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Introduction 
Richard Louth 

The Advanced Institute, “Writing and Teaching Fiction,” met June 8-18.  Our main purpose was to write short stories.  But we also met to read short fiction, to talk about how we teach fiction, and to explore how we might teach fiction writing and incorporate it into our different classes.

The first few days we met on campus, we wrote together, talked about our goals, collected favorite short stories from each participant to become our “reader,” and enjoyed workshops led by Bev Marshall and Dayne Sherman.  These professional authors set the tone for our Institute, taught us different ways to use journals as fiction writers (to whine, to take notes, to be a resource), and stressed the importance of following through and finishing your story. (If you don’t finish, says Dayne, you are “S.O.L.”)  Bev taught us about taking risk and being true to your voice and your story.  Dayne illustrated his thoughts by reading two of his stories aloud and discussing them.  (He kindly allowed us to reprint “Snakebit” in this anthology.)
About half of us met at the Le Richelieu Hotel’s VIP Suite on Tuesday night for a social to kick off the Advanced Marathon in New Orleans.  The rest arrived Wednesday, and the marathon lasted from Wednesday to Friday.  Rather than do our typical “journaling” on this marathon, we dedicated ourselves to writing fiction at each stop along our journey.  For many, this was a brand new experience.  While some tried to write a complete story during the marathon, others used the marathon as a chance to write Faulknerian “character sketches,” or to find details that might figure into their stories.  Kelley, for example, integrated a bowie knife into her story, and it grew out of a serendipitous meeting with the bartender “JT” at Flanagan’s Pub, who showed us a bowie knife he had designed and manufactured, as well as how it is used. At the marathon, we were joined by four writers from the Acadiana Writing Project, and each morning usually began with a discussion of outside readings, and ended with discussion of our own writing in progress. 
When we returned to campus for the second week, we posted our developing stories on Blackboard, took them to response group, had them critiqued, and acted as a community of writers.  Stories recommended by each participant became the main text of our Institute, and we discussed them each morning “as writers,” noting what ideas and techniques we could learn borrow for our own fiction.  We also spent time flexing our writing muscles with various exercises—a “what if?” exercise for turning memoir into fiction;  Kim Stafford’s “Sentence as River and Drum” exercise; and various exercises that involved transcribing an author’s actual words from a story, and then reflecting on them.

Our goal was ambitious—to create an anthology of fiction in the space of two short weeks.  We decided to title it Draft! Writing in Progress, because we see our work as still unfinished at this point and expect to work on it more.  We are pleased at how far we have all come with our fiction, and we look forward, once the Advanced Institute is over, to continue polishing our stories and to bringing our experience together and new knowledge back to our students.  
Fine Arts

Kenita M. August

Adelaide had finally accepted the fine arts of Southern womanhood after years of her mother’s vain attempts to mold her into a lady.  She once tried to ignore them, but they were second nature to her now that it was her turn to impart wisdom as a mother.  Even after the move from her familiar surroundings to the Pacific gem called San Diego, they coursed through her veins as she tried to replicate the better parts of her childhood as best she could with her children.  She remembered those fine arts, such as baking homemade biscuits barefoot with a squalling, curly-haired youngin’ affixed to her hip.  If she dropped one crumb, she’d pick it up before the five-second rule expired.  Her mother taught her the most essential fine arts, and the others she’d learned through sheer osmosis.  She learned the importance of waking early to rouge her cheeks, paint her lips a shiny red shade of perfection, and have breakfast ready for her husband and three boys.  She discovered that make-up could disguise anything from a menstrual blemish to her numerous indiscretions.  Her mother showed her how to make the creamy coffee colored foundation look immaculate and stay in place, even if she was chasing the kids out in the yard or tilling the soil around her roses. 

 It was a southern fine art to look your best at all times.  Her mother had even advised her about dabbing her eyes with a neutral shade and applying a subtle amount of lip gloss before going to bed.  Her rationale was outlandish and simple—you never know who you’ll meet in your dreams.  She thought the notion was silly, but her mother would always shake her freshly manicured, diamond ring toting finger at her and remind her that is how she managed to meet, marry, and keep her father, conveniently forgetting the arranged marriage and her total obliviousness to all of his extramarital carrying-on that had the townspeople whispering and abuzz.  Is this really all her 30-year-old existence had been reduced to?  In the ten years they’d been married, she’d carried five children, birthed three, gave up her dreams of becoming a singer, and cried frequently—all of this while preparing three square meals a day, ironing, washing, and keeping their upper middle class piece of suburbia as normal and as friction free as possible.  Had this been a southern fine art as well, the ability to suppress feelings into dark, hidden recesses of the soul? Probably so, but it was an art, as she would learn, that she hadn’t really accepted at all. 


