his eyes and saw sunshine. He saw the cup of the world spreading like a flower with dawn, wide and brilliant beneath the sun, then wilting into a fragrant dark.

 

 

The tourists were fleeing winter, their long cars passing along the road in convoys. Days shortened, the sky a cramped, closed space, low and gray, and in the gradual darkness the coast became a rim of ash. Only a few lingered with cameras and tripods, parking in the weeds and hiking onto rises to click shots of the sea, the turning leaves, the rough, exposed shape of the land. Jude watched them, these often thin, dapper men who wore  their pants tight at the waist like skirts, and others, long-haired, sporting dainty glasses with colored lenses. They ventured into his field, stumbling on the furrows, watching the swift, automatic motion of his digging as he brought up potatoes from cold, clean dirt. He considered them violently, twisting the shovel deeper.

Though it was hardly possible not to overhear stories of the U.S., Jude had never seen any point in joining the speculation. Talk of fine pay and cheap, easy living meant nothing to him. Maybe, for some, the stony earth and brief summers were not enough, but he’d wanted little else. Only now, for the first time, he wondered who the tourists were, where they came from, what they knew. His father had been one, and his mother had gone south, and so perhaps, he considered, they were his people, too.

When he returned to the house, the aunts had just arrived, quiet now. Isa-Marie’s soft, persistent coughing came from upstairs. She’d always been sensitive to the chill—frileuse, the aunts had called her, la frileuse. She hadn’t left her bed or eaten in days. Afraid to wake her, he listened from outside her room. The few times he’d gone in just to hear her breathe he’d stepped softly, opened or closed the door as quietly as he’d been able. Hearing her cough, he felt as if he was struggling against something invisible, suffocating and blinding, like a blanket over his face. He wanted to know what he could do, who to fight.

From the unlit hallway he listened to his aunts.

C’est triste. But she would never have married. It was only a matter of time.

Oui, it’s sad. She should have gone to the convent.

Yes, the convent—she’d have made a good nun.

It is sad. Tellement triste. Elle était si jolie.

Jude stumbled outside. A gray sun settled faintly against a distant, watery horizon. Far off, the church’s spire was a frail ensign between sea and mountains. The cold mustered about him.

At the docks he found Hervé Hervé. He asked what they should do—rare words, stumbling, Qu’est-ce . . . qu’on devrait faire? Hervé Hervé had been drinking. He’d just tied down the weir and put up the boats. He stopped and took in Jude with his single eye.

There’s no point, he said against the windy silence. They die. People die. To call a doctor would be a waste of money. You can’t change anything.

In the darkening chill Jude rushed against this rage. He went to the woodpile and grabbed the axe and swung. He split savagely, driving aimless, glancing blows until the handle splintered. He crouched, panting. Not knowing how to cry, he could only groan. Stiffly, he walked to the outhouse. It was set back in the trees. He opened the door and knelt as his grandmother had taught him in church years ago. He lifted the board. Without closing his eyes, he pushed his head inside, down through the thin layer of ice.

 

 

The emigration to the factory towns of New England had begun after the rebellions of 1837 and 1838, and increased to a furor by 1880, the year of Hervé Hervé’s birth. As a boy, he’d watched for wagons in the gray light, the  huddled travelers with collars pulled to their ears. He and his father had sworn never to give up these lands. Their hatred of those who left was perhaps their only point of agreement with the curé. Several times each month, sermons described emigrants as lazy and self-centered. They were weakening the Church’s divine mission in North America. They were corrupted by the desires of their wives for luxury. Aux États they would lose faith and language. Understandably the first French Canadians had gone because of politics, for the lack of farmland and opportunity. But leaving the northern winter needed few reasons and had many: stories of the south, of busy sunlit streets and booming factories, the clear proof of wealth that returned in the form of men with store-bought suits and golden pocket watches. At the turn of the century, an article in the paper said that there were ten cities in New England with populations of more than ten thousand French whereas in Québec itself there were only five. Across the border relatives had the wonders of running water, electricity, and a steady paycheck. Even priests began to go, impressed by the wealth of the new parishes, realizing God’s work could be done elsewhere. The Sunday message changed: les canadiens would spread the true faith. Doctors and lawyers closed shop and headed south to open new ones. But for those who stayed, the choice was as real as the land’s settlement, as if they were founding daily their homes on a desolate coast.

A century of the same event is long enough for men to think that it is part of the natural order of things. So when the laws changed in les États, the end of the emigration  and the closing of the border seemed strange to all—cataclysmic. Those who returned home to visit spoke of the Great Depression, a few families even moving back. It was only during the Second War that the myth of the south, not easily forgotten, was resuscitated.

Among the long-time tenants at the village boarding house was a man named Honoré, who, though very old in appearance, was one of Hervé Hervé’s sons from the first marriage. Hervé Hervé never spoke of him but the story was familiar, dating back to before the Normandy invasions. The war hadn’t been popular. The people of Québec felt no allegiance to England and hadn’t the leisure to pity France. Still, there were the few hearts too big for village life, and Honoré, with his praise and war rhetoric, was soon called l’Américain. Troops were then being shipped west for war in the Pacific, and after telling the village how everything would someday be American, how they would all look like summer tourists with quiet cars and blond wives, Honoré packed his bags. Though Jude had never cared for stories, this one had been told too often for him not to know—how Hervé Hervé caught the young man on the way to the recruitment office and beat him with a broken shovel handle. Another son had just died in Dieppe and Hervé Hervé believed he was saving Honoré. But not a month later the boy, almost fully mended, left in the night, enlisted and rode off with a few plucked-looking fishermen to catch the train west.

As Honoré would later tell it, when the French-Canadian soldiers crossed through the Prairie provinces, the locals jeered. He’d learned that French Canadian  anti-war sentiment had roused anger from seaboard to seaboard. The Rockies hung colorless in moonlight. The train climbed, and before dawn, descended again, pausing at an empty station only hours from Vancouver. He hesitated, then left his wagon and kept on down the road.

Eventually he found a ride to the border with a truck of Polish immigrants. He crossed south on foot and enlisted again, this time as an American, and was shipped off, not to the Pacific but to the high deserts of New Mexico. He was sure a mistake had been made. His platoon marched and camped in the desert. They dug trenches and smoked cigarettes, and because of his nascent English, he couldn’t ask questions. At night, the skyline lurid with bombs, he thought that perhaps the Mexicans had joined cause with the Japanese and Germans and soon would be streaming over the border in swastikaed sombreros and Hitler mustaches. Then one afternoon a detonation shook the earth. He’d been crouching, studying English with a rumpled Superman comic, and he looked up to see a light as dazzling and penetrating and white as what the curé had described as the seat of Jesus. He held his hand to his eyes and saw its fragile bones.

The summer after Honoré left, an old man shuffled into the village in too-large military boots, sweating terribly. He was stooped, bald and toothless, and the story he told was of a great detonation, how afterward he’d marched back to camp and removed his helmet to find his hair glued inside. He thought perhaps this was from the sun heating the metal, but that evening his teeth  started to go. He shook and sweated, hardly able to stand. When this passed a week later, he was discharged and given a ticket home. He still sweated, terribly and for no particular reason. Hervé Hervé refused to have him around, and so Honoré took a room in the village. He spent his days on the stoop, proving with time to be a formidable storyteller and brewer of potato alcohol.

After his return, many decided the U.S. was a terrible place, but this conviction didn’t last. Somehow, looking at Honoré, folded and watery-eyed on the porch, they found themselves saying not is terrible but used to be terrible. It seemed, because of his great age, that the war and its struggles had been long ago. In fact Honoré had a regular audience and took up the role, dressing in a suit of old man’s clothes, his mouth gummy and distracted.

On the evening that Jude went to the village boarding house, he found Honoré sitting in the parlor next to the stove, shivering and sweating at once, red pouches beneath his eyes.

C’est quoi alors . . . ces États? Jude asked. The old man squinched up his face and smiled. What is les States? he said with laughing gums. That is a big question, hein, mon gars?

Jude, who’d never looked at a map longer than it took him to realize it wasn’t a picture, had no notion of a distance not lived in. He struggled to make sense of Honoré’s words, a strange war, deserts and crumbling red stone and plants with needles instead of leaves and snakes that played music with their tails. This human skeleton spoke on with toothless exaggeration, pausing  only to slurp from his Mason jar. He described an elusive enemy, weapons that didn’t kill but that aged you. New Mexico was a bad place, he said, too big and dusty. The good ones are California, Connecticut, and New Jersey, and especially New York. He described a world of wealth and sunshine and nice cars, women with luminous hair, the absence of illness. He talked about the thousands who’d gone and who were no longer farmers but rich men with golden knickknacks. Jude nodded, understanding at last.

As he returned home, he realized that it made sense why his mother and most of his family had gone to les States. Emotion jerked in his belly like a big fish on a line. His aunts were right. Isa-Marie had not been born for this country. She wasn’t a woman who would bear eighteen lineages. Few were. That was why so many had fled, though Isa-Marie would never have the strength or courage. Thinking of everything he’d heard, he wondered if there would be a place for him and Isa-Marie in the magical south. And if he followed in the footsteps of the thousands who’d left, what would he become? What of these mountains and sea? Villagers said that when you crossed the border, you were never the same. Sons who returned were strangers at tables. But he’d had enough whining and moaning, American riches, French Canadian woes, poverty and exploitation. Enough of a people whose wisdom came from suffering. Winter had set in, the high autumn tides long passed, and the only solution was sunlight.

When he arrived at the farm, he didn’t go inside.  He climbed the mountain path, the wind flapping at his open jacket. In the potato fields he stopped. A few unharvested furrows remained, and he began to work though the sun was setting. By the time he’d raked the last potatoes from the chill earth, clouds had gathered in immense reefs above the gulf, black patches against a reddening horizon. The festooned cables hung between electrical towers like broad stitches. He stood against the wind’s gravity as the hard earth tilted about him and the first stars flickered coldly. He stayed there, perfectly still.

 

 

Just before dawn Hervé Hervé woke to the honking of geese high above. For a moment he thought it was spring, that yarrow had grown up outside the window, but it was only flurries that had fallen, catching in the dead tufts of flowerheads, lit by a setting moon. He lay in bed, listening to the thrumming of the refrigerator motor downstairs until it clicked off. He felt the stillness of the house. Oddly his thoughts wandered back against the years, the way he’d culled his children, building his family like everything else, and the runts who’d died, whom he’d known would die, the exigencies of the land simply too great a law. He’d looked in on Isa-Marie occasionally, with no strong emotion. She’d hardly been able to open her eyes. Returning home drunk one night, he’d seen Jude walking the road in his underwear, asleep, mumbling, his bare feet gleaming against the packed and frozen earth. Whatever strange motherless, fatherless bond  the twins had shared was too much. They’d both been idiots, one gentle, the other brutal, and though Isa-Marie had benefitted from Jude’s strength, it now seemed the opposite, Jude’s love an infirmity.

