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PRELUDE

My mother gave me the first name of my father. My middle name was given to me by her mother, my Grandmother Rose. Grandmother’s only natural brother, James Warner Chaisson, was killed in a knife stabbing in July 1951 at the age of thirty. For reasons never told to me, no one called him by his first name. He was called J. Warner. At the time of his death, Grandmother was pregnant with her ninth child. Before her brother died, she had planned to name her next child Warner if it were a boy. Born a month later, the baby was a girl, whom she named Margaret. I was born the following year on December 22nd. To my relatives and the people of Morgan City, Louisiana, who knew me as a child, I am J. Warner, not John.

I own the pocketknife that slit the jugular vein of my grandmother’s brother outside a nightclub that sweltering summer night in Lafayette, Louisiana. The knife was given to me on February 5, 1996, by Mike Harson, the then-District Attorney of the 15th Judicial District. For over forty years, the knife had been taped inside a legal-size manila folder and filed away on the seventh floor of the parish courthouse.

I own a clipping of a news article that appeared in the Lafayette Daily Adviser on July 16, 1951, the day after my great uncle’s death. The first paragraph of the article reads:

“Murder charges were filed today against Curley Morrison, 20-year-old Negro, in connection with the knife slaying of J. Warner Chaisson, a 30-year-old Duson Negro, Sheriff W. S. Comeaux stated today.”

W.S. Comeaux was Walter S. Comeaux, who had served as Sheriff of Lafayette Parish since 1948. In July 1989, thirty-eight years after Sheriff Comeaux arrested the man who killed my great uncle, I was interviewed by the Parish President of Lafayette for the job of Chief Administrative Officer (CAO), the top administrative position in the government. That day was the first time that the Parish President and I had met. Two weeks later, he offered me the job. His name was Walter S. Comeaux Jr., son of the former Sheriff.

I served as Walter’s CAO for eight years, including a year heading up the newly created consolidated government of the City and Parish of Lafayette. For eight consecutive years, our names appeared together in news articles of the Lafayette Daily Advertiser. How and why our paths crossed with those two names is one of the many unexpected, surprising, seemingly bizarre occurrences that I’ve experienced over the course of my life. They have grounded me in the firm belief that nothing in my life happened by chance or coincidence. Everything happened with purpose. I am especially cognizant of that now, as I begin the journey of my final years.

This is a story about a black boy who grew up in poverty in the Jim Crow and Civil Rights eras, and who in 1966 became one of five black students who integrated an all-white junior high school in Lake Charles, Louisiana. It is a story about the decades that followed, when despite this young man’s education, the color of his skin was a dominant factor in whether he succeeded or failed. It is a story of his personal experiences with racial intolerance and how his responses to them largely shaped who he would become. As such, it is very much a story about the problem of race in America.

Lastly, it is the story of an individual who, as a student of human experience, embarked on a long journey to know the essence of who he was and what purpose he was created to fulfill.

Accounts of where I came from and went, where and how I was educated, and what I achieved are small rocks skipping across a vast, deep river of the inexplicable, unexpected events and inward reflections and intuitions that for decades were molding me while being hidden from a conscious awareness of who I was becoming, experiences which to this day are hidden from the world that looks at me. Ultimately, these are the experiences that made and defined who I am.

I was not a candidate for long life and dream fulfillment. Born to a poor, sixteen-year-old black girl and living in a low-income housing project, I was raised by a grandfather who never learned to read and write and who had served time in prison for manslaughter. I was fed and nurtured by a grandmother whose father had stopped speaking to her for seventeen years because she gave up an opportunity to teach school to marry a poor, illiterate farmer, raise babies, and work as a maid for white families. Together, my grandparents bore twelve children, nine of whom were born after my grandfather returned home from prison.

I cannot say why I did not die or become disabled or imprisoned long ago when circumstances portended that I would or should have. My life has not been my own. I can claim no triumph or achievement that I earned. All has been given. I owe all to love, especially the love that I failed to give back. I have been carried on a soft, gentle wind, for which I am forever grateful and indebted. I am blessed to have had the love of a strong mother and stepfather, to have married a strong, beautiful, virtuous woman, and to have children with the heart and spirit of angels. I am fortunate to have discovered my God-given gifts and to have been given the opportunity to use them. There was no mold to pattern, no preconceived plan in my journey toward selfhood, only the constant prod, fall, failure, and step forward, only hands that held and lifted me, shoulders that carried me, and the long, darkened nights that let me see the light of day.