She had been a sight to behold ever since the day her mother pushed her out into the cold, unforgiving, unreceptive world that December afternoon.  The hospital walls were painted a Pepto Bismol pink; the foreboding skies were a dark grape color, pregnant with rain and lightning.  Her mother joked that at the exact moment she took in her first breath, a bolt of lightning hit somewhere near the room.  Her father wanted her named some fiery name like Cayenne, but her mother wanted a name that her new baby girl could wear without shame or consequence or caution.  Her father, in typical new dad fashion, had bragged to his friends about the redbone baby in the nursery with the brownish black, curly hair.  Her eyes, there was something about her eyes.  She had bluish gray eyes that seemed so sad and old, the damnedest thing.  All of the nurses cooed and fussed over her.  Her mother, a woman who up until this point believed she would never be fruitful, beamed as she rocked baby Adelaide while singing the song her mother sang to her as a child.  She was beautiful, but those eyes told a story of sorrow that no baby should know.  It seemed to strip her of her infant innocence.  She was born into a world of privilege in the backwoods of Opelousas.  Her father, Russell, was the only Black dentist in the city, and in true southern belle fashion, her mother, Karina, was a homemaker.  They were married in a lavish ceremony of which slightly yellowing photographs still clung to the turquoise walls of the great room in the family home.  The couple had tried for years to conceive.  This trouble caused a great strain on the marriage—Russell overtly sought refuge in the arms of other women and Karina chased her sorrows with Kettle One martinis.  Once they found out about the pregnancy, and later that the baby would be a girl, Russell and Karina vowed to set aside their differences and focus on their new, sweet lady.  


As she grew up, her father doted less and less on her and focused more on his two favorite past times—work and women.  Her mother tried to fill the void, but Adelaide’s resentment towards her father pushed her into backseats, hotel rooms, bathrooms, and alleys where she filled that void with other men.  She was fed up with the idea of being a Southern dame.  Why would mama want me to become something that men, especially daddy, don’t even appreciate?  I don’t ever want a daughter.  She came to realize that love was no longer a feeling, just an empty, vacant space that disconnected her from the world, from the most basic necessity of human existence.  Her father, disgusted with his daughter’s budding reputation, decided to send her to the Grand Coteau Academy, a boarding school for girls, right outside of town.  This caused her to resent her father and long for her mother even more.  At the academy, she was constantly reprimanded by the nuns, but to no avail.  She smoked in the girls’ room, flirted with the young priests, and basically did whatever the hell she wanted to do.  Adelaide’s parents were constantly being called in and expulsion seemed only a cigarette butt or hiked skirt away, but her father’s influence trumped any priest’s recommendation.  Through it all, her mother’s arms held her daughters as if they would cleanse her of her wickedness and ease the pain.


It was at the Grand Coteau Academy that she met David, an older boy who attended the Jesuit school just down the road.  They never dated; he was a good boy, too good for her.  She liked the bad boys although they never acknowledged her in public since they were too busy flaunting their virgin trophies who rarely went past first base.  David was smart and handsome.  His daddy was a doctor and his mama taught third grade at a public school in the next town.  He had heard about her reputation, but still managed to let the forbidden fruit get to him.  Addie, my sweet, when are you gonna give me a chance?  I just might be what’cha looking for.  She knew he was too good for her.  He could save her, but did she want to be saved?  


Persistence can be a virtue because by the time she was twenty and he was twenty-four, they married after dating briefly.  Adelaide wanted to escape her wild days and felt that marrying David was the only way to achieve redemption.  She made a vow to uphold the sanctity of their marriage.  She wanted desperately to be the lady her mother tried to mold but didn’t care to fully embrace it.  Every now and then, she felt the urge to regress.  Her reputation in the town hadn’t quite died down as she’d hoped by marrying such a respectable man.  People would still whisper and wonder what he was thinking when he asked for her hand in marriage.  It had started to affect her psychologically, and she increasingly fought bouts of depression, often contemplating how she would end it all.  She often toyed with the ocean as a means because it had cleansing powers.  It seemed to hit her hardest after the birth of each of the three boys when people would wonder aloud the paternity of the babies.  In a strange way, she was glad to have miscarried the two girls they’d conceived.  At least I won’t have to see those sad eyes like mine or relive the life I led.  David decided that the family needed a change of scenery and as fate would have it, a job offer became available in California.  The next four years went by peacefully, but Adelaide, complacent with her life and out of the reach of her mother’s touch and the parasol of southern fine arts, decided to embark on a torrid affair with a married man named Torrence.  She never wanted to hurt David, but old habits die hard.  Her marriage was safe; she’d played the role of devoted housewife like her mother taught, but she was restless and Torrence offered her a savory but shallow taste from her past. 


Adelaide’s and David’s San Diego friends had begun to notice her suspicious behavior and even witnessed Torrence leaving the family home at inappropriate hours.  When confronted by David, she confessed and believed that her marriage was over.  She sank deeper into depression acknowledging that she had foiled her own happiness with her own weakness.  How could she have brought shame onto this man who had always stood by her?  Adelaide decided that her family was much more important than any extramarital adventure, but the damage had already been done—she was pregnant.  How could she tell him?  How could she face him?  She decided to disguise the baby as theirs and she kept this secret for the next eight months.  She learned early that it was to be a girl.  Will she leave me too?  This baby held on long after the point where her sisters left.  She was healthy; she would survive.  Adelaide pondered over what would come of her daughter.   I cannot let her live in this world, not with my indignity over her.  Her eyes won’t sing that song of woe like mine.  As her gestation neared an end, she knew she would have to face the music.  Or would she?  Grabbing the notepad off of the coffee table, she scribbled her confession to David, seized a flashlight from the closet, and headed for the beach.