Hervé Hervé lay a while longer, remembering and hoping that he was wrong. The previous night, he’d gone into her room. He’d pulled back the sheet and seen that she was dead. He’d been about to leave, but something had touched him, pity for Jude perhaps. He’d drawn the blind.

Hervé Hervé listened. He was certain. Where would Jude take her? How far could he go? Hervé Hervé pushed back the covers and got up and dressed. He went downstairs and out to the barn. He broke the ice lids on the water buckets, then stood, watching the road. Perhaps he was the last thing his countrymen who’d left had seen or would remember, a large angry man staring with his one eye, waiting as they passed. For years he’d hated them, but he hadn’t known how much it was possible to lose—not just his family but the power of pride and love and the easy law of violence. He couldn’t imagine his children elsewhere or other than what they were. Did they carry with them something of this world, its land and sea? In the first dim emanation of that December morning, everyone he’d loved vanished along the road. They never ceased, constantly moving and vanishing against a gray light. The St. Lawrence thrummed the boulders of the coast, the wind as steady as gravity. He pictured those he’d lost as wood set into a fire, the south a country of ash, a land of ghosts.




Québec–Georgia 


1961

The people of Gaspésie were a mix of Acadian, Normand and Channel Islander, Jersey or Guernsey, Irish and Indian and Scot, and though Loyalists had been there since the American Revolution, they set themselves apart. But the Hervé family could be traced back to Brittany, to a mute who’d given the strength of his blood and the name of a Breton saint. He’d somehow ended up in Québec when the cod industry was building towns for seasonal work. Stories had it that he’d never made a sound. A wise woman had  rubbed his tongue with elder sap, put hot ashes in his palms, hung his baby teeth on the neck of a yearling goat and run it into the sea, but to no end—as a newborn he didn’t cry or cluck, and as a man he lifted stones, received wounds, and made love without a grunt. Why he chose to leave the banked homesteads of Brittany, his descendants would never know.

In the century after his arrival his name became a quality of the blood, a tale too exaggerated to be true, making the Hervé men seem at once incomplete and too much. All through Gaspésie the name was known for giants because, in a forgotten past, the family had begun christening male children with the patronymic, hyphenating it to tell them apart. When each son became the head of a house, he claimed the title of Hervé père. Hervé Hervé’s only departure from this tradition had been to let his wife give the runts the less illustrious but infinitely more appropriate appellations of martyrs and saints.

To many, a story is the endurance of human strength, but by the time Hervé Hervé had been born, the adventures of his ancestors had been forgotten, until then passed on only by others, the Hervés themselves too silent a clan. Though the original character was lost, for all the Hervés as for Jude, their name and the power of their blood was enough. He’d wanted nothing else.

 

 

Frost had sketched bouquets on the window glass. Jude sat a moment longer, then filled a bag with clothes. He put  on three pairs of socks and went into Isa-Marie’s room. The mound of blankets barely revealed the outline of her body. Someone had pulled the blind, and this angered him. He raised it even though it was night. He spread her blankets on the floor one by one until she lay uncovered, her nightdress twisted under her arms, her hips as tight as spools.

He lifted her. She hadn’t eaten in days. No one had tried. He knelt and closed his eyes. Blood pulsed in his ears like bird wings. When the silence returned, he eased her onto the blankets. He didn’t look at her face. He wrapped her, trying to be gentle. Everything he’d intended to take remained on the floor. He carried her downstairs. He left the house and followed off along the road.

The St. Lawrence stayed with him. The days were short, his step even, strong as if his training had been for this. He accepted rides but never put down his bundle or spoke or listened. The form in the blankets was so slight that no one questioned it. When the sun was full, he lifted his face. There was Matane and Rimouski, a few churches, a cathedral, plenty of villages. A man in a box truck took him half the way. He rambled about the supplies he had to deliver before the snows. He offered Jude a cigarette and didn’t mind being ignored.

At Rivière-du-Loup Jude hid behind crates in the stockyard and climbed on a train. Bales of stiff, pungent leather crowded the boxcar, and he huddled among them, sheltered against the wind. This way he saw Québec, Montréal, the shores of the St. Lawrence now  close enough for it to be called a river. Through the slats he glimpsed skyscrapers.

When he woke, a windy landscape shuttled past, pines black beneath ice and the deeper darkness of mountains. He’d crossed out of flat, winter-bleak fields. The Québec countryside had been tame, cultivated or recently fallow, sparsely wooded, here or there a few houses lining a highway, a store and gas station. But only miles past the border, forest crowded the cargo doors. The train appeared not to move but instead the land swelled, erasing field and village.

That night he arrived in a stockyard, a maze of hitched wagons, sidetracks and crossovers and switch towers, coupled boxcars booming with the sound of bombs. Men tramped by, talking. A dog barked. He changed trains, the bundled leather now bales of cheap, single-stitched shoes. He created a space among them not only to hide but as shelter from the wind. He wasn’t sure how much time had passed. He hadn’t so much as folded back the blankets. He thought to look at her face. He didn’t. Late in the morning, after jolting, the train began to move. The day wore on and away and was only just returning when he woke.

The sun had reached the horizon. The air was humid. The heat of his body seemed contained by the bales. He pushed them back and stood at the door. With one hand he undid his jacket. He inhaled, great gasps. Seeing the possibility of hesitation, he clutched Isa-Marie to his chest, and leapt.

When he opened his eyes, the tracks were empty, bordered by fields, trees in the distance, and farther the blue  smoke of low mountains. Gradually he looked down and unfolded the blankets. He stared and stayed there on his knees. Late morning, a raccoon came out and lifted its masked face. A groundhog and three deer all paused. Sometime before evening a storm blew through and puddled mud around him. Night came, the moon high, near full, the fields white and long and the mountains clearer, long and softly humped. When the moon was still setting, the sky began to gray. Ants probed weeds. Worms, pink and jellied in the rain, took shape and tongued the earth. His clothes might have rotted. He might have shredded them. Perhaps he’d been running days through fields and mountains. He recalled only standing to release the bundled sunlight, to let the blankets fall as he handed Isa-Marie back to the sky.

 

 

Weeks he wandered, starving, naked. He slept without consideration, woke to creeping insects or the patter of rain. He would never decipher those days, nor recall what had become of Isa-Marie or his clothes or even how he could have wandered so long in a country of roads and subdivisions. Years later he would see movies in which an event, a death or marriage or declaration of war, is followed by a shot of newspaper headlines or the sheets of a calendar fluttering from staples or even, as he recalled those days, a time-lapse with clouds whizzing past, suns flipping into the sky, shadows cast and snapped back. There had been the world of his childhood, clear and absolute, then the train and the same day over and over,  the sun, night, hunger, time a wheel spinning freely and without consequence until he stepped through a windbreak into the backyard of a rundown brick rambler, one of a dozen similar houses on a narrow road, across from which were more fields. He saw a gold-painted can of Lysol in the weeds, clothes flapping on a line. He stared at the can and nudged it with his toe. A black beetle shot from beneath. Right then nothing seemed so normal as the houses, the clothes, the can and—as if a guardian spirit had taken the burden of his emotions and now judged him capable of receiving them—his anger. He went to the clothesline and came to a pair of red, white and blue Everlast boxing shorts and a flannel shirt, which he chose because the wind was blowing.

He’d put on only the shorts when he heard a door slam and saw a beefy man with a blond flat-top and arms the size of rump roasts. The man had narrow eyes, more piggish than bovine and chub from his ankles to the thick, sweaty folds at the back of his neck.

Them’s my boxing gear. You don’t know what you’re in for, buddy.

He hurried down off the porch and advanced with heavy, bounding lunges. He wore polka-dotted briefs and was barefoot like Jude, a rim of fat jiggling in his singlet.

They came together on the lawn. Jude was weak with hunger but angry, longing back to those years of training, and whatever this man landed was no worse than what Jude’s mother or the wharf brawlers had dealt. Dressed in roomy briefs, Jude planted his feet and struck as he  would for years, not at the man before him but at a piñata loaded with loss and anger and loneliness. The man no longer moved, but the earth, the house and trees swayed. Jude had a cut on his forehead, and his blood did all the weeping that he could do. The man went down. A bird twittered, tweeted. Jude caught his breath.

A second man, this one old, came from the front of the building, hobbling a little, his shirt imprinted at the heart with hanging gloves. Hey, Boss, he called. He blinked watery eyes and followed Jude’s gaze to the polka-dotted underwear limp in the uncut grass as if Boss had melted.

Jude tried to speak but succeeded only in making a sound like barking. He growled, swallowed, took a deep breath. No de English, he said.

No de shit, sonny, the man replied. He came a little closer, inspected Jude as if he’d been recently painted. He cast a glance at the supine man. What’s your name, boy?

No de English. De Franch, Jude said after a bit more strangled barking.

Okay, Defranch. You need a trainer? How about a manager?

He and Jude just stared.

Okay, come on. My car’s out front. Just let me get somebody down here to check ol’ Boss out.

Jude stood there panting, and it wasn’t until weeks later that he understood the man’s name was Herb Carney, that he was Jude’s connection to the boxing world, and that within a few years they would be on the road to fame. You  got some work to do, sonny, Carney later told him, but you got the moves. You’re good.

Then began the training, the fights and Jude’s dawning realization that he might find a place in this country, that the God so absent in fields and inarticulate sky, truant in grief, had made an effort after all.
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The U.S. was a wild place, Jude decided those years that Carney raised him like a son. The neighborhood was no different than Boss’s, a bit more crowded, bordered by a littered highway, scrub brush, and fields piled with trash, a pitted and scorched no man’s land where locals had tried to burn household appliances and failed. Jude lived in Carney’s basement, slept on a green army cot next to a wall of gurgling PVC pipes. Though Carney had no idea as to Jude’s age, he figured the boy could use a few years of good training  and some time to learn the language. This wasn’t simple kindness. He recognized a money-maker when he saw one. He appropriated a false birth certificate from a man in Atlanta, had known others who’d done the same for immigrant boxers and so worked his connections. Jude became Jude White. A safe name, the man in Atlanta had insisted, no need to attract attention. Jude was now listed as being eighteen, Carney having wanted to make him legal.

During the day Jude did chores or chopped wood as he had for his grandfather, but now it was Carney nodding and dipping chew, spitting into the weeds and saying, Faster, sonny, faster. Jude sweated and heaved, shearing knots and burls, his shoulders burning. The rest of the time he trained in a gym Carney had set up with a few friends. He familiarized himself with technique subtler than his grandfather’s, dipped beneath a rope strung across the ring, and tore into the bags until they had deep dents and Carney made him wind them with duct tape. At night Jude lay on his cot, feeling his expanding body, the growth of bone and muscle that stabbed along his back and shins. He stared at the naked floor joists, heard the creak of Carney’s frequent nighttime visits to the bathroom.