Since my earliest awareness or consciousness of being an individual and having a mind, I was aware of my individuality, of something in me that set me apart from the world around me, even when I didn’t know what that was and didn’t know or understand the world that I considered foreign. I was a deeply introspective child and young adult, probably to a fault, who didn’t quite “fit in” with members of my family or with friends, but who adjusted and adapted, sometimes awkwardly. Whether they were long walks alone in the woods while feeling resentment toward my mother, or questioning why my natural father had abandoned me or why I was too shy to date a girl in high school, or whether they were days when I sat in a business meeting and was the only black man in the room, I always sensed that I was unique.

Introspective moments were the reality that I trusted most. There I found repose and peace. They carried me through many valleys and across many lonely, barren, desert sands when, by all outward appearance, I had failed or was not going to succeed by standards set by the outer world. I don’t think my parents knew the confused, private side of me that I was struggling to know in my early and young adult years. In some respects, I felt like a stranger to my wife and children, not by their doing, but because of my comfort with solitude and aloofness. I was a natural introvert who learned the necessity and value of extroversion in my professional life. Later in life, as a poet, I rediscovered the introversion that had caused so much dissonance in my youth, and I lovingly embraced it.

Long before I became a writer, I often prayed that I would find my highest purpose in life. Something inside me clung to the thought that what I was doing and achieving wasn’t who I was; it was who I had been. I was in my early forties when poetry discovered me, and I was fifty-seven-years-old when, after obtaining three degrees, I went back to college to formally study creative writing and get a Master of Fine Arts degree. What drove me in that direction was a strong sense of the reality of the “self” or wholeness of an individual, and the idea that I was incomplete. I felt that there was more to me than what I had become and accomplished.

The influences and distractions of contemporary society make finding wholeness a nearly impossible task. Outside of prayer, meditation, and religious teachings and beliefs, there are few mediums through which we can travel to connect with our hidden, innermost yearnings and possibilities. We are easily pulled into the brokenness of life and the numinous infatuation and obsession with the physical world that our senses experience. So much human energy and effort is spent on the race to achieve and attain or to simply cope with the difficulties and challenges of everyday existence. Time moves swiftly and our lives are busy and noisy. We depend on technology to get us through every hour of the day, so much so that we literally can’t function without a cell phone or a computer. It is no wonder that the silent voice that speaks to us from within and provides the guideposts to self-actualization goes unheard or ignored. Seldom are we quiet enough to hear it. And there are those inner, psychological demons of neuroses and obsessions that somehow come to possess us, the silent, dark spirits of mental unhealthiness that we don’t understand or are not consciously unaware of that we mask in our strivings to function and appear normal.

As a freshman in college majoring in psychology, I was an avid reader of the works of Carl G. Jung, the Swiss psychiatrist who advanced the theory of a collective unconscious, a discovery that Jung made in his treatment of patients with mental illnesses. In reading Jung, I began to question reality as I saw it and question what I didn’t know about why and how I responded to the world around me. Through his writings, I discovered that to be truly conscious of who we are requires us to know the content of the unconscious, a part of our psyche that is beyond our awareness of what we generally perceive as reality. It is there that the self lies.

Unconscious experiences, both personal and collective, are buried in the mind. Our inability to know their content and tap into them does not diminish their influence over our daily lives. In fact, though unaware, how we behave and respond to ordinary, everyday circumstances is due in large part to the forces of our unconscious mind. The problem we face in knowing and understanding that deepest, innermost part of us is that the unconscious speaks in a different language and through mediums that we are not generally accustomed to thinking about, through dreams, reflections, and “inherited” universal symbols that are not easily noticed and understood. The very definitions of those terms are abstractions that drown in the concreteness and practicality that command our daily attention. It is no wonder that we don’t know and understand what moves beyond and beneath what our physical senses define as reality.

I don’t claim to have that understanding. I only speak about the little that I was blessed or fortunate to learn about the complexities of human experience, lessons that none of us is taught as a child, student, and young adult. We are nurtured by loving parents and taught to study, learn, pray, and persevere, but no one teaches us how to hear so-called silent inner voices that point directions for the journey we will travel. Life simply pulls us into the abyss to figure things out as we grow, live, and learn. I was no exception, but for reasons beyond understanding, except perhaps for the purpose of this memoir, I was given a light to carry into the darkness.