Walking beside the gnarled piles of driftwood, the same absurd thoughts came rushing to her like waters long held captive by a dam now let loose.  She clung to her swollen abdomen ripe with innocence and disgrace and said a silent prayer.  God will forgive me.  He has to.  Those nuns from her days back on the sweltering Louisiana bayou had been selling that pipe dream to the wayward and saved alike.  She thought, sadly, how she brought about humiliation to her family as a teenager and had now done the same as an adult.  She used to wonder if she could outrun those old, colorful monikers like man-stealer, tramp, queen slut, hussy…

A rush of cool ocean water tickled her bare feet and jarred her back to the present.  Even in my memories, I can’t escape.  It’s become too much.  An internal movement now captured her attention.  Stupid baby.  I wouldn’t be in this mess if not for you.  It’s not your fault.  I’m a horrible person, but not to worry.  I’ll make it all better.  There was no guilt in her heart; David would do a fine job of raising respectable boys.  It was her responsibility to raise a lady.  She took a step closer to the ocean, which seemed to call to her like the sweet song of a seductive siren.  In the distance, she could hear David calling her ever so tenderly.  Addie, my sweet, come back.  We can work this out.  Too late.  She has brought enough shame to this man by carrying this secret within her.  The ocean will cleanse me.  Cleanse all of our lives.  As she walked further out, the undertow pulled at her ankles.  She turned briefly for a moment to notice that her footsteps on the shore had been erased by the waves.  It has begun.  The ocean always has a way of cleansing.  Her husband’s voice drew closer and closer.  She had to act fast.  She waded through the rising waters, closed her eyes, inhaled a huge, salty gulp of freedom, and went under.  She screamed once under the water’s surface, releasing what seemed to be thousands years of pain and suffering.  The baby furiously kicked as if she was trying to burst from her mother’s confining womb.  She cannot grow up to be like me.  I must save her.  As consciousness began to escape her, blackness enshrouded those sad eyes.  She no longer wanted to be the woman who slept around without shame or discretion.  All she wanted was the loving touch of her mother’s embrace.  In her last moments, she thought this too was a southern fine art.  In the end, she tried to be a lady, and a lady always knew when to leave.
Tell Me a Story

Leina Ball

The rhythmic clicking of stilettos caught my attention.  I looked up and saw a cascade of thick red curls falling over a well-fitted, low-cut, black dress.  A silk scarf and the scent of jasmine trailed her.  My eyes followed as my nose tried to inhale her.  She hoisted one perfect hip at a time onto a barstool and withdrew a cigarette from a thin silver case.  The bartender wasn’t accustomed to serving anyone of her caliber, but he sauntered over like he did it every day, and with a husky voice asked her what she’d have.  

“Whisky sour m’lady,” he said laying down a cocktail napkin and then her drink.  She took another drag on her cigarette through her full crimson lips, then turned around and looked right at me.  I held her gaze and felt my surroundings falling away.  Heat spread up my torso and flushed my face. I had never seen her before, but somehow she seemed familiar and the feeling soothed me.  I’m usually shy around women unless I’m drunk, but I realized I was walking towards her.  She smiled invitingly and motioned toward the adjacent stool.  She asked my name, and when it rolled off her tongue I knew I would do whatever she asked.  

“You know I could feel your eyes on me since I passed your table, so I figured you might as well sit here and tell me a story.”

“A story?”

“Sure, don’t you know one?”

Her green scarf was the same hue as her mesmerizing eyes.  I ordered a shot of single malt to ready my story, and she eyed me dubiously.  

“OK,” I said, a story for the lovely lassie’.  I took a deep breath and began.

…Mr. Aucoin’s typically rambunctious ninth graders, deep in the grips of spring fever, solemnly took their seats.  He looked out upon a sea of mandated blue, green and white polos with fiercely unique faces and personalities poking out.  Something was different.  They seemed adrift.  Stacy’s seat was empty again.  He asked if anyone had seen her.  Katie said she’d heard she ran away.  They all knew she had it rough.  Bruce piped up that he had been out with Stacy’s brother last night.  The class quieted, not wanting to miss a word.  He loved to feel important, so he sucked in a breath and explained that he and Jason went night fishin’ but came back early because Jason forgot his entire box of gear. 

“When we saw the police flashers, we thought we was in trouble so we just slipped in where we could hear.”  He said they heard Jason and Stacy’s mother tellin’ the cops that her husband had come home from one of his drinking binges and found Stacy with her boyfriend, Dillon.  She said there had been a lot of yelling and that he had run that conniving boy off for good.  Mr. Aucoin winced.  Dillon had been in his class a couple of years ago and was the type of kid who was rising above his circumstances, living in a welfare trailer, but earning a scholarship while helping his mom with an after school job.  He was just a good kid, the kind of underdog you want to see succeed.  “But Mr. A,” Bruce continued, “when I got home, my mama said she had called the police when she heard the gunshot.”  Several students murmured, “A gunshot?”