Jude knew things now: doctors were normal, poverty unnecessary. For each little cough Carney brought home pills, took an aspirin in the morning to stay fit, told Jude old age was hell and then some. After having lived so long in a leaning house of unpainted wood, drafts in the walls, leaks everywhere, Jude was impressed by Carney’s  rather shoddy home. He found it sunny, open, and clean. But still, Jude realized that this wasn’t the place he’d come for. The world that Honoré had described, that his mother and all those who’d gone south must have been seeking, was the very same that Carney watched each evening on the television. It wasn’t that Jude desired this, but thinking of Isa-Marie or Hervé Hervé or the farm, he drowned in a sense of loss. Each morning, he woke, still worrying about Isa-Marie, struggling to realize anew that she was dead. He watched TV and tried to believe that he could find a place here. But at night, he dreamed the motion of the sea.

News came and Carney jawed on worse than a TV commentator. There was a man in orbit, some sort of missile crisis, and a president shot in a parade. There were facts about the universe, satellites and probes and all that hooey doom. Jude ignored the broil of politics, color TV, and congressional bills. What English he learned was from Carney’s endless diatribes, his talk of the old days and the boxers he’d lost to war. The man Jude had fought was named Hoss Jenkins, nicknamed Boss, an up-and-coming who’d defeated Lou-Roy Webster and Tony Salamba both in the first round with a hard left hook. After his fight with Jude, Boss had gotten up from the grass. Carney had replaced the Everlast shorts, but at the nationals Boss had lost anyway and was back on the farm, broken spirited, feeding orphaned calves with a rubber nipple. Carney used him as an example.

Don’t fight with anger, he said. Dammit, sonny, you fight angry and there’ll always be someone out there to  beat you. That’s the problem with old Boss. He didn’t realize there was boys angrier than him.

As for his own rage Jude doubted this. He was desperate to begin, to get into the ring, but Carney was cautious, telling him that he still hadn’t learned to box, that boxing wasn’t fighting.

When Jude was eighteen, he started the amateur circuit. He cleaned up, abbreviating matches by breaking jaws, smashing ribs, lifting men off the ground with uppercuts. He went national, winning with ease. He now measured six foot seven, weighed over two hundred and sixty pounds, and didn’t have an inch of skin not bulging with muscle. Carney was always there, telling him he was great, measuring, weighing, prodding his flesh, collecting money from tournaments. After fights Carney took him to steakhouses for cheese-baked spuds and cuts of broiled and peppered meat. He fed him like a pet shark.

But Jude came out of each match unsatisfied. He was fighting poor whites, Hispanics and Italians, and hulking blacks. In this world with so much sunshine, he couldn’t help but think of what he’d lost to be here, and he considered that he might be happy with a family of his own. But though he searched the crowd for bright happy people, he saw crooked jaws, puffed lips, some bald, bearded fat men in oil-stained suspenders giggling over a downed fighter. Only at the nationals were there a few pretty single girls in tight jeans and leather vests, drinking beer and cheering. He watched them awhile, considering for the first time how this was to be done. They smiled until he’d lumbered close enough for them to see his  boiled-fish head, his sparse, red eyebrows, and the scaled, spreading muscles of his torso. Then they fled. Carney noticed his distraction.

Sonny, he said, we got the Christian religion today because Jesus didn’t give in to girls like that.

Jude had been raised Catholic and saw Christ as the curé’s business, a threat or oath or colorful laminate awarded at school for good grades.

Goddam, sonny, Carney said, you just keep the flesh strong. I’ve done invested in you.

And so Jude fought on. He swung his way through those months as if in a car wash, liquids spraying, great brushes whipping in like the faces and hair and gloves of opponents. He hoped that sooner or later anger and loneliness would be washed away and that he’d have no reason to return.

 

 

Though Jude won the nationals, the Tokyo Olympics had been the previous summer, and he wondered if Carney had kept him back to avoid an early defeat at the hands of Joe Frazier. Both agreed he shouldn’t wait three more years and that he should go professional.

Don’t lose heart, Carney told him, you’ll be whupping Ali in no time.

All that fall and through the winter Jude fought, building a reputation, destroying ranks of middling boxers. Carney wasn’t discerning. No purse was too small, no fighter or rundown showroom too disgraceful. The events were more often than not hardly newsworthy, and  when the prize cash was on the table, Carney grabbed it up, shoved it in his pocket, gave Jude a crumpled dollar. In the hot spring of the following year, he booked a tournament in New Orleans.

Of the boxers there Jude was the only white, and the audience held more blacks than he’d ever seen at a match, boys stepping up on bleachers, girls tilting heads and making wry expressions. He couldn’t shake his doubts about fighting these men also struggling to rise, but like that boy obeying his grandfather, he was resigned to victory. He climbed into the ring without show of any sort. He rolled his shoulders a bit and looked lethargic under the lights. The bell rang. His first match didn’t last a minute.

On the second day he went in against Jerome Knight, a handsome man who swung over the ropes and danced about, pawing the air, then glided into long, smooth jabs, crosses, and hooks, sharper as he bounded side to side. Pretty girls stood and called, Jerome, baby, you bring him down! You show him!

Air through the doors had been gusty all afternoon, a storm blowing in off the muggy gulf. As the sky darkened, the first raindrops pinged on the metal roof and with a wet sound like clapping hands the downpour began. Thunder boomed, the smack of landed jabs lost as Jerome shot in, wove and moved around. Jude kept his head tilted and took the blows lightly. He was surprised to see such expression in a man’s face. When Jude connected, Jerome kept his feet and shook his head as if dealing with a child. He slipped in and landed his own  more planned jabs. Then Jude began to fight in a blitz, inexhaustible and intuitive.

Lightning flashed in every door as Jude and Jerome, at the end of the second round, came together, ducked too close and struck foreheads. The rumble muted the referee’s call for halt. The overhead lights died and Jude, blood on his face, delivered a hook that carried his entire body. In the unlit room a silver arc of sweat lifted from Jerome’s head. The silence was startling. When the referee announced KO, his was a hushed, tired voice in the dark.

Afterward Carney was quiet. He didn’t look Jude in the eye. Candles and oil lamps had been set on shelves and about the edges of the locker rooms. Shadows played over the walls and at the ends of corridors. Carney confessed his concern for the next weekend. Jude’s forehead had a gash as long and ragged as the fly of his pants.

You’re going to have to sit out, Carney said. Call it quits for this tournament.

Jude opened and closed his sore lips. He looked at Carney.

It happens, Carney said bitterly.

A trainer whose fighter had already been defeated came to have a look. He was a short man, sweating profusely, wiping only his forehead so tears seemed to stand out on his cheeks.

That’s one mean cut, he said. I’ll tell you what. I’m going to call somebody for you. She might help your boy out.

Carney nodded and thanked him. The man told them to wait.

It might be a while. But don’t get no doctor. Just mess that up.

This got Jude wondering. The doctor on call had given him a compress and ice but had left with Jerome.

Sad about that boy, Carney said and sighed.

Maybe an hour later Jude was brought back from dozing by the slipping of the cold pack. Carney had fallen asleep in his chair, chin to his collar, and now he woke and muttered, To hell with it, sonny. He spit in a Coke bottle and was standing when the hard clatter of a woman’s shoes echoed in the concrete hallway. She came in from the flickering dark, big and brown. Her nose was as beaked as a Cherokee’s. She was eating a hot dog and halfway across the room she appeared to see Jude all at once. She threw the rest of the hot dog in the trash.

I guess I’m here for you, she said. She glanced from one man to the other. She reminded Jude of his matronly aunts, though younger. Her lips were full, paler than her skin, and apart from a coarse, undyed smock, she wore baggy pants with a pleat down the front and a string of beads. Her look was serious and at the same time like that of the hippies who were appearing everywhere.

Carney pinched fresh chew and watched as she removed Jude’s compress. Though Carney had occasionally voiced opinions on who ran what, who were the minions, the bosses, the landed interest—blacks, Italians, Jews—his racism had been tempered to respect by half  a century of boxing. Jude wasn’t surprised that he would trust her.

When does he need to fight again? she asked.

Next weekend, Carney said. What you planning on doing anyway?

Poultice. She spoke evenly as if to the wound. I think I can have him mostly ready by then.

How much?

People pay what they can.

All right. Hell, you just do your best.

Her name was Louise, and that week she treated Jude’s cut. She carried satchels and jars of oil in a purse woven like a basket. Her hands, though as large as a man’s, were careful. Three times a day she brought a fresh poultice prepared in linen. She massaged the edges of his wound, each touch like peeling a scab, the ragged flesh relaying sensation along his jaw and the back of his neck. A little pale and watery blood ran past the corner of his eye. He was silent, listening to her breathe. She spoke only to forbid him any activity other than walking.

Nights he wallowed in insomnia. He watched TV until programming gave way to black-and-white bars of various shades and emitted a shrill whistle. Occasional car lights shone through from the street. He recalled his grandmother who’d worked in the fields then dressed for church, her big hands awkward on the folds of her apron. Once when Louise was spreading ointment, he took the wrist of her free hand. Her strong nostrils curved. She stepped back, and he let go. He realized that she was younger than he’d thought.

A few days before his next fight he asked her for something to help him sleep. It was the first time he’d spoken.

Tu parles français? she said in a strange accent. She was looking at him.

Oui. He spoke hesitantly, not sure how his voice would sound now in French. He hadn’t talked much to begin with. Du Canada, he heard himself mutter, not sure where this was.

Beaucoup de monde parle français ici, she said. Her voice had a hop in it as if she wanted to sing. Mais tu ne vis pas ici, n’est-ce pas?

Non, pas ici, he said. En . . . Georgia.

La Georgie. C’est triste pour toi. De ne plus parler . . . j’imagine.

As she made him the tea, she said a few things about the language she’d learned from her parents. Later, soon after she left, he was drifting below shadows and vague peaked shapes like cathedrals and trees. At some point he was in his childhood kitchen though the light through the windows was that of the landscape beyond the cargo doors when he’d leapt, when he’d first crossed south with Isa-Marie. There was a glimpse of her sitting on the edge of a bed, a piece of cardboard on her knees as she pieced together bright magazine clippings to make a word he hadn’t bothered or been able to read. And again night. A dream of her bones and the field where he’d lost her. A dog rooting in weeds. He was running. Men in blue jackets lifted flashlights through the dark to find him.
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When he returned to the ring at the end of the week, his wound was a tender, grainy line. He scanned the crowd and saw Louise. He’d have to fight at least two more times to win the tournament. Though he was stiff from inaction and Carney worried for his undefeated record, Jude felt calm. Carney had suggested they let this tournament go, but Jude had refused. He struck gloves. His opponent was long armed, young, hefty for his age. Jude watched the looping hooks, guarding his wound. He played the young man around the ring, jabbed and dipped and knocked him out cold in the second.