Seeing and knowing does not necessarily mean that one has the answer to life’s problems or the ability to cope with them. In my experience, there was no substitute for religious faith. It was no coincidence that the stage of my life when I fully embraced the power of religious faith and tried to live by the teachings of it was when I began to discover my higher purpose. No dream, reflection, intuition, or knowledge of anything sustained me as much as my belief in God and life after death.

Like the Apostle Paul, I had my moment on the road to Damascus, but I was not chosen to preach the Gospel of Christ, only to be a follower of it. Admittedly, I often failed miserably in being that individual, and even now I struggle to live up to Christian ideals, but that is what and who I am. In some ways, the thought that I am real and that the world outside me is real is myth. I can only prove its existence with what I call my mind, which I know very little about. I have learned that knowledge can explain mountains but faith can move them. Even though I have eyes that see, I am blind to absolute truth and to the ultimate reality of a world that seems impossible for any single being to create. Still, unlike Jung, I would rather believe than see and know. To some, that might all sound self-righteous, esoteric, or philosophical, but for me it is simply truth.

But faith does not come easily. Although I would rather cling to belief than be needful of evidence for things not seen, believing in the face of disappointment, hardship, sickness, and death has been a constant trial for me, and I wonder sometimes whether those things happen merely as a test of my faith. The ability to have oneness of mind and heart, to have faith and to exercise it every day in all that I think, feel, and sense, is part of the brokenness of me and the journey toward wholeness that I still travel.

I have experienced many setbacks and failures in life. This book recounts many of them. The successes, if measured by traditional standards, came unexpectedly but not without sacrifice and preparation. My work as a professional striving to achieve the American dream and provide for my family was gratifying, despite its long-term cost to my health and physical well-being. But what I deem my greatest achievement in life, discovering that whatever gift I might have as a poet comes with a great obligation to give that gift to the world, is a realization that came long after I had been a public administrator, a banker, and a public education policy advocate.

I know now that becoming a writer and teacher was not accidental or incidental. I was always a black boy and a black man facing obstacles that seemed insurmountable. The color of my skin was a constant determinant. I have a much better understanding of how I overcame those obstacles than why. Education clearly made a difference between living in poverty and growing beyond it, but all the knowledge and experience that gave me the capacity and tools to achieve outward success could not equip me for the journey to seek the wholeness of me.

Although I did not travel the conventional path to finding my best use, I did not simply stumble upon the realization of it. I was always moving toward it but would never have realized that I was going there had I not listened to an inner drumbeat, the haunting whisper that led me to where the window of heaven opened. Only the constant look and listen inward to see the hidden path and hear the silent voice led me to the ultimate discovery that I am a poet.

I inherited a penchant for storytelling from a grandfather who didn’t know how to read and write and who was a surrogate father of my early childhood. He might have inherited the oral tradition of telling stories from his father or grandfather. My narrative is written in that vein and probably does not conform to the generally accepted pattern and structure of a memoir. In memory, I had to leap past prose to rush on to truth and catch up with the swift passage of time and rapid movement of place and circumstance that would ultimately reveal the singular purpose that my journey encompassed. l did not wish to show insignificant details or to give fictionalized dialogue to entertain readers. Frankly, much of the detail is forgotten. Only that which is significant is remembered. The outer events are recounted only insofar as they reveal the pattern of wholeness embodied in my journey toward the realization of who I am, a journey that continues in my later years.

This is not a “how to” book on self-discovery. It is merely an account of one person’s experiences of that journey. It is my talking book, a story that I would not have set out to tell if I felt that it could not teach some lesson and offer some hope to people everywhere, regardless of race, gender, religion, or national origin. But as an African American, my hope is that my story will offer lessons to black boys and young black men about the power that lies within them to rise above the barriers of race and above the meanness and hardness of a sensate world to find their highest purpose through the redemptive, liberating power of self-knowledge.

The first seven chapters of this book attempt to show that journey through stories and anecdotal incidents. At the point in which I discovered that I am a poet or that poetry had discovered me, I attempt to describe how my collections of poetry were born and what meaning my poetry strives to give to life. It is my hope that much of that meaning is embedded in the poems themselves, which are woven through every chapter of the manuscript and are as much my talking book as the narrative itself.

Three months after my seventieth birthday, my life took a surprising, unexpected turn. My account of it is literally, I think, the final chapter of the journey in search of the purposes I was created to serve. But that is only what I think. As I enter the final stage of life, what I mostly know about who I am is that there is so much more that I don’t know, a lesson taught by the many years lived before I became a writer. I am broken and incomplete, but I know that the wholeness of me is evolving. I have at least been put on a path to seek it.