Mr. Aucoin had a sinking feeling. Stacy was his best writer.  Stacy had already suffered so much.  Surely she was going to survive her childhood and be a writer like she planned.  And Dillon, mixed up with that abusive alcoholic father of Stacy’s.  Was there no justice in the world?  Rumors were spreading around school like a wildfire after a 100-year drought.  Someone said the couple eloped and another that they had left town to find an abortion doctor.  The wild speculation was taking on a life of its own, so the teacher told them further discussion would be unacceptable gossip.  They didn’t have the stamina to protest and took out their journals.  Some wrote feverishly, while others stared like zombies.  Mr. Aucoin robotically taught the rest of the day then exhaled a sigh of relief.  

Days like this he didn’t know if he could keep going.  He turned on his cell phone and saw he had a voice message.  He dared to hope for good news.  A desperate, hysterical young female that he could barely recognize was saying “Please do not tell anyone I called, I just need to tell someone I can trust the truth. Last night when Dillon came over nobody heard him pull up.  My bastard of a father had just smacked my spineless mother across the kitchen and into the wall.  I had had enough and cocked the hammer on his .38.  I was momentarily distracted and my father lunged at me and ripped the gun from my grasp.  From the doorway Dillon yelled ‘NO’ and my father pivoted taking aim at Dillon.  He snarled that he wasn’t welcome here and shouldn’t be taking such an interest in me.  Dillon called him a pathetic excuse for a man.  In a deafening instant Dillon was down.  I couldn’t even scream, but my father was already across the room cursing and dragging Dillion’s body out to his old pickup truck.  He yelled over his shoulder back to me that if I ever opened my mouth about any of this he would kill my mother, my brother and then me.  I watched him drive off with Dillon’s body rolling around in the back of his truck with a bunch of empty beer cans.”   Her message continued that her mother was crazy and blamed her and that she was running away.  She said she couldn’t tell where, but that she would one day avenge Dillon’s death.

Mr. Aucoin stood frozen in disbelief, staring at his phone knowing what a slippery mess this could be for him, but also knowing that he had professional responsibilities and his own conscience to sort out.  He wondered aloud, “Keep silent or call the police?”  Stacy’s mother would defend her father until he killed them all.  He had to tell someone.  He drove toward the police station.  A deputy listened to the message and then paged Sergeant Kent, who had taken the earlier report.  He confirmed that the father and the boyfriend were still missing and wanted for questioning.  A warrant was put out for the father.  Mr. Aucoin drove home, weighted with tragedy, wishing once again that he wasn’t headed for an empty house.  

He figured he had done all he could to help, but still tossed and turned until about one a.m. when he heard his doorbell and jumped up sure to find Stacy.  He hurried down the stairs, but when he looked out the peep hole, it wasn’t her at all.  He blinked in disbelief.  

“Dillon, oh my God, I heard you were dead.  What happened?” he exclaimed.

“Mr. A, sorry, I didn’t know where else to go, I thought Stacy might be here,” Dillon stammered

“No, she left a message saying she was leaving town and that you were dead.”

“Where was she going?”

“She didn’t say, but what happed, did you get shot in face?  

“I’m in a lot of trouble, Mr. A, I killed him.”

“Killed who?”

“He thought I was dead.  I guess hitting the ground jarred me to consciousness and then I realized I was being covered with leaves.  I laid still till I couldn’t hear any movement, then I slowly reached for my boot and drew my knife.  When I sat up, I saw him nearby sitting on the ground, shoulders shaking, talking to himself.  I knew I couldn’t risk the sound of my feet, so I hurled the knife at his back with my pitcher’s arm.  He didn’t even turn around, just fell over.  I jumped to my feet and ran.  I didn’t even know where I was at first, but then I found a path, and it led to the road, and I hitched a ride this direction.”  

“Dillon, the police already heard Stacy’s message.  It proves it was self-defense.  You don’t have to hide.”

“They know?” he asked incredulously.

“Yes, I went over when I got her message thinking you were dead and worried who might be next.”

“Mr. A, I didn’t check him, what if he ain’t dead?”

“That’s why we are calling them now, to make sure.”

Suddenly exhausted, Dillon swayed, and his old teacher guided him to a chair.  Mr. Aucoin sat next to Dillon and told him the police were on their way.  He reassured him that he only needed to tell the officer what happened.  “Do you mind if I use your phone to call my mamma?  She’s probably worried sick.”

I paused and suddenly realized the woman in the black velvet dress was leaning in to hear the rest of the story.  I couldn’t believe I had told her this much already.

“Well, she said, did Stacy ever come back?  What happened to Dillon?  Was the dad dead?”  

“I don’t know, I’m just making this up as I go along.” 

Her emerald eyes penetrated my soul.  Cocking one eyebrow she asked, “How long ago did this story take place and where do you fit in?”

“Which character do you want me to be?”

“The teacher who is dependable and caring and does the right thing.”

“You asked for a story Miss and I aim to please.”

“Good, then finish the story.”

At that moment I felt as if I could drown in the sea of her green eyes.  I longed to run my fingers through her luscious hair and cup those bountiful breasts.  I hadn’t been with a woman in ages, but here I was in a quasi-hypnotic state opening up to this sultry goddess.  Talking to her felt safe, but I wondered what she would say if I told her who I was?  She seemed to sense my panic and placed her hand over mine upon the bar.  