Goddam, Carney said. That was boxing, sonny. That wasn’t fighting. That was boxing.

He was so happy he took out his chew and flung it down so he could speak. Jude looked around. Louise appeared later. She dressed his wound again, expressionless. She wasn’t blond or lovely, but he’d wanted to impress her. He closed his eyes.

Ça va? she asked.

Oui, he said. Oui.

The next day he won the tournament though his cut opened and she came from the audience to treat it. They were in the locker room, Carney meeting with sponsors. The poultice she applied smelled pungent and made him faintly nauseous.

She seemed to be smiling. When she finished, she became inexpressive again. Alors, she said, tu vas rentrer en Georgie. Her irises were threaded with orange. He reached from where he sat and took her hand. They stared at each other. He let go and she left.

When Carney returned, he wanted to pay her. He didn’t even have a phone number.

Dammit, he said. What’s the meaning of these people just wanting to help? He sighed and sat and talked about Jude’s career. By the end of the year, he said, you could be fighting Ali. He paused and seemed to think. Ah, that woman will come back later.

She arrived at the motel after midnight in a rattling Ford truck, the headlights shining unevenly against the folds of the curtains. Jude got out of bed.

Je peux entrer? she asked. Her hair was drawn tight in a bun with a few sprung curls. She neared, her brow at the level of his chin. He knew nothing about women. He hadn’t paused from work or fighting for the usual rites of boyhood. She lifted her chin and placed her lips on his. She was such a formidable woman he hesitated. With her eyes on his face she kissed him. She stepped back, watching him, curiously, like a girl again. Then she began to unbutton her shirt. Her sloping breasts made her vulnerable. She lay on the unmade bed, palms up, shoulders back. The bedsprings crunched like beer cans as he joined her. She reached up to hold his big, sad face.

 

 

Jude had been relieved to get home to Georgia. Nothing had been stated between him and Louise. She’d left at dawn and he’d lain awake. There was something unsettling in the calm he’d felt with her. He knew he wasn’t supposed to desire her or even this world, these rundown neighborhoods, though there was sunshine enough.

Back home, Carney told him it was time to work the professional circuit in earnest, and Jude agreed. He saw boxing as his only means of completing this journey that he’d never wanted to begin. But before the tenderness had left his wound, a newfangled club outside New Orleans offered him sponsorship and full salary. At first Carney wasn’t interested, but when he sniffed the money and heard his juicy part, he said, Hell yes, then sold everything, house and equipment. He and Jude headed south and took up in the guest suites.

The owner and mastermind of the club was Bill Watson, a businessman who’d dabbled writing sports for a conservative paper with limited circulation and had only recently meddled in training—in hopes, he liked to say, of saving American boxing. He was stocking his ranks with respectable men who’d fought for big schools, but he felt the need for someone sensational, an active fighter, a figurehead, and not only did Jude impress with his unbeaten record but he was, quite simply, Watson said, White. Watson didn’t suspect a Catholic past or a fake name. Cleft palate, Carney told him when Jude spoke, no better explanation for that rough accent.

The plan, Watson told them, is to attract cultivated people to the sport. We build a gym with the most high-tech equipment, we bring in up-and-coming names, and we’ll have respectable people involving themselves. Otherwise we’ll lose the tradition. The Negroes and the wops will take over.

Jude listened to the dumpy, mustached man who  paused often to primp his suit. After describing his philosophy, Watson gave them a tour of the Complex, a warehouse with several rings, racks of chrome-handled weights, bright blue punching bags, benches, and mechanisms with levers.

We have the material here, he told them, to work every muscle in the human body.

Attached to the wall was a padded helmet hooked to hydraulic pistons.

Stick your head in this, Watson told him.

Jude did so.

Move it around.

Jude strained his head to one side. The pistons hissed.

Gives you a strong neck, Watson confirmed. Imagine what this could do for you in the ring. He took a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed his forehead.

Back in their suites Carney warned Jude, You stay away from those machines, sonny. They’ll slow you down. Stay fast, fight cool. Besides, I don’t trust a man who always wears a suit. Don’t make a damned bit of sense.

He admitted, however, that money was money, and Watson had offered more than a little. He confided in Jude that he had almost enough put away after the sale of his house to retire somewhere hot and quiet, and live out his days in total boredom. Just better have a TV, was all he commented by way of redemption.

Training began the next morning. Jude’s picture was on a few posters, WHITE in bold print below. A reporter  came by to get the scoop. He asked Jude if he thought this move would alienate him in the sports world, if he had personal issues with black boxers, if he had long-term political goals. Jude shrugged, scratched at his flesh-colored hair, tipped his blunt head one way, then the other, and finally answered, I don know.

Good work, boy, Watson later told him. Silence is always the best reply. They’ll see.

That day a few local fathers paid so their sons could watch and learn. The slender boys with blond bowl cuts looked on in horror as Jude exchanged cracking blows with Red Benson, a man not unlike Boss in size, but more compact in build, his body having chosen the evolutionary strategy of eliminating neck and chin. Between rounds, Jude hawked and spat into the corner. Watson, seeing the strands of glistening mucus hanging from the ropes, told him, None of that, please. The plan, he said, is to elevate boxing.

An hour later Louise walked in.

Excuse me, Watson said, did someone send you?

Jude saw her and coldcocked his next opponent, a gangly investor in knee socks who’d come from Shrevesport and whose doctor had recommended more stimulating fitness than dressage and constitutionals.

Jude barreled past Watson to meet Louise. They talked as if they’d always spoken casually, he in grunts, she in detailed sentences. She seemed younger, open. She told him she’d read about him in the paper. She asked if she could see him again. Oui, he said before he considered it. They planned to meet that night. Carney didn’t seem to  notice, only freshened his chew, and Watson said, We’re trying to be role models here. A boy like you needs an image. You’ve got a career ahead of you in image. Boxing doesn’t last forever.

That night, waiting for Louise, Jude tried to make sense of it, the simple pleasure of being with her, the way she looked at him. He stayed silent when she arrived. She drove him to where she lived, a small house north of the city on a piece of wooded land between farms. The rooms were clean and open, herbs drying from the ceiling beams, books and jars on shelves.

C’étaient toutes les choses de ma mère—my mother’s things, she said. She told him her grandmother had been Creole and her father mostly Indian. She’d learned midwifery from her mother and grandmother, and French—un français bien différent, she added.

She paused, the persistent music of crickets and night insects filling the space. She told him that her mother had died not that long ago, too young, and that she herself had had to take over and do all those things she hadn’t felt ready for. C’est . . . she began, but not finding the word, finished in English—lonely, she said.

Later they went walking. She spoke of what her mother had taught, things she’d alluded to, unsure herself of a tradition already lost. He and Louise followed a sparse woods, ancient trees around a collapsed house, pecans and oaks immense. They came out from the trail to power lines, a swath through the countryside, the galaxy so bright they could see the cables high overhead. The thrum of electricity was that of the fields above his  childhood home. She touched his corded wrist. They pressed onto the ground. Her palms turned up to starlight. He dug his fingers through grass and root, throwing up clods like a running horse.

Later she asked about his life. Her breasts touched softly against his chest, her hand on her belly. She closed her eyes as she listened. She was the first person he told about Isa-Marie, about her death and the journey south and not remembering what had become of her, his wandering and even his dreams of her bones. He lay recalling the feeling of emptiness when he’d decided to leave, that wide gulf night on the mountain, fields and wind and standing against the cold. What had happened to that world and what should he strive for in this one? He saw the farm, the coast, the rugged sea. He wanted that simple work. He wanted Isa-Marie as when they were children, to carry her along the road and feel himself given over to this good. His terror was something he’d never known in the ring. Suddenly unable not to, he leapt up and ran. He rushed along the dusty lane between the fields and jumped a fence into a farmer’s yard. Behind a shed, barefoot and naked, he grabbed an axe and swung into the woodpile. The farm was silvery, moon shadows beneath trees. Blood buzzed in his ears. He didn’t want to stop now or think. He split until sweat released the heat from his body, until a dog barked and houselights came on, and then he ran away.

[image: 003]

Those next months Carney and Watson conspired to book a string of fights. Too many, Carney admitted, but said it would make Jude tough and no matter, there was money in it. To Jude it seemed he was fighting every American who weighed in at over a hundred seventy-five. A few had beer bellies. One was covered with burn scars and missing an eye, another fresh out of prison, his back tattooed with the lewdest naked women Jude had seen. All went down fast, though a few show managers bribed Carney to make Jude draw out the fights then finish hard.

Despite the cat-and-mouse matches Jude was relieved. He needed time. He saw Louise between fights. When he visited, she was waiting in a bright dress, a meal on the table, rice and gumbo and fried okra, fragrant shrimp souf-flés. They ate for hours. She put some giddy music on and later they relaxed on the sunny bed. He liked the familiarity, the brassy stretch marks at her hips, the bud of keloid on her arm from falling onto broken glass when she was a girl. Sometimes she made him talk and his few words felt so exposed that he pictured the curé next to him. But on buses or airplanes to Vegas, Reno, New York, he struggled against her within him. Before each fight, he stared at the elegant women in the audience, though when he went into the crowd, everyone withdrew, even grimaced. Afterward, in the locker room, he faced the mirror. His broken features held nothing of Isa-Marie or even Hervé Hervé, and, ponderously, he considered his ugliness and whom he should look like, a mother or a father. His rage and frustration hardly felt expended. The pipes in the wall  groaned, and he realized he was clutching the sink, dragging it from the concrete fixtures, trying, it seemed, to hold himself in place.

Those months, when he returned to Watson’s ridiculous club, he reluctantly admitted his desire to see Louise. Though Carney kept the money from the fights, he’d bought Jude a side-swiped Falcon at the auction and had forked out a few dollars for driving lessons. Jude used the car to go only to and from Louise’s house, crammed at the wheel. She spoke of her people, the journeys they’d made by or against their choice, of the mysteries that so many ignored and that ruled them. But one evening, back from an extended trip to New York, Jude saw that her belly had, as if in a day, grown round. He wondered how he hadn’t noticed. After lovemaking he again walked out on the road. He knew the way she opened and touched. She’d said she’d learned from her mother to comfort the dying as if they were children, just by holding and touching. The dying longed for their mothers, she’d said, and this had scared him, had made him wonder how he could long for someone he’d never known. What had happened to all those who’d left the village—aunts, uncles, his mother, his father even? When he was a boy, men had discussed towns in the States where everyone spoke French, where curés and businessmen lived as they had in Québec, just wealthier, better. It seemed he’d followed in their footsteps but had found nothing. He thought of the village, the St. Lawrence. That world had ceased to  exist, though at times he recalled it so clearly, without him, that it seemed he was the one who’d vanished.