REFLECTIONS ON FORGETFULNESS

On May 14, 2005, I left my car, a small but sporty 2003 BMW, with my father while I went to the Callaloo Creative Writing Workshop in College Station, Texas. My plans were to drive two hours from Baton Rouge and fly out of Lake Charles Regional Airport. Daddy would drop me off, keep the car, and pick me up two weeks later. I knew he was in some stage of dementia, but at that time he was more stable than not. He spoke coherently, answered phone calls, and heeded good advice.

I felt a little anxious about leaving my car with him, but Daddy knew cars; he cared about them. He always drove below the speed limit, obeyed traffic signals, and was meticulous about maintenance, which he usually did himself. As a child, I watched him take engines apart and put them back together. Still, sitting at the gate waiting to board the plane, I worried that he might move the car to cut his lawn and forget to lock the door, or he might mistakenly push a button and the windows would roll down. So, I called a friend and a cousin and asked them to drive by Daddy’s house from time to time and check on the car while I was away.

Though I hadn’t lived in Lake Charles for nearly thirty years, I had driven the streets long enough to know them quite well. But while driving my father to the airport that Saturday morning, he insisted on navigating me to our destination—pointing at nearly every turn. He had done this before on our visits to his doctors. Sometimes I took a different turn just to show him that his way wasn’t the only way and that mine would get us there just as quickly. But that day, I followed his direction. The pointing was mostly habit, but I sensed his need to reassure me and himself that he was still in control of the ground below him even though the world was slowly passing him by.

One afternoon at the Callaloo workshop, I strolled across the courtyard and saw someone doing a Tarot Card reading for Percival Everett, the award-winning novelist and visual artist who was instructing the fiction writing workshop participants. When I got close to the table, the reader sensed the presence of another spirit and asked me to back away. She said that the spirit force wasn’t of Percival, whose bright future was being foretold. She had seen or felt the dark, foreboding clouds that would soon hover over me.

Upon returning from Callaloo, Daddy picked me up in his truck and drove me to his home to get my car. I was relieved to find that he had cut the lawn but hadn’t moved my “Beemer.” That afternoon, as I sifted through his mail, my father spoke the only true confession he ever entrusted to me. “Something has fallen out of my head,” he said, brushing his forehead with his right hand. “I don’t remember some things I used to know.” No words that Daddy had ever spoken to me rang as clearly and sank as deeply into my heart. His confession struck me as quiet desperation, a revelation that he was beginning to feel unsure of his familiar and predictable corner of the world. I was just beginning to know the real tragedy of my father’s dementia, the fast approaching moment when Daddy would not know that he was forgetting or that he had a mind that once remembered.

Many incidents would follow in which my father showed visible signs, both frightful and humorous, that his brain was changing. As time passed, he grew uneasy and distrustful of visitors. He didn’t want company. He became keenly sensitive to time, obsessed actually, and never wanted to be late for the crossing guard work he did mornings and afternoons after retiring from Union Pacific Railroad. So he wore two watches, one on each wrist. On my visits to see him, he’d point nervously to his watches, stuttering and searching for words, as he talked about going to work or to visit his sister in rural Iberia Parish. He often mentioned trips he had to take to Texas and California for reasons he could never explain.

That was uncharacteristic of Daddy. He had always been a homebody. Except for trips my mother insisted on taking or the truck driving he did for the railroad between east Texas and southwest Louisiana, Daddy seldom traveled anywhere. But when his brain began to deteriorate, he started going places, in his mind at least. In reality, he only left his house to go to work or the bingo hall or to run errands for himself. One afternoon, when he politely told me to leave, insisting on the urgency of a trip to Houston, I hid my car around the corner and watched him circle his truck a few blocks and then return to the house.

Daddy had begun to show signs of memory loss and disorientation long before my mother’s death in 2003. When she grew ill, he became her caregiver. When she died, he suddenly found himself having to manage a household. He continued to do crossing guard work, drive his vehicles, play weekly bingo, and manage his checkbook, but his memory loss made daily living increasingly difficult and stressful. His judgment grew poorer with time, as did his hygiene. On my visits, I’d discover that he had forgotten to turn off heaters and lock doors. He cashed pre-approved bank credit checks that he received in the mail not knowing that he was borrowing money. He found it necessary to carry large sums of money in his pockets and was often seen waving the wad in public. He had several brand new weed whackers piled under his carport. Everyone, including me, became an intruder to his privacy.