Again she urged, “Please finish my story.”  I told her I would like nothing more, but I had to leave.  I heard myself telling her that I would finish the story if we could meet tomorrow.  

She lay a ten on the bar, stood and said, “Alright storyteller, 8 pm, and I want a happy ending.”

I stared at the spot where she disappeared for a while wondering where I would find the courage to tell the end, but exhaling deeply knowing I would finish the story.

Perfect Habit
Sherman R. FitzSimons


She had a bite to her eyes, lashes like teeth.  She’d eat you with every glance.  Pretty brown skin, and a perfect frame, a sundress like my mother’s, and she ordered a Bud Light—just the perfect girl.  And she was a girl, that arm smooth and thin, no meaty muscle, just soft and flexible.  She stretched to grab her beer bottle.  


“Where’d you get your shoes?” she asked.  


“You were looking at my shoes?”  


“Yes, a good-lookin’ man needs a pair of good-lookin’ shoes.”  She dragged her lip on the bottle just a little, I noticed.  Her lipstick looked so wet, like it would drip and make a puddle on the bar.  

“Rockports.  They make a good shoe,” I said and smiled, readjusting myself on the barstool.  She simply crossed her legs and swung them back and forth beneath her seat.  


There was a silence between us.  I played with my cherry stem on a napkin—I’m no beer drinker, straight Pineapple Passion for me.  What else would a middle-aged white man want?  But I stared at the mirror on the wall behind the bar, reading the labels off the liquors and mixers.  I assumed she did so, too, soaking in the atmosphere, “Moon River” flowing easy from the speakers at either end of the bar.  I caught her eye, a little glance at me, a grin, and she covered her mouth like a schoolgirl.  I think she burped a little, too.  My kind of girl.  


I thought I’d take the time to step outside a minute, and I pat my sports coat for my smokes.  “I’ll be back in a second.”  


“Where you going?” she asked.  


“I’m just stepping out for a cigarette,” I said.  


And her glowing face deflated.  I hadn’t counted on this.  I knew it was a risk dating a slightly younger black girl (about twenty years), but I hadn’t counted on this.  


“You smoke?”  She had that look like I admitted to eating jello off a men’s room floor.  “I don’t date smokers.”  


“Why not?” I asked her.  I thought twice about pulling out my lighter now.  


“It’s . . . it’s disgusting.  Your breath, your clothes, your teeth—your lungs.  It’s such a nasty habit.  It ages you.”  


So, this wasn’t just a smell issue.  At least we got that out of the way.  


“I can do 12 chin-ups in less than a minute,” I said.  


“Muscles aren’t everything.”  


“Yes they are.”  And I flexed in my business suit as best as I could, though she couldn’t see a damn thing.  


“No, and my momma wouldn’t like me dating a smoker.  She’s a doctor.”  


“I’m a lawyer.”  


“That’s not helping.”  


“Civil rights lawyer.”  My face died.  Why did I say that?  


“Wait what?”  She snatched her purse.  “I don’t think this is going to work,” she mumbled in a hurry.  And off she went, her yellow high heels click-clacking on the stone floor.  


Though I didn’t make an effort to go after her, I did take the opportunity to step out for a cigarette, like I intended.  On my way out the front double doors of the restaurant, I almost ran right into the back of her as a large party shuffled in for dinner, about ten of them—all but one a white businessman.  She must have noticed me behind her because right when we got outside she snapped around.  “Why are you following me?  Why can’t I just leave?”  

“Why can’t you?” I asked.  

I heard her mutter “Lord . . .” under her breath as she dug for her keys.  But when she pulled them out, she hesitated.  By now she was facing the highway in front of The Carolina, a Wal-Mart Supercenter in the distance, and a steady flow of traffic out of Knoxville headed to Busby.  The blue clouds were brighter than the red ashes of sunlight.  She turned around and asked, “What’s the attraction?”  

“Your eyes.”  

She forced herself not to grin a little.  I still got to her.  

“No, no, to . . .  smoking.”  My little habit never sounded so degrading.  I swear, she made me talk more about smoking than I ever even thought about it in the past thirty years.  I pulled out a pack of Kools and lit up.  

“The smell of tobacco,” I said, chomping on the smoke as it eased out my mouth.  

“You’re lying.”  


“No, seriously, and the taste.  It’s like tea, plain, bold Earl Grey tea.”  


“Served in your lungs.”  


“Yes, served in my lungs, that’s right, sweetened with a little menthol.  Just a little burn in my chest, not too hot.  It makes me feel like I’m in love again.”  


She took her keys into both hands, her head lowered slightly.  She was thinking.  “I’ll try it,” she said, like a curious shy child.  


I handed over the lit cigarette in my mouth, butt end first.  She grabbed it with her index finger and thumb like picking up a French fry off the ground, and she stared at the cigarette as a little smoke came out both ends.  


“Now, put it in your mouth and draw the smoke in.  Once you do that, breathe in,” I instructed.  


She rolled the cigarette a little between her fingers, closed her eyes, and put it in her mouth.  I could see her inhale.  She choked, coughing, tears in her eyes, and she tripped on the gravel.  Down she went like a sack of bricks, fell to her knees.  It looked like someone kicked her down and knocked the wind out of her, and you could see the wind.  