In the humid dark he followed slowly along the road. The seasons here confused him. It was another magic altogether, the warm winters, the hot, ugly summers. He no longer knew how old he was.
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It looks like Ali’s out of the picture for a while, Carney told him the next day—still stripped of that dang belt for draft evasion. But if you show good on your upcoming matches, we can probably risk putting you in with Joe Frazier. After that it’s history, sonny.

Jude hardly heard. He boxed but didn’t follow boxing. Carney said it would be the money he needed to retire. He’d become thin in recent months, the bones of his face prominent, his eyes yellowish. But Jude could  think only of Louise’s belly, a line down it like that on a peach. The girl was gone. She was bright and strong and beyond his grasp.

One evening they walked the familiar lane between grown-up ditches and fields, a few pecans along the way, the shells of previous years in the gravel.

I know you’re not happy, Jude, she said. I can feel it. You don’t hardly speak and I don’t expect you to, but . . . I am just trying to understand this. Is it because I’m pregnant—que je suis enceinte? Or is it me?

He watched his shoes scuff in the dirt.

Peut-être j’étais . . . I don’t know . . . just lonely, she said. J’ai pensé . . . I thought I knew.

They came to a farm where they’d walked often. They passed the gabled plantation house at a distance. The night sky shone in the groomed pond. Near the barn he smelled horses and fresh alfalfa.

She paused. I love barns, she said. It’s the lofts. I wished I had one when I was a kid.

The bay doors were open. A horse nickered and stomped somewhere inside.

Do you want to go up? she asked and looked at him. Her eyes shone. He regretted having ever met her.

T’es trop grande.

Non, she told him. Women used to do a lot pregnant.

Just inside she found the ladder. She tested the rungs and began climbing. He stared at her thighs, then followed.

The vaulted room was half-full, bales stacked along the ceiling. She lowered herself on one, and he sat next  to her. If he’d never left Québec, he’d have been a farmer or a fisherman. He tried to think of what he was. A boxer. The muscles of his shoulders coiled.

It’s normal to be afraid—c’est normal, she said. My grandmother once told me that accepting love or having a child is like accepting that you’re going to die.

In the drone of sawing crickets something scuffed in the rafters, the sound followed by a resonant birdlike fluting. As she spoke she leaned close. She smelled of cut grass and the sweet soil in the roots of pulled weeds. Listening, he felt as he had leaving home, forcing himself toward a dream of sunlight that came only in flashes, knowing already that what he’d loved was dead. A pale shape moved in the air, and it took him a second to realize. It was an owl swooping, its spread wings catching the ambient moonlight. Louise called his name sharply. He struck out, and the bird and his hand appeared briefly joined, and he struck again and it fell too softly onto the hay.

Jude, she said and took his hand. Blood shone darkly on her fingers where she touched him.

 

 

When he returned to the club and Carney saw the swelling hand, the torn meat of the palm and the gouged muscles, he just stared.

Well, he said. I guess I was pretty close to retiring.

They went to a doctor this time. After the sewing and the shots Louise gave her own treatment. Carney canceled a few fights. Watson was concerned, his face red, the hair at his temples wet. The club hadn’t been  drawing. Some thought it wasn’t competitive enough, others no more impressed with the white brutes than with the blacks.

The next night Carney died in his sleep. It was probably his heart. Maybe a stroke, the doctor said. No reason for an autopsy. Jude felt cut loose.

Those next days he stayed with Louise. He couldn’t grasp the loss of Carney, the only constant in his life for the last seven years. Carney had just appeared, ready to take him in. He’d hardly asked questions, yet had chosen Jude’s age and name, and neither of them had given it much thought—Jude desperate and half mad, Carney too used to the unexpected. Boxing, he’d once told him, is a world of what you can’t see coming. Here today, gone tomorrow and sometimes good things, too. You can’t make nothing happen. It’s all got to be in you from the start.

But Jude had never fought for himself, except perhaps on that windy day when he’d met Boss at the clothesline. He’d fought for his grandfather or Isa-Marie or Carney, and now he wanted to understand what his reason was. He closed his eyes and tried to calm the pain in his hand, but he could grasp only loss, that he’d wanted to fill empty spaces. All that he’d loved had been there from the beginning and was gone. He saw no other choice but to fight and, fighting, to get himself somewhere where things were supposed to be better than before.

Three days later at the club he answered the phone. A man with a Jersey accent asked him to confirm a booking. You got it in you, kid?

Okay, Jude told him. Later, Watson, still sweating, offered to be his manager.

Those Garden fights do pay, don’t they, he said. Both seemed to have forgotten the ballooning hand, the penicillin shots. Louise said it didn’t want to heal. There’s a spirit to everything, she told him, even cuts and scrapes.

The night after his injury she’d had a neighbor’s boy climb into the barn rafters and bring down hatchlings. There were three of them, covered in down. She fed them grubs. Jude sat on the couch and feigned sleep. He’d tried to make love once after his injury, something he’d wanted in the night, but his hand had throbbed and he’d stopped.

Those weeks before the fight he didn’t train.

You can’t box with this for at least two or three months, Louise told him. He looked at her fawn irises, her lips. Écoute—listen, Jude, don’t be crazy. You’ll ruin your hand.

He studied his thick, corded fist. He couldn’t understand how anything had cut through. He took to not answering her. He went days without speaking.

I was lonely, she told him. J’étais seule. I couldn’t let the girl in me grow up, and you looked scared and alone. I didn’t care you were white. Ce n’était pas important.

She waited to see if he would reply. When he didn’t, she put his hand in a bowl of infusion and stood to leave.

I have others in my life, she said. C’est assez.

He’d never noticed anyone, but now that he was around more and the baby was due, the others became apparent—young black women, wiry men who passed  without looking, as if they, like himself, couldn’t figure out why he was there.

That Thursday, on the way to the airport with Watson, Jude gazed at the passing subdivisions near the city. There were a few clouds like strawberry blossoms in a deep blue sky and, on a cement driveway, a girl waving in the sunlight to someone he hadn’t seen.

 

 

In New York he fought an Italian. The man attacked sloppily, had sticky feet. Jude didn’t use his right hand. His heartbeat alone made it ache. He dodged and jabbed. The commentators said that though Jude had a powerful left, did he think he could take a seasoned opponent with one hand? They said he looked like a man practicing his jab in the gym. The Italian landed a few mean shots but Jude took these lightly. It had never occurred to him that someone might knock him out or really hurt him. When the scores were tallied, Jude had landed far more punches. The Italian was in sore shape, and the judges agreed that Jude’s was the stronger fight. The sportswriters claimed this insistence on the left was an act of defiance, of what, they couldn’t agree.

During the match, Jude’s stitches had torn. Back in the locker room he was sick. The wounds that refused to heal had opened. He wanted to slow down. Carney had been right to die.

Jude told Watson he would hang on to the money, maybe wait a year. Watson sweated, tried to make him see the possibilities of boxing left-handed. Jude barely heard,  distant with pain. The next day, when he returned to the club, padlocked chains and signs from the bank were on the doors. Only a note, from Watson, that the club was ahead of its time: People aren’t ready for the plan. Watson had absconded with the money from the fight. As for what Carney had left, a few days after the funeral, his son, Champ, a flat face Jude had never heard of, had shown up with a truck, loaded everything and left. Jude agreed to his last fight. Later, in the booker’s office, contracts scattered on the desk, Jude struggled to make sense of all these words. He recalled Isa-Marie writing his name for him to trace, and he signed where he was told.

The contender was Leon Brown, big bucks, another undefeated on the fast track to the heavyweight title. It was impossible to play him the way Jude had the Italian. After Jude took a beating in the first round, he tried to use his right but it hurt him more than it did his opponent. He felt the stitches split, the glove growing heavy. By the sixth round the referee was on the verge of calling it short. Jude’s face was swollen, his lips ruined, one eye shut, and Leon had taken just a few mean shots. Jude’s right shoulder was tired, the glove a solid weight on his hand. Only when Leon delivered five driving punches, his guard down because he was sure the fight was over, did Jude strike. The soaked glove was like a stone. Leon’s head snapped back. Blood ran along Jude’s arm, sprayed the audience that leapt up, unsure of what had happened, of who had died. Later the rumor was that Jude had struck hard enough to break his hand and Leon’s jaw. The papers picked it up. In the locker room the doctor cut the glove away as if it  were something living, revealing the embryonic fist. Jude collected his money. It was more than enough.

 

 

He’d been given painkillers and hadn’t eaten in days. Louise had told him the baby was a girl but he didn’t go look. The hatchlings were growing, lifting startled gazes at all who passed. What do you want to do now? she asked. The pills made his stomach raw. His throat burned each time he burped. Dormir, he said—just sleep. Her expression softened. From the way she looked at him she cared what had happened to his face.

He stayed in bed, his hand plastered into a club. Sometimes she lay next to him though she soon got up to breastfeed or do chores or walk in sunlight. He didn’t approach the cradle with its mobile of beads and feathers.

I used to think I had to heal everyone, she told him, not checking to see if he was awake or listening. When I grew up, things were bad, but we weren’t so poor. My grandfather—my mother’s father—had a lot of French blood. I think he chose my grandmother for her beauty. I felt guilty for not being raised like other colored people. I didn’t feel colored . . .

He lay there. She went to the crib and lifted the baby, a bare tinge of honey. He felt something odd, a spark of memory, those summer days coming down from the fields into the cool shadow of the house so that he could see Isa-Marie in her room studying Bible passages. He waited for Louise to go out to the garden. At the crib he tried to control the trembling in his good hand. He lowered his  swollen face. He wanted to touch his daughter, to bring his cheek to the calm, sleeping child.

That night he got up. He dressed and went outside. His fist ached. He’d taken three painkillers. The summer dark was hot and impersonal. He wondered briefly where he could go and be just another man. Thinking of the tiny girl, he was afraid that he might stay.

Fields were mowed and fragrant, and as he walked, the moonlit roofs of farmhouses and a few lights floated out across the dark. Eventually the road dipped to another. A dog ran to a mesh fence, huffing and half barking, then fled back into shadow. The moon set, stars filling up the sky. He entered the deep ruckus of the forest.

Where would he be if he continued? Back to that wild self in the mountains? Again he tried to recall what his people had understood about this place. On his way to boxing matches, he’d seen dozens of cities, but his trips had been all bustle and rush and busy streets, and there’d been no way to stop.

Above the thriving night sounds an engine chugged. At a slight rise, headlights fanned into luminous dark. He stood, conscious in stillness of humidity and the sweetness of bloom, the ranging shadows out along the road. The truck pulled close. A knocking came from within.