Daddy’s neurologist was slow to diagnose the dementia as Alzheimer’s due to the presence of a tumor on Daddy’s pituitary gland. He underwent the usual diagnostic tests such as MRIs and ophthalmology exams but refused to do a spinal tap. Eventually, he was prescribed Aricept, a medication that slows the loss of memory. Daddy refused to take the pills.

Three months after my return from the Callaloo workshop, Hurricane Katrina hit southeast Louisiana. In the days and weeks after Katrina, one was easily lost for words to describe New Orleans, a city so loved for its vitality and spirit and for the richness and diversity of its expresion—an American city so modern yet old with tradition. Langston Hughes said he saw the muddy bosom of the Mississippi River turn golden in the New Orleans sunset. No one could speak of the waters of Katrina in the revering way that Hughes described his river.

One of the paradoxes of this very tragic event is that, in spite of the vastness and absoluteness of its physical and human destruction, those of us who did not live the flood first hand, were forced to experience it in abstraction. We experienced it from a distance, mostly in past tense, through what we read in newspapers and in the rapid click of our computers and televisions. Those accounts, including the progress of the state’s recovery, eventually faded with world headline news.

So it is with the raw statistics of this tragedy. It is impossible to talk about Katrina without mentioning the speed of the wind, the volume and height of the water, the number of people dead and displaced, and the homes, schools, churches, and hospitals destroyed and severely damaged. It is impossible to fully appreciate the storm’s impact without noting the number of businesses destroyed, the jobs lost, and, of course, the human, physical, and financial costs of the destruction.

At the time of the disasters, I was serving on the cabinet of Louisiana Governor Kathleen Blanco as Secretary of the Department of Labor, in charge of training for the state’s workforce, unemployment insurance, and workers’ compensation. I learned of the levees breaching while sitting in the vigil and communication fire of the emergency operations center at State Police headquarters. At first, I didn’t fully appreciate what it all meant. . .billions of gallons of Lake Pontchartrain pouring into the city…80% of the city underwater…8…9…10 feet of mucky water filling buildings and dwellings in the poorest neighborhoods of the city…neighboring St. Bernard Parish obliterated. And then the stories flashed about tens of thousands trapped in the city, unconfirmed reports of thousands drowning in the streets.

I, like the rest of America, saw the horrific images reeling across the screen, stories of the exodus and rescue efforts, the military command and control, bodies floating, rape and looting in the streets, mothers crying for their babies. We saw the nightmares at the Superdome and the Convention Center unfolding in real-time in the sweltering daylight and nighttime of a Louisiana September. I had seen and lived big hurricanes, including Betsy and Andrew, but Katrina was different, a storm of storms. A part of me felt that this wasn’t really happening, but as quickly as I saw the bad dream unfold, I was drawn into the reality of it, pulled by the weight and gravity of the catastrophe and the urgent need to respond.

Several weeks after the hurricane, I flew to New Orleans in a helicopter with several National Guardsmen and state cabinet members. We visited Jackson Barracks, the National Guard headquarters, and saw the watermarks on the walls that nine feet of water had inundated. We went to the Lower Ninth Ward and stood on top of the levee that breached at the Industrial Canal. The infamous 200-foot ING 4727 steel hull cargo barge that floated through a break in the floodwall still sat inside the neighborhood. Looking inland at the Lower Ninth Ward, a neighborhood inhabited by many of the city’s black, poorest residents, I saw every building lying flat on the ground, massive rubbles of sticks and concrete—a deep, vast ocean of destruction as far as I could see.

A month after Katrina, Hurricane Rita struck southwest Louisiana and east Texas. My father lived in the direct path of Hurricane Rita and refused to comply with a mandatory evacuation order. After repeated pleas to Daddy, at one point screaming to him through the telephone that if he didn’t get out he would die, he agreed to go. We made arrangements for him to be picked up by an uncle and brought to Fort Polk Army Base, several hundred miles north. When my Uncle Earl went to get him, Daddy refused to leave the house. Roads were closing and telephone communication was starting to break down. When I eventually connected with Daddy, he lied and said that Uncle Earl never arrived. At that point, it was too late for him to get out; the storm was approaching.