While I crushed the fire out into the gravel parking lot with my Oxfords, I attempted to help her up, but she smacked my arms away.  I noticed her knees were scraped a little, maybe a little blood, and she had venom in her eyes.  I stepped back.  She fixed her short hair behind her ear, and off she stormed away, hips swaying side to side, the perfect body.  A Honda Civic and a BMW flew by on the highway.  I felt old.  

For a few minutes I breathed the humid nighttime air, the pine trees nearby, the exhaust from the highway, the food emanating from Carolina’s.  I took out another cigarette, lit up in the dark, and fell in love again.  
The Forgetting and the Forgotten

David Jumonville

His story:

Why does she feel like my keeper?  She just called to remind me of our lunch date.  Well, not so much a date, as a check-in.  I don’t know, but ever since last summer, each meeting with her feels less pleasurable to me, like an obligation.  I somehow feel beholden to her, and it’s distasteful to me.  I can’t imagine that we were once lovers like friends have said.  Now, that just totally creeps me out.  Some things are better forgotten, 

Damn-it-to-hell!  Where are my faggoty white sunglasses that what’s her name convinced me were so cool?  Whose child was that anyway?  Could she have been a niece?  Do I have a niece?  Oh, here they are, been hanging from my shoulder bag all this time.  They may be a bit much, but they’ll look great with this hat.  Whew, another fashion crisis averted.  Now, where was I going?

I constantly surprise myself, remembering that I’m forgetting more and more these days.  If this continues, I’ll forget I’m forgetting.  That will be pretty damn funny!  Oh well, it’s bound to come to me once I get out and moving.  Such a pretty little, what you call it, between these houses.

Oops, forgot the keys, again, but I know exactly where they are - on top of the extinct wall furnace in my tiny kitchen.  Some things consistently return to the place they belong, the place where they live.  I like that.  It’s as though they have some sort of built-in homing instinct, like those nasty pigeons over in the square.  No matter how far they roam, they always find their way home.  I’ve got that instinct, too.  No matter how far I roam, I always manage to wake up in my own apartment.  Damn the luck!  But I had my day, or I think I remember having my day.  Anyway, there was a time when morning might just find me in the musky familiarity of some stranger’s bed.  Even if I don’t actually remember it, it’s fun to fantasize about.

Oh, just look at these poor pitiful plants.  When was the last time I watered you.  Let’s see, where has that watering can gotten to?  I always put it in the kitchen, I think.

Hello!  I’ve got a phone message.
“This is Nova with The Downtown Animal Clinic calling to see when we can come by to do a blood sugar test on Lilly.”

Fuck, I’ve forgotten my cat’s appointment, again.  It’s OK.  Everybody forgets shit, especially unimportant shit.  I’m just getting old.  No big deal.  I’ll just call her back.  I may be a little forgetful, but not so forgetful that I don’t remember how this technology works.  Just push this *69 and the damn phone dials the person who left the message, and with speed dial, I don’t have to remember anyone’s number anymore.  Shit, what could be easier!  I love it!

“Hey, Nova, it’s Lilly’s daddy.  How about coming over for that blood draw now?  I have somewhere to be shortly.  It’s noon now, and I’ve got a 1:30 lunch date.”

I didn’t forget that now, did I?  Probably because there are 10¢ martinis involved.  Too bad it’s not that new ice-tea flavored vodka for 10¢.  I like that stuff.  At least the stuff bottled by Firefly out there in one of those Carolinas.  Damn it, which one was it?  I wonder if they’d make my martinis from the top shelf.

I’m so tired.  Maybe I should lie down for a bit before Nova and the vet get here?  Everything’s always easier after a little nap.  No, can’t do it; someone is waiting for me.  Besides, there’s alcohol to be consumed.  Who am I having lunch with?  Surely I’ll recognize whoever it is when I get there, and it’ll all come back to me.  I’ll just make myself a quick cup of sweet Chai before I head out.  Water in the kettle, kettle on the stove, light the gas – good.

Oh, there are my keys.  I’d better get going, or I’ll be late for those 10¢ ‘tinis.

************************************

Her story:

Let me tell you girl; it started out like any other Saturday evening: We met at Café Marigny for our customary before dinner Sazeracs.  Mike insisted on having his made the original way, with cognac instead of rye.  I told him, Mike, there’s a reason they make ’em with rye now, but he wasn’t having none of it.  As usual, our cocktail turned into cocktails; two, and I was gettin’ hungry.

Now some folks say that Café Marigny is a real fine place to eat.  As for me, I say they have a mighty fine bar, but their food leaves me wanting.  Besides, we, both of us, had an envie for Mexican.  So with drinks drunk, and tamales and guacamole on our brains, we headed over to that little place in the French Quarter, Luna LLena, you know, over by the market.

Now ya know how it is girl, Mexican food without margaritas is like a fuck without a kiss, and of course, there has to be mojitos for dessert.  I do love me some mojitos!  We had one fabulous time of it.  The live-oak canopy made the evening appear further along than it was, but even so, it was time to call it a night.