Need a ride? a voice called with the rounded vowels of a black man. Jude opened the door. The cab light didn’t come on. He climbed inside. The truck pulled forward and after a while his eyes adjusted to the faint glow  of the dash. The driver was thickset, his face fleshy and boyish. The truck hit a bump. The whole thing rattled. Seat springs creaked.

Where you going so late? the man asked.

I don know, Jude said—Mobile. It was the first reasonable city he could name, a place where he’d once boxed. His money and ID were in the trunk of his car.

That’s a long ways away. Mobile.

Jude stared ahead. He considered saying something about his daughter. The well of headlights stretched out before them.

You okay? I seen your hand.

I . . . Jude hesitated . . . I am wid a black woman.

The man tilted his head. Sounds like a full-time job.

They drove a while longer in silence until, as the truck rounded a bend, something moved at the side of the road. The headlights kicked back, catching in the folded shadows of antlers and a dark eye. Jude braced against the dash.

Neither spoke as the man turned the truck around, one headlight dead, the other aimed into the ditch. He reached under the seat and took out a knife. They walked into the grass edging the road. The deer’s breath rasped in its muzzle.

Somebody maybe will hit de truck, Jude said.

One antler was shattered, and the man approached the other carefully. He was large but nothing compared to Jude. His eyes were golden under the headlight. He took the good antler and pulled the head back and cut the buck’s throat. Its eyes bulged. It tried to stand and died.

If you knew how often this happens. Like the Bible  be saying, he told Jude, his accent exaggerated now—like the Bible be saying, this is a rich and plentiful land, always sending me sweet food. He paused. And you with a black woman. What you running from?

Whatever had been in the buck’s eyes was gone. The man crouched and lifted a leg. He worked fast, sawing. Then he rolled his sleeve and slipped his hand in. He jerked his arm upward hard. Intestines spilled out. The smell was familiar to Jude, like that of homemade soap.

The man cleaned the knife, then stood and studied the buck’s shape in the weeds. Jude touched the warm metal of the truck. He thought of lying in damp grass beneath the power lines and the way Louise lay back and lifted her hips, and his stomach ached to think another man might see her body say so much.

I am okay here, Jude said.

Now listen, the man told him. He gave Jude a long look, then nodded to himself and bent to lift the deer. He was dressed in slacks and an oxford. He glanced up at Jude and waited. Together they put the deer in the back of the truck.

He cleared his throat. I sure can’t take you to Mobile. I can take you just a ways. Sweat beaded on his upper lip.

I am okay, Jude told him.

The man walked around to the truck door. Throw a stone, he said as if singing, and you’ll hit an answer in Mobile. He looked at Jude before he got in. The single headlight cut up along the trees.

For years Jude would recall walking that night home.  He’d understood that whatever Honoré had dreamed would not be found here. He returned to the house. A photo near the crib showed Louise’s mother, chin lifted with pride or practiced stillness, a braid on her shoulder like a bandolier. Because of the age or artificiality of the image her cheeks shone white.

Louise was sleeping. He was careful. He went to the owl cage. With his good hand he opened it and took each soft stirring body and crushed it. He took the baby from the crib and wrapped her as gently as he could. He never considered that she would cry, and she didn’t. His hands shook and whatever steady pang of emptiness and loss faded and he was a huge gentle man holding her. He went to his car and started the engine and left.

He drove through what remained of the night. The next day he stopped for milk and fed the quiet newborn. He couldn’t keep from looking at her. He was determined to take no risks. He would do it right this time and go where Honoré had told him. By morning he crossed out of Delaware over the long, low bridge to New Jersey. It was summer and cloudless.

 

 

The first days were difficult. At a bookstore he bought everything on babies. Unpracticed with words, he studied the pictures, mostly of women breastfeeding. Not knowing what Louise had called the girl, he named her Isa, and she watched him with indulgent, even patient eyes. He bought her formula and new clothes, pullovers with sewn-on feet, a yellow sundress. He paid a woman at a daycare to help  him, telling her his wife had died. He ended up staying in a motel until he found a house to rent in New Jersey, a few streets up from a good neighborhood. Though the rooms were cramped, the paint was new, and he could carry Isa down and see the big houses with their lawns and pools.

The feeling of wonder never left. He’d soaked and stripped away his cast so that he could place her on his gnarled right hand that was almost as big as she was while he fed or cleaned her with the other. Often he thought back to that year in his youth when the aunt had come with her children to live with them, the feeling of joy and the expectation of joy. But though Isa remained a calm, watchful baby with eyes lighter than her mother’s, there were still the inexplicable weeping nights when he held her in his torn hands and sat in some too small chair not knowing when this pain would end. And there were the explicable cries too when he put her in diapers and accidentally jabbed her hip with the safety pin. One day he realized he didn’t know her birthday, and so he picked a date, sometime in the weeks before he’d taken her.

Afraid of being found, he bought loafers, chinos, and a blazer, and he lied to his neighbors about his name. Ey dere, he said, I am William White, which they, conscious of his absent wife, took for a makeover of Wilhelm Weiss or some such thing. He was even invited to a potluck. He held Isa and stood among his neighbors. One was a Hungarian, another a Pole, all awkward out of overalls. He drank a few, stared at the TV, said, Well  okay, good night. He didn’t know he was supposed to bring a dish. They never invited him again.

Though he had money enough, alone with Isa he tried to understand what would fill the years. Walking the wealthy neighborhood, he saw men in suits heading for the train station on chilly mornings or returning, reappearing on the patio with sons and pigskins. Jude thought of the black man who’d picked him up in Louisiana, of that brief ride through dark woods. Jude hadn’t wanted much, only to carve out a life.

That winter passed painfully slow. He bought a TV, a chair, a mattress. Isa was always in his arms, asleep as he watched episode after episode, as he tried to decipher books on how to raise her. The only instruction he didn’t follow was to visit the doctor. His fear of being caught outweighed this recommendation. Louise appeared in dreams. She smiled as if they’d always been together, or slept deeply with her palms turned up, as though dead. When he woke, the array of houses beyond his bay window looked like a child’s model circuited by an electric train. Often, nightmares of Isa-Marie’s lost bones mixed with others of Louise’s rage, the blue-jacketed men and weaving lights. She must be looking, must regret not having learned more than healing and midwifery from her grandmother. Briefly he wondered at giving birth. Louise was barely more than a girl, and he considered how she had suffered. He decided never to think of her again and gradually this lie against his emotions became truth and he didn’t. But at times the split nerves of old fights jangled in his body, and lingering in sleep he felt  her fingertips on his forehead, healing that wound, holding him there.

On the first warm, flashing day of spring, he began to walk. He didn’t consider distance or direction, just plodded off with Isa in his arms, her bottle in his pocket so that he could pause on a park bench or the steps of some municipal building and feed her. He’d grown a beard and hadn’t cut his hair. On the street, people paused to see him. Day after week he walked, always surprised to see the sun fall so quickly through the sky. Soon he sat her on his shoulders, these moments cast into her first memories, fingers in the red hair that she wore on her legs like a blanket or buried her arms in against the wind, avenues of sloping lights, city dusks, and far off the skyscrapers of New York like a basket of jewels. He walked with a boxer’s hunch and held her feet so that even when she slept, she stayed on his head. It was like some story from the curé’s book, the wandering, the year passing into summer, autumn, ice crystals at dawn on the windows. He bundled her in clothes and scarves, carried her like a pod in his arms so that she blinked at snowflakes. Spring again and they went farther, crossed on bridges beneath metal girders, through interlaced sunlight and into Manhattan. He gazed at pretty clerks through shop windows, his looming reflection scary, the small girl laughing, her hair a halo of curly brass, a rein of his own in each of her fists. Into Brooklyn and Queens where black folk looked at him with silent respect for his ugliness and strength, for the simple joy on his face. Back out, Palisades Boulevard, Englewood  Cliffs and Fort Lee, Edgewater, and home again at some lost hour, their empty house. To sleep briefly and leave. Unable to exhaust himself, he followed the river, kept the heaped city at the corner of his eye, the traffic across the water on Henry Hudson Parkway. Guttenberg or Weehawken, passenger ferries and again the ranked city. The branches of Central Park against those high, glittering buildings. Street lamps ran on. City dusks lit the river. Isa wore a sun hat, a mysterious thing she would still have years later.

Then one afternoon a police car followed slowly for ten minutes before it sped away. He realized through some fog of motion what a sight they were. He thought of the woman at the daycare who’d helped him from time to time. It was a miracle he hadn’t been caught. He feared loss, heard doors close at night, prowling motors. He went to the window, then looked back to where Isa slept in the blankets. To lose this love, this simple silent world and all that streaked within him was too much now, again.

In the bathroom that night, he stood before his inexpressive features. The face held so much violence, and he wished he could ask it what he was doing here or could do, but he’d reached the point within failure when it is no longer possible to ask. He’d failed with Isa-Marie and boxing and Louise and even here, in the place his people had sought. All that remained was the tenderness of his child.

The next day, before dawn, he packed the car and fled. He traveled south through New Jersey, into Maryland,  Virginia, three days stopping in small towns, reading local papers for some idea of what next until he found a job on a horse farm. There, he was given an apartment above the carriage house and an allowance, and he could sit Isa in the sun while he worked. He saw that it was possible to be content in these quiet hills, mucking out stalls, watching evening long on the pastures and thinking, when he could, nothing, absolutely nothing at all.




Virginia 


1970—1988

His name was Jude again, Jude White. He dressed in work clothes much like those of his youth, and the manure he shoveled was no different. It amazed him how easy it was to be absorbed by the country. Occasionally he heard people mention Ali or Frazier, and he thought of all he might have had. He never spoke of boxing, never set foot again in a gym. He hid behind his beard and gave his attention to the horses and his daughter. About daughters he didn’t know much, but about horses he’d learned a fair amount from his grandfather.

Though Isa had been born into an America in the throes of Vietnam, she sensed not war but the eclipsing presence of a strength that cast its shadow, like, she mused as a child with her dinosaur cards, a pterodactyl. As she grew, Jude became more a mystery with his blazing hair and eyebrows criss-crossed with scars, his twisted and swollen hand keeping him up on cold nights. He was mostly silent, speaking French and English distantly so that she learned to mumble, I’ve gone English in the head, or to say, câlice, ciboire and tabernac, words interchangeable with fuck and shit and goddam, all of which she later used working with horses.

Over time she came to sense her father’s moods, the way the sky exerted its weight and slowed the world, a storm beyond the horizon. He’d be sitting, brooding, then go to the woodpile, upend a piece and swing the splitter until the raw fissures of his old wound cracked, uneven chunks tipping, wobbling where he stood them, making the maul ineffective, jarring his grip, blood now streaming. Winter was the worst. She couldn’t imagine what he was thinking, couldn’t see his tears or the hand bleeding onto the frozen earth as he crouched among scattered pieces, wanting to disappear.