Rita hit the Louisiana coast as a Category 3 hurricane. Late that night, the state emergency operations center reported that every building southwest of Interstate 10 to the Gulf Coast had been severely damaged. Daddy was far enough from the coast and inland waterways to not be flooded, but with peak winds gusting 130 miles per hour, I was afraid that his roof had been blown away. Through 911, I contacted the Sheriff’s Department in Lake Charles to report that my father might be in danger, and I began making plans to drive there the next day. I packed food, water, hand tools, and a first aid kit. The Superintendent of State Police arranged for me to get a pass to enter the city. They offered a personal escort but I refused it.

Accompanied by Girard Melancon, a co-worker, I left Baton Rouge shortly after dawn. It was a breezy Sunday morning. Gray clouds thickened as we got closer to the city. When we approached the I-10 exit ramp, armed National Guardsmen stopped us, checked the access pass, and warned us to enter at our own risk. Suddenly, we were driving through the ruins of a long, devastating war. The entire city lay tangled in debris. Roofs had been blown away. Fallen trees and power lines covered the streets. There were no people or sounds. Nothing moved. No birds flew overhead. The stillness was surreal and eerie.

Carefully navigating streets to get to Daddy’s neighborhood, I approached his house, relieved to see his roof intact. Then I noticed that one of the three mature pine trees that stood in his backyard wasn’t there. I braced myself for the worst as I rushed to the backyard, finding the tree lying on the neighbor’s carport. Daddy appeared behind the glass screen of the back door. I was never more relieved to see that unwelcoming half-smile that my visits always prompted. “Boy, we had some rain last night,” he said. To him, a bad thunderstorm had passed. I honestly think he slept through the entire horrifying night oblivious to the massive destruction around him.

For weeks after the storm, Lake Charles was nearly uninhabited, with no water, electricity, and health services, and no place to buy food, gas, or living supplies. Farther south, in Cameron Parish, where wind gusts reached 180 mph, the fisheries and towns were totally demolished and the coast was sucked into the Gulf of Mexico. In the aftermath, daytime temperatures rose above 90 degrees. Daddy, who had survived the storm with no injuries and only minor damage to his property, still refused to leave, preferring to live half-beast and half-child. I drove from Baton Rouge several times a week to bring him ice, water, and food supplies, but he barely touched them. He insisted that I not throw anything away, including the spoiled food in his freezer.

His mental condition declined sharply, but he refused to see a doctor. He was a tall man, rather well-built, and the poor nutrition took a visible toll on his appearance.

Eventually, the city was restored, schools reopened, and my father went back to crossing middle school children on the corner of Highway 14 and Oak Park Boulevard. Daddy’s supervisor was aware of his mental condition and didn’t allow him to work the corner alone.

My days were consumed with a continuous string of meetings and briefings on the state’s recovery efforts. Our agency was responsible for leading the state’s efforts to pay unemployment benefits to the more than 250,000 workers who were displaced by the storms and to help businesses find workers. Seasons changed, as did Daddy’s grip on gravity and the ground beneath him. The cool winds of November fanned the blue roof tarps.

December brought yet another tragedy. The week before Christmas, my car was hit in a high-speed broadside collision that sent me spinning across the road into a steep ditch. I crawled through the front passenger door with minor injuries, but the car that I feared leaving with Daddy those two weeks in May was totaled and hauled to a wrecker yard. That same week, Jonathan, our oldest daughter Karen’s husband, drove to the woods of Hattiesburg, Mississippi and took his life.

I went to see Daddy to tell him about Jonathan’s death. Daddy hadn’t seen Karen, Jonathan, and their four young sons in several years. He reacted with sadness and disbelief. “He shot himself, Jay? Lord, Lord, Lord,” he said shaking his head. The emotion that Daddy showed was a sign that he still remembered his grandchildren and great-grandchildren.

On the morning of December 19th, we drove to Hattiesburg for Jonathan’s funeral, seeing remnants of Hurricane Katrina in the hilly forests we passed along the way.

With Christmas Day fast approaching, I asked Daddy about his plans for the day, hoping to persuade him to go to Baton Rouge. He declined my offer, of course, and said he was planning to spend the holiday with his sister, which I interpreted to mean I want to be alone.

Just when we thought nothing more could go wrong in 2005, the last week of the year brought yet another shocking, tense moment. I was driving home shortly after dark on Christmas Eve. Stores had closed and traffic was calm. My cell phone rang. Seeing an unknown number, I hesitated to answer, but on second glance I saw the 337 area code. Could be a family member from Lake Charles or Lafayette, I thought, so I took the call.

“Is this Mr. John Smith?”

“Yes, this is John.”