We headed home, ambling along between Washington Square Park and the old folks home, the same downriver route as always.  Hanging on to each other, laughing our asses off.  Mike says that was the last thing he remembers about that evening.  Then, out of nowheres, CRACK, a stray bullet grazed his right temple and Mike he goes down face first on the curb.  He says that’s the first thing he forgot.  And you know as well as me, Mike’s just hasn’t been his self since.

Girl, if you’d a told me what was coming at us that night I’d have settled on that puny Frenchie food, kept us out of the Quarters - been someplace all together different when that bullet got loose.  But no, that wasn’t the way of it.  Neither of us could had divined the events coming at us that night - events that spoiled both our lives and busted my heart in the bargain.

Doc Marshall said it wasn’t that old bullet but the crack across his forehead when he went down that caused Mike’s troubles.  He lay there unconscious in that ICU bed in University Hospital for full on eight weeks; tubes going in and coming out of every hole in that man’s body: nose, ass, and thankfully he forgot this girl, he even had some nasty tube coming out of his cock.  He liked to died, Doc Marshal said, except for his tenacity.  Life is like that, tenacious.  It just won’t let go.  Look at the old people, no reason to keep on and they just keep on.

Now girl, I went by every day, morning and evening, to see how he was getting on.  Soon I became a familiar face to Mike, but one without a name.  He just couldn’t hold my name in his head.  “Jane,” I’d remind him.  “Jane, from work and all, you remember, baby?”  But I knew by that frightened look in his eyes, that look of not knowing, he didn’t remember.  Lord, what else that man didn’t remember!

After his hospital stay, Mike spent nearly two months in Metairie Rehab Center, that run-down, miserable excuse of a nursing home his no account insurance company reluctantly agreed to pay for.  And then, listen to this girl, as soon as he was barely better, they tried to put him out.  Now don’t that just bite the cat’s ass?  Well, I wasn’t having none of it.  You think Mike is an ornery SOB; well you should have seen this bitch get ornery.

But I shouldn’t be so hard on those folks.  Those gals on the floor, the ones that really work, not those monkeys with ties up in the office, well they had to re-teach him everything - first how to control his legs and arms; then, how to sit-up unsupported, how to stand with a walker, and eventually how to walk.  Just like he was a baby or something; he had to learn all over how to feed himself, toilet himself, everything.
************************************

An epilogue:

Jane was there through all of it; the vulnerability of Mike’s post-accident infancy and childhood, the anger, the frustration.  She helped him to become whole again and if perhaps not quite the man she had known, at least an adult.

When Mike looks at Jane, he senses only the debt he owes her.  He has forgotten their love.  He knows nothing of her courage and resolve that give her the strength to preserve.
So they lunch, get drunk on 10¢ martinis, and laugh uneasily about what one has forgotten and the other tries desperately to forget.

Just Finishing








             Eugenie Martin

Mary Louise Dorfeille looked in the mirror and dabbed Merle Norman under her eyes, along the side of her family nose, and over the red “love dots” – as her grandboy called them – because she’d told him that’s what they were – and smoothed the thick skin-tone liquid to her chin line. The mirror was far enough away and her eyes just bad enough that she thought she looked pretty good – in spite of being a woman in her fifties. She did not see the nearly one inch wild hair that had popped out on her neck, apparently overnight, but her daughter, ever vigilant, would be only too happy to point it out to her tomorrow, much to her chagrin. She fogged her hair with spray, coated her lips with Clinique’s latest giveaway shade, and rushed out the door with her invitation in one hand and her party purse in the other. As she backed out of the driveway, she pressed her daughter’s speed dial number.                                                         



“Hey sweetie, I’m on my way.”   







“Mama, you’re going to be late,” Amelie scolded.





“I know. I don’t care if I’m late. It’s a fundraiser, not a wedding, and Lord knows, they won’t be getting too many funds out of me. I wouldn’t even be going if I hadn’t been pressured into it by your Aunt Odile, and now she’s backed out on me, and I have to go by myself, because I volunteered to man one of the auction tables.”



“You’ll have fun. You always do. Maybe you’ll meet somebody. Who knows?” 



“Hope springs eternal. I wouldn’t know what to do if I did meet someone. I better run. Take care and kiss the babies.” Mary Louise drove on in silence. Maybe tonight there would be someone at the party—someone witty, kind, intelligent, and unmarried. He’d be strangely attracted to a slightly overweight woman who was also witty, kind, and intelligent. He’d call her, and they’d go to movies together and trendy restaurants, and talk about things that mattered.  He’d be financially healthy and so secure emotionally that he’d encourage her to visit her sisters and grandchildren often, never making her feel guilty for being with her family or friends.
The old nervous feeling rolled into her stomach as her car simultaneously rolled into a parking space at the club. She got out and walked gingerly along the rock path; her shoes already hurt. Her coddled feet rebelled against the constrictions of footgear that didn’t have the words Easy Spirit emblazoned on the side. Her daughter had helped her pick the low-heeled open-toe sandals she wore tonight, insisting that as soon as her mother had worn them for awhile, they would stretch and become just as comfortable as any of her other shoes. This, Mary Louise observed, was not happening, and she tried not to grimace as she navigated her way toward the brightly-lit clubhouse. She noticed the other women around her age, who were also, walking toward the light. Dressed in Talbot’s and Coldwater Creek, more than a few of them were without male escorts. Her step quickened slightly, and the competition was on.