Jude himself hardly understood his moods. He feared them and loved Isa fiercely. The first time she was sick, coughing in bed, he stood over her, trembling, trying not to yell. Glancing up, she saw this fear as anger, not just the part of it that was. He cranked the thermostat, brought a space heater and heaped her with blankets until after a daylong sweat she got better. Eventually she learned to make  herself small, and this worried him—this girl with all the threats of weakness. Shying away, she didn’t understand what else he might want. But love lingered, a memory of something that wasn’t quite either of them, those city walks, the way she’d held on to his red hair, or these fields, the sun through the stall door when he put her in empty feed troughs as he worked, and the soft, fragrant muzzles of curious horses brushed against her.

With time he left her to herself. He cooked a steak each night to ensure health—steak being among her first words. Steak, he said when he set it before her, a peppered, bloody chunk of meat. It had been a rough transition from formula, but she’d done all right. When things got complicated, he deferred to the farm’s owner, Barbara, who did what she called precision work, grinding aspirin before mixing it with orange juice, removing ticks or splinters. A rawboned woman, she’d come to Virginia from Scotland as a girl and had taken the farm over from her father. She hadn’t married but seemed content and still spoke with a lilt. Isa had spied her in the house with men, more often with women, doing what she knew to resemble Breeding. When Isa asked why she’d never married, Barbara told her, I love horses—men would just get in the way.

Once, in the slatted light of a stall Barbara removed her shirt for Isa, revealing two flat breasts and, on her back when she turned, the print from a horse’s kick like the mark of a secret society, the skin there papery and strangely hollowed.

It’s beautiful, Isa told her.

I know, Barbara said and put her hand on Isa’s head, reaching her nails through the thick curls to scratch her scalp. Isa closed her eyes and purred.

 

 

Years passed with the speed of sameness, but at the first signs of Isa’s puberty Jude withdrew. He got up to wiggle the coat hanger on the television when she spoke, or went straight outside. Barbara answered her questions about these changes by comparing her to a horse, which made it all seem not so bad. But Jude saw these new sunny looks, the way Isa stood at the mirror and brushed her curls or chattered with the men who boarded horses. He wanted to clobber everything, the horses she petted, the men who breathed on her, the women whose hair she practiced braiding. Isa-Marie was there, the color of frost, alone in school, alone on the road where the young boy had brought the poems. Jude walked away. Isa had survived this far. He recalled his grandfather’s drinking against the pain of loss. He bought a dozen bottles from the discount rack, drank by will until it became habit, intent on incapacitating Isa’s greatest threat.

Days fell from haze into oblivion, Jude never quite awake until his first drink, then working in that window of clarity. Occasionally he recognized a presence in Isa, as if her mother were looking through those intelligent eyes, seeing what a fool he was. But with his drunken midnight rages, Isa’s innate wisdom gave way to fear. Over the years some reel of logic told him he’d done what he’d failed with Isa-Marie, even as he blinded himself to Isa’s  inevitable loss. In his sleep he heard names in the harsh voice of his grandfather: Gaspé, Cap-Chat, Les Méchins, Sainte-Anne-des-Monts, Rivière-à-Claude. He no longer had nightmares of lost bones and Louise’s anger. He dreamed northern air, the St. Lawrence like bedrock, wide, wind-scarred water that decided the bend of trees, the sinuous road. He woke, gasping in stillness.

As Isa grew she went through elaborate rituals at the mirror that involved not makeup or admiration but the careful construction of a face that might have been her mother’s. Her pale lips were a mystery, as were strange marks on one hip. She had Jude’s lashes but more than this a scar on her nose seemed of her father, from a time when, four years old, she’d bothered him while he was splitting wood. Wanting to be fed, she’d stood too close, and a piece of wood struck from the block had glanced off her face. She’d cried, and he’d mumbled, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. She’d been afraid, seeing his look, that the cut was serious. He’d painted her nose with iodine from the veterinary box. Barbara had said she looked like a clown, but that had failed to make Isa smile.

Once, in the school library, she found a book on cannibals, and of everything she’d read this stuck with her, the information that—beyond rites of passage and manhood—they ate others to absorb power. She pictured looking into a cannibal’s eyes after he’d eaten her and seeing a flickering light. What had happened to her mother’s power when she’d died? Had it billowed like a sheet on a clothesline and drifted off, red dust behind a passing car? If she’d eaten her mother, would she be smarter and  stronger and know who she would be someday with more certainty than the school aptitude tests offered: librarian, secretary, or technical assistant?

A few times, Isa had heard Jude mutter about uncles and siblings, a grandfather’s strength, wharf fights, and work in the fields. She’d heard French enough to understand it, even to speak it. Before holidays, when classmates talked about family reunions, she was jealous. What had happened to the relatives Jude described? Now when he drank, she learned to time her questions so that he’d talk. She listened inexhaustibly: fights, blizzards, men who, because of Jude’s mumbled delivery, seemed like vagabonds. What he told her was at times so outrageous—siblings given to neighbors, uncles who became old men overnight—that she doubted him. Characters appeared like titans, grotesque within the singularity of their power. But gradually she saw the workings of a better world, where everyone belonged. She felt even a vague pride, that she’d descended from hardier stock. She signed out an atlas and showed Jude the map of Canada. He pointed to Québec. But where? she asked, and he banged his blunt finger on the province, the village not marked and, in his memory, only wind and fields and water.

But the question she asked most often was that which had haunted her the longest.

Who was my mother?

He grumbled and waved her away.

Autre chose, he said once, nothing more.

[image: 004]

By her senior year Isa was the tallest girl in school—taller even than most of the boys. She was sturdy and tanned from work, but popularity had a lot to do with clothes and attitude, and not only size but dreaminess and farm attire set her apart. She believed that in the place where Jude came from everyone was like her and that she would have to go there if she hoped to marry. Though she announced her plans to attend college, and her teachers encouraged her, she dreamed mostly of writing in a journal late into the night, of suffering like Jane Eyre. She loved the way the voices of women characters spoke into silence.

She didn’t apply to college. Jude was in an accident. The tractor hit a hole and, drunk, he was thrown off, his legs run over. She stayed to take care of him and even when he was limping around, she couldn’t picture him cooking his lousy meals. Barbara, who, by mere presence, had seemed a parent, also required help. Once able to punch a stallion to make it go weak in the knees, she’d had her own itinerary of heavy drinking and was in a similar state of dependency.

I might have fired your father, she told Isa, but he did his work well enough and fast, and I figured he had the right to get back to the ugly business of drinking himself to death. In fact he may have inspired me.

Jude had been convalescing, mixing whisky and pills, asleep or incoherent days on end.

He’s useless now, Barbara said, but he’s part of the farm, and anyway we’ve got you.

Isa let this sink in. The horses were her responsibility, the money once paid to Jude now given in an anonymous envelope. Her life was spartan, her room  nearly empty, one photo on the desk—a girl dressed in Jude’s farm clothes, leather boots to her knees, sleeves like wings. She couldn’t recall the occasion, only that Barbara had taken it.

Summer chores eased into autumn, winter. Then the busy spring. She did her work, took the farm truck to the store, to the pharmacy, ate lunch with Barbara as they watched the few milky channels on the house TV. She told herself that horses were the love of her life. Alone in her room, done with the day, she perused Time Life books about ghosts and mysteries.

 

 

After his accident Jude aged terribly. Hulking bones showed in his frame, shoulders like knobs in his undershirt. His head moved as if on a spring. He recalled Hervé Hervé walking through the blustery sunlight to the wharves and the work that was the mechanism at the center of their lives. On an August day Isa came in from the heat for a drink. He woke on the couch and saw her at the window.

Isa-Marie, he said. He stood in the unlit apartment. He hobbled toward her.

Sunlight through the window made the room seem dark. She backed away.

Isa-Marie, he repeated, je m’excuse. He hugged her and pressed his hands along her back with such an ancient strength she could barely breathe.

After that she avoided him. She locked her door at night. She hated the gassy scent of liquor and couldn’t  understand why one day he’d started drinking. She was twenty and didn’t know whom to confide in, and she considered prayer. What little she knew about God she’d heard at school. She imagined Him as a voice like the weatherman’s. She knelt in a stall where she’d replaced the straw. Dust motes hung like sparks in bands of sunlight, the summery odor all around her. She wanted freedom. But closing her eyes, trying to word the terms of her release, she felt herself verging on an act as real as violence, as if she might be capable of wishing Jude dead, and she stopped.

Afterward she walked through fields and the dumb wheels of daisies, trying to forget her chores, to hold just the sky, pale and wide and empty.

 

 

A week later Isa saw a Jaguar parked at the barn. The driver was a thin elderly man, slightly effeminate, with sad, drooping lips that he nervously touched. He had faded brown skin and almond eyes and particularly black lashes. His hair curled loosely.

Excuse me, young lady, I’m looking to buy a horse, he said in a voice that she couldn’t quite place, Southern though and stiff.

What kind of horse? she asked, thinking she’d have to get Barbara up.

I don’t know. I thought maybe a Tennessee walker.

Oh, she said, you’ll have to talk to Barbara.

He stared, his eyes big, his smile like on a toothpaste box. His teeth were square and perfect despite his age. Do you work here?

I live here, she said. He narrowed his eyes and lifted his chin. On the farm with this aging man in lapels she found it hard to believe that it was the late eighties.

Is this your dream? he asked. Horses? Many girls love horses.

No. I don’t know.

He tilted his head. No, or I don’t know?

I don’t know, she said.

She told him a little about herself, that she liked to read but not what, and that she loved horses though she hardly thought about them when her work was finished. Suddenly wary of revealing how paper-thin her thoughts were, she agreed to show him the horses that were for sale. He confessed breed wasn’t as important as beauty and that he could return when Barbara was more disposed.

What’s the horse for? Isa asked.

He hesitated, then told her, Aesthetics. He described his farm, how he thought a gentleman’s farm always looked good with a fine horse, maybe two so one didn’t get lonely.

What about shelter and food and exercise? she asked, impressed by his concern with aesthetics.

Maybe I would hire a girl to come take care of them.

Because he was old, she wasn’t worried. Though he barely reached the height of her shoulder, she felt like a girl and talked like one. His name was Levon Willis, Pronounced Live On, he told her, and in the course of that day, walking the pasture, she learned about his farm and big house and his hobbies: reading and contemplation and self-cultivation.

I used to want, he said. Now I think.

She so enjoyed the conversation that she looked forward to his next visit. She never mentioned him to Barbara, and he never asked about buying horses again. He was a harmless old man, she decided, kind and intelligent, and surely from someplace far away, where a person could look with trepidation at a grazing horse, extend a hand and say, I would like to pet it.