“Mr. Smith, I’m Officer Peterson with the Lafayette Police Department. Mr. Smith, I have a Mr. Sylvester Antoine in custody, whom I believe is your father. Is that correct?”

“Yes, sir, that’s correct. Is there a problem?”

“Mr. Smith, I responded to a call about your father about a half hour ago. He was seen stranded on Point des Mouton Road in Lafayette. From what I can see, he had a flat tire and drove his truck down to the rim of the wheel. The axel appears broken.”

“Is he okay?”

“Mr. Antoine appears to be very confused and disoriented and doesn’t really know where he is. He was being a little quarrelsome, but I managed to settle him down. If it’s okay with you, I can transport him to the emergency room at Our Lady of Lourdes Hospital. I have a number you can call to have his truck towed.”

Daddy had finally gone to visit his sister in Iberia Parish, 100 miles from home. He took the wrong turn on his return trip, got lost, blew out a tire, and kept driving to find his way. Seeing that Daddy’s wallet contained his photo identification card as a deputized crossing guard, the police officer contacted the Sheriff’s Department in Lake Charles. A 911 emergency operator took the officer’s call. She remembered my father’s name, Sylvester Antoine, not a common name and unusual enough to be remembered. She remembered that his son had called 911 three months before on the night of Hurricane Rita to report that his father had refused to evacuate and might be in danger. She had entered the father’s name and the son’s name and cell phone number into her call log. And so it happened, that a chance connection between a 911 operator in Lake Charles, a police officer in Lafayette, and me in Baton Rouge had prevented my father from spending Christmas Day of 2005 as a missing person.

That night, I drove to Lafayette with my son Patrick to pick Daddy up and bring him to Baton Rouge. He insisted that we take him home, seventy-five miles to the west. I told him that it was late and we needed to get home to prepare for Christmas Day. Only when I threatened to drive away and leave him at the hospital did he agree to get in the car. It would be the last Christmas that Daddy would spend with us before he was confined to a nursing home.

I wish the story ended happily there, but it didn’t. In the months that followed, my father grew increasingly forgetful and paranoid. He began to hoard things—money, used Styrofoam plates, half-empty plastic soda bottles, and little cups of syrup and butter he’d get with his McDonald’s pancakes. He stacked the cups neatly side by side and on top of each other until he built the Great Wall of China on the kitchen counter. It stunk, of course, and ants crawled everywhere. I discovered the wall one morning when I went to visit him and had decided to check on the house while he was doing crossing guard work. When he walked in earlier than I expected, all hell broke loose. My father was always a man of meek and calm demeanor. Until that day, I had never heard him curse. The only time I ever feared that he would strike me was when he saw me tearing down that wall. I backed off and let him have his way.

In late March 2006, not long after the “Great Wall” incident, Narva and I went to Lake Charles to clean Daddy’s house while he was at work. Daddy had refused to get rid of Mama’s things. Her clothing, jewelry, and personal papers were still there. I don’t know why I started looking in his dresser drawers. I pulled one of his drawers and saw a pistol, old packs of Viagra, and envelopes full of dollar bills. I spread the bills across the bed. As I counted, I called Narva and asked her to quickly go to the front of the house and let me know if Daddy arrived. I counted hurriedly . . .$5,000 . . . $10,000 . . . $15,000 . . . $17,000. I was shocked. We immediately went to the bank to deposit the money.

Concerned that Daddy might think he was robbed, or worse, that I had robbed him, I returned to the house to tell him what happened. I wondered how he would react. I thought about the gun and was sure it was loaded. The thought crossed my mind that in anger he would overreact, get the gun, and shoot me, but instinct told me otherwise. Nearly everyone, including friends and relatives, had become strangers to Daddy, but he still called me by my nickname, and I believed he knew me as someone he loved and trusted. He returned home before we got there and was standing in the driveway as we drove up.

“Hi Daddy, we were here earlier and cleaned up a bit. The place was a mess. I found the money you had in your drawer. That’s too much money to keep in the house, Daddy. I put it in the bank.”

He spoke in a soft shout that showed more surprise than anger. “You did what? What? Why did you do that?”

“I put the money in the bank, Daddy. It wasn’t safe in the house. Suppose the house catches on fire or you get robbed. See, here’s the deposit receipt. Look, it’s all there, every penny of it, and it’s safe. It’s in the bank.” I didn’t tell him that his name wasn’t on the newly opened account, but he discovered that the next day when he tried to withdraw the money. He questioned me about his money for several months every time we spoke. “Where is my l’argent?” he would ask. Daddy had grown up in a Creole environment and knew a little French, but he rarely spoke it. I thought it odd that, despite his memory loss, he remembered that particular Creole French word. Eventually, he forgot the money incident entirely.