Once inside, she saw him there – many times over – handsome, graying, distinguished, and always by his side a girl, around her daughter’s age – blond, beautiful, sparkling. It was going to be an awkward night, and with that, she made her way to the buffet.






Even though she knew at least half the people in the room, Mary Louise hated going to these events. She scanned the line, steeled herself for the small talk, and walked toward a familiar face – any port in a storm. She wasn’t all that close to Adele, but she was someone to stand in line with. Adele was married, but Gus had obviously managed to dodge The Lighthouse for Battered Women Fundraiser bullet, as he was not in sight. Standing beside Adele was a woman Mary Louise did not recognize.


“Adele, hi! How are you?” She turned immediately to the other woman as she slipped in line. “Hi, I’m Mary Louise Dorfeille.” She stuck her hand out, and the other woman’s perfectly manicured hand came up to meet hers.






“Hey, Loonie!” Adele said, referring to her by the nickname that she’d not been able to shake since school. This is Cherie Lumet. Cherie, Loonie and I went to school together.”




Mary Louise noticed immediately that Cherie’s face had the tight trademark of a lift, and her perky breasts the all too familiar look of augmentation, two perfect grapefruits, straining for space in her snug hot-pink silk sheath. Cherie smiled at her with a set of very white teeth that showed no hint of coffee. Mary Louise made a mental note to buy some Rembrandt at CVS in the morning. As the trio inched toward the cold, plump shrimp and puff pastries filled with crab mousse, Mary Louise felt a wave of despair wash over her. She feigned interest in the conversation of the two other women, gleaning that Cherie was recently divorced—go figure – and had just relocated to their area – swell. 










“Oh won’t that be fabulous, Loonie?” Adele said.





Mary Louise mentally moved down a notch on the ladder and added another puff pastry to her plate. She smiled, and with her mouth said, “Oh wonderful.” In her head, she pictured another first wife being dumped into their already overcrowded pond. How could she compete? It was like a never-ending triathlon. Her brother, sickeningly fit, participated regularly in these torturous events, and she and her sister-in-law would often attend to cheer him on. Mary Louise marveled at their endurance, of course, but she was even more amazed at the appearance of the participants as they dragged themselves to the end of the course. Wearing little more than spandex band aids to cover their bodies, many of the men and women looked more like they were ready to be carried off in a stretcher than cross a finish line. While she admired the discipline and courage of these dedicated athletes to get out there in front of everyone and put themselves through such a grueling ordeal, she also questioned their sanity.





Now as she stood here in this line, she saw herself coming out of the water, behind the barely winded Cherie. She imagined herself bulging out of her own spandex, bedraggled, grey from lack of oxygen, with two events to go. She added a spinach quiche to her plate. “To hell with it,” she thought as she nodded and smiled at familiar faces in the crowd. That made her think of her friend Martha who’d said that at her funeral, her sisters had promised to stand at the foot of her coffin and say, “ Oh, poor thing, she swole’ up so big when she died!” Mary Louise thought that was hysterical. She’d added that when she died, she was going to have her daughters run up to Talbot’s and get her a size ten red dress. Apparently, the mortician cuts the dress at the back, so she thought she’d seize the opportunity to finally get into a ten, for heaven’s sake.



Cherie’s dress was easily an eight, maybe a six. Mary Louise popped a crab puff into her mouth in defiance of it all. Cherie was in the race to win. As she panned the party, she felt that she really was on the sidelines, and Mary Louise realized that, like her brother’s triathlon, she was there to watch. Balancing her more than ample sampling of hors d’oeuvres, she followed the two other women to a table with a few vacant chairs and noticed that Cherie had two shrimp and a strawberry on her plate. With a tone that was decidedly brighter than her mood, she said to Adele, “Where’s Gus tonight?”

“Oh, he’d rather rotate the tires on his car, than come to a fundraiser for battered women,” Adele chuckled, “which is fine with me. I plan to bid on that black pearl necklace that he’s gonna give me for my birthday next month. There’s a price to pay for watching football instead of comin’ out with me on a Saturday night. I had the extra ticket, so I called Cherie. She’s just moved here, and we met at the Children’s Museum Kickoff event.”


“Charity events are a great way to meet people in a new place,” Cherie said enthusiastically, as she looked past Mary Louise to the dance floor, which was rapidly filling. The alcohol loosened inhibitions, and the golden oldies carried the aging crowd back in time to their “glory days.” Except for the twenty-something trophy wives, who gyrated in a whole new way, the dance floor was filled with various versions of the twist, hustle, and even the jitterbug. Here in the semi-darkness, with the illumination of twinkling white lights, they could almost believe they were still beautiful. Of course, women like Cherie didn’t have to try too hard. It dawned on her that this was not Cherie’s first time out of the gate, and Mary Louise found herself standing alone as Cherie was swept onto the dance floor, and Adele trotted off to bid on her pearls.


Suddenly, Mary Louise remembered she was supposed to be helping at the silent auction Take Me