Only when she asked how he became rich did she feel briefly unsafe, as if he’d admitted to being an ex-con. He told her the story of his farm, passed down for generations through his family, and how for years he’d barely been able to pay the taxes but couldn’t bring himself to leave it, not knowing where else he might go. At fifty he’d come to hate the meaningless work. He reduced taxes by putting most of the farm into scenic easement. He sold his livestock and machinery, and he began charging locals to use his land as a dump for construction materials. He burned what he could in the fireplace and sold scrap to salvage yards. Those years he progressed from reading the encyclopedia—Something I always meant to do, he confided—to books on investing, which, with patience, he was soon attempting. One winter a local demolition company was hired to dismantle and ship away the beams of a defunct water mill whose foundation had washed out. Local legend had it that the young George Washington had kept an office in the basement of the original structure when he was surveying the picturesque town, which was a short drive from the capital and also bore his name. The beams went to a rich man’s  weekend house in Middleburg, but the trash and shattered wood, everything that had fallen from floor to floor, lodged there for centuries, ended up at Levon’s. The crew cleaned to the stone foundation and brought frozen mounds of dust and splintered wood, nails and glass. Levon hadn’t wanted this sort of trash, but in the spring, raking it out, he found his first coin, an 1802 Draped Bust. Within the week he had several more, all of that same period. He purchased a metal detector and discovered coins in value from forty dollars, such as the 1943 Steel Penny, to others—he could list them—1853 Liberty Gold Coin, 1917 Mercury Dime, 1877 Indian Head, 1839 Coronet Head, 1808 Half Cent, and many more, among them a dozen other Draped Busts, minted in the first decade of the nineteenth century, each worth thousands. The demolition, he supposed, must have knocked them from their hiding place. He read up on numismatics and eventually sold them to collectors. He invested in a spree and not long after a few of his stocks soared. His years were numbered, and he was fashioning the life that remained as he thought it should be.

Isa listened in awe. She, too, she told him, had felt she was different. She explained that her father was French, that she’d never known her mother, and that she’d been an outsider at school.

Ah, he said, it’s that dark French blood you have. I had wondered.

It must be, she agreed, considering that this might be the autre chose, the other thing—Dark French. She repeated it softly, testing it for suitability.

On his third visit Levon seemed nervous. He always came at the same time, and it occurred to her that no one else was ever out then. She’d been telling him about her frustration, her feeling of being trapped. She was surprised to hear herself use the word.

It’s a prison. I must have been meant for more than this, she said.

Levon hesitated, then told her he had a proposition in mind. He cleared his throat and brushed fingers against moist lashes. His tone was businesslike.

You are unhappy, he said in his over-articulated English. You would like to see the world. Now this might sound odd. I am also a lonely man. I have been so for years, and what I have with you may be my first true friendship. I have thought about this. It is possible only because you are too young to have presuppositions. You accept me. What I would like to propose is a business marriage though not really business. I feel a great love for you, but I know I must repulse you. I am very old. So what I offer—what I propose—is that we marry. There will be no consummation. No sex, he added, looking away, as if unsure whether she understood. You can travel, go to college. I will pay for it. I will even buy you horses. It’s as you like. But it would be a friendship to carry me through my last days. Will you say yes?

Isa felt as she had with Jude when she’d decided not to go to college, that she had the power to save, only now there was the possibility of escape. She liked Levon, nothing more. He was short, skinny, and dressed like a very old man. He had a silk flower in a buttonhole.

All right, she said. But we have to go now and do it. His eyes widened. I mean, soon, and I don’t ever want to come back. I don’t want anyone to know.

She tried not to think of Barbara asleep with her scotch and water, Jude watching TV in a daze. People would be angry. The farm needed her. Jude and Barbara needed her. She would be fine if she could forget what she’d done and never see them again.

As planned, it was an escape in the dark. She packed, wrote a note, then snuck from the apartment and walked out the gravel driveway. She tried not to think of Jude deciphering her words, his big, flickering eyes rolling back over sentences. This farm was the only place she’d known, and she feared now that every familiar scent or sound would remember this. Jude’s drinking would be worse. He’d have accidents. She paused and looked about her, not sure she had enough courage. The lights of an airplane moved above a dead oak, its branches like nerves against the starlit sky. She expected a sign, that some aspect of the world around her would indicate what she should do.

At midnight Levon met her in the Jaguar. He looked tired.

I don’t normally stay up so late, he confided.

A few days later they were married. This, too, was businesslike, though she refused to change her name, having read that women no longer did and thinking it would break Jude’s heart. Levon appeared annoyed. She moved into her room, the farm far enough away that no  one would know where she’d gone. He kept true to his promises and bought what she asked. But soon she had the feeling, when he began bringing home Southern-belle dresses and insisted that they sit on the porch or walk in the evening, that she, like the sleek horse in the pasture, was for aesthetics.

 

 

God was frequently the topic of conversation. I often contemplate God, Levon said. Sometimes I think of spaceships and extraterrestrials, and this all seems important in the question of God. One of the pleasures of being married is sharing my thoughts. There was nothing worse than thinking about God alone. It was very lonely.

He could talk for days. This was difficult for Isa after so many years of silence. His age showed more, and he often wandered the house in a terrycloth bathrobe like a short, emaciated Hugh Hefner. They would lie on his bed, and he’d talk, a wise and ancient child. Then he’d doze, and she’d go about her day until she heard him calling.

There’s a story I have been wanting to tell you, he said. I just wanted to make sure you understood me first. Otherwise you might think it silly.

It was evening, and they were on the porch with their books. He had introduced her to many startling and philosophical works, his favorite on how the Bible was a record of extraterrestrials, how all holy scripture encoded a war in heaven fought by gods, really our superhuman  predecessors who genetically engineered us. It was fascinating, she agreed. It made her want something to happen, aliens to arrive or a comet to crash into the earth. But as often was the case, he’d interrupted her reading to tell another story.

You see those woods? He pointed beyond his acreage, down a slope to a collapsed stone wall.

Those woods, he said, have been there since I was a boy. The government owns them, I guess. No one really knows. There’s a creek there, and across a ways a rather busy road, so if you go too far you see the trash people have left. But the trees are old and it’s dark, quite scary.

The story he wanted to share regarded an evening when he’d been sorting his scraps and had taken a bucket of nails down, figuring they’d rust faster in water. He’d gotten only a bit into the forest when he saw the man and the girl. The stream was running high and loud, so there was no way they could have heard his approach. The man was tall and wearing a black suit.

He was incredibly pale, Levon said, the whitest man I have ever seen. The girl looked a bit younger than you. She had on a thin dress even though it was cold. She was lovely, and I couldn’t help feeling for her. But it was late and the man was scary, very, very pale. They just stood there, minutes at least. His face was against her throat, and her head lay on his shoulder. He was so tall it didn’t look natural. I watched them for as long as I could bear it. The girl appeared to be falling asleep, the way her hands started slipping down his back. I got frightened and returned to the house. I locked the doors that night.

Now I do believe in God and Jesus and the truthfulness of the Holy Bible. There, in the woods, I saw great philosophical questions for the asking. If pure evil could exist, then so could God. I went out every night after that to look for the man, thinking if I could find him, then I could believe in the deepest of ways. I’ve stopped going since I have married you. I did not feel it safe, and I did not want to leave you alone. But I think I should go again. It took all of my courage, and I believe it takes all one’s courage to look for God. One risks finding nothing, and one is always face to face with death.

The following evening Levon resumed his nightly vigil, standing in the cool air off the stream, watching the shadows. The story had unnerved Isa, and she’d asked if he’d read the papers after what he’d seen. He had, but no young girls had gone missing. Evil, he’d told her, might not be so simple. She’d thought of everything that had eluded her about her life, of the way she’d chosen to save herself and run away, and of what Jude must feel alone.

 

 

Isa had been living there several months when she heard about Levon’s nickname. She was at the general store, and the clerk asked if she was the one who lived with the Mexican.

The Mexican? she repeated.

Oh, I guess they just call him that, he said. I’ve outright forgot his real name—

Levon Willis.

Yes, that’s it. The clerk chuckled. He’s been called the Mexican for so long I forgot.

From this conversation and from what Levon had told her about himself, Isa was later able to make sense of the nickname. Levon’s forefathers had been mixed, and he’d come out of the muddle relatively pale. The last of his relatives had died or moved away to become white, and he’d considered himself too black to marry white and too white to marry black. His entire life he’d stayed on the land rumored to have been a slave’s forty acres. He’d turned into something of a hermit, alone in a house built by an ancestor who’d done well, and which, in the years that Levon ran his dump, began to lean. Later he’d had a new one built and hired landscapers to beautify the farm. He’d dressed expensively, drove a Jaguar, and kept to himself. It seemed only natural to give a man as inexplicable as this a nickname. Thinking of it, Isa wasn’t sure whether she should pity him or be ashamed.

That fall, Levon bought her a Honda so she could attend college. She was old for a freshman, and she had no sense of what was popular or what other young people liked. Instead, she took an interest in her heritage. But when she tried to research the White family name, she discovered nothing like it in French Québec. She didn’t know how it could belong to any family not English. Regardless, she practiced her French and decided she would do a degree in that language. But even in this her frustrations grew, her professors not sure why she was interested in Québec’s dowdy past, why she didn’t want to study abroad in Paris.

Over this year and through the next, Levon changed little. His body was resilient, his mind active. He walked and read and talked until she began to hate him. The only questions he asked regarded her ancestry. Her ignorance about her mother concerned him. You could be anything, he said and looked at her carefully. Then one day he startled her.

Do you think it is right for us not to have consummated our matrimony?

Though she tried to appear calm, her sudden pallor was answer enough. He got up and walked away.

All that week he stayed withdrawn. They no longer talked in his bed. He dressed formally, with a gold watch and cufflinks and tie clip. He had gold rings on his fingers. Only when tired days caught him off guard did he shuffle about in his robe. Those weeks he appeared shrunken. He’d met with a lawyer, she knew, most likely about a will. Then gradually he came to treat her pretty much as before, though with a sort of watchful propriety.

Each month they saw one another less. When not reading, Isa walked the steep pastures. She cultivated an obsession with the past, sensing how, when she mentioned origins or repeated the stories Jude had told her, she became distinct. Through her unaimed tenderness she divined a lost family, the pleasure of winter nights when snow hushed the world and nothing could be done but wait. What of the mother he’d erased within his silence? How had he come here and fallen in love?

Sleep wasn’t easy. She woke confused, thinking she was back in the room she’d known most of her life. With her eyes closed she had vertigo, a sense of falling or floating. She practiced French until dawn, occupying insomnia with cassettes and films that left her with a feeling of sophistication and a Parisian accent of the 1960s.
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