I feared for my father’s life and safety. Living 150 miles away was more than distance.

Daddy had stopped answering the phone and wouldn’t return calls. I knew that I was racing against time. Sooner or later he was going to seriously injure himself or someone else.

I obtained a Power of Attorney and took control of his affairs—rerouting his mail, managing his bank accounts online, and paying his bills. I filed an application with the State Office of Elderly Affairs to have my father examined to possibly be involuntary committed to the care of the state.

And then, one scorching morning in mid-August 2006, I answered another unknown number on the cell phone. It was my father’s supervisor at the Sheriff’s Department. Daddy had been arrested at a Kroger’s grocery store for shoplifting a bag of cookies. He had simply wandered down the aisles and out the door, forgetting to go to the checkout register. Coincidentally, I was in town that day shopping for an assisted living facility for Daddy’s placement.

On the day of his arrest, I signed a state protective order to have my father involuntarily committed for psychiatric examination. All that he worked for was lost when we put him in the back seat of a Sheriff’s car and took him to a locked down unit on the tenth floor of Lake Charles Memorial Hospital. As the deputy sped down the road, Daddy spotted his truck parked on the lot of the store where he had been arrested. He opened the door of the car and tried to jump out. His entire life was reduced to one locked door and the minutes to separate him from his job and all his possessions, not to mention the loss of his pride and dignity as an honest, hardworking man. I broke down in tears when I heard his loud growl as two hospital assistants gripped him in a bear hug, one in front and another behind him, to empty his pockets—finding his keys, a small pocketknife, and $1,600 in bills folded neatly inside a rubber band.

I can recall no personal decision more painful than committing my father. At that point, the journey became a pilgrimage, his and mine together. I had taken my father’s life into my hands. I had become the father and he had become the son.

Over the course of my father’s illness, I moved him four times for various reasons—better care, surgery, or security. At his first nursing home, Daddy refused to eat, requiring a feeding tube to be inserted into his abdomen. Four months later, at a party celebrating his birthday, he opened his mouth to eat a piece of cake. As months passed, he ate so much that he was put on a diet. At another nursing home, Daddy caught pneumonia and again stopped eating. Again, a feeding tube was inserted. When the hospital prepped him for the procedure, they cleared his esophagus and removed a small, unopened pack of seasoning that had apparently been put on Daddy’s plate several weeks before. Thinking it was food, he swallowed it, leading to an infection and high fever. Had I not authorized the tube surgery, he would have suffocated in his sleep and his death would have been attributed to pneumonia.

Alzheimer’s patients are prone to wander, putting themselves and others at risk. They require close supervision and must be placed in secured, lock-down facilities to restrain movement. When I first began to search for a nursing home to place Daddy, I visited one facility that literally puts Alzheimer’s residents behind a steel caged wall. My father did more than wander. He never gave up on going back to his house and was always trying to unlock a door—always “going somewhere.” In May 2007, he fell while walking the slippery hallways of a nursing home in the middle of the night, suffering a hip injury that required surgery and permanently confined him to a wheelchair until his death in 2013.

As I reflect on my father’s journey—the progression of the disease, his stubbornness and paranoia, his frightening and sometimes humorous attempts to fake reality and sanity—I am certain that angels had been camped around him. Thinking back on the turns and steep climbs, the chance occurrences and coincidences, all that could have gone terribly wrong or tragic but didn’t, I can’t help but be amazed and thankful that Daddy lived through it.

I don’t know why the worst didn’t happen, why Daddy didn’t burn himself down by leaving the gas heaters on or driving off the road and into a canal in the middle of the night. I can’t explain why he picked up a fork and opened his mouth after refusing to eat for four months. I can’t explain why the 911 operator who took my call on the night of September 24th was working on Christmas Eve when Daddy got lost, or why, when I closed my eyes and spun the steering wheel, my car was hit broadside and not head-on. I don’t know why I happened to be in Lake Charles searching for an assisted living facility for my father on the morning that he was arrested, enabling me to commit him to psychiatric treatment on an emergency basis.

I can’t explain why those things happened or didn’t happen, but I know that the answers to those questions are what made our journey together unforgettable. Perhaps that was our destination, the unknown. My life has unfolded that way, with many incidents and occurrences that happened for my good but
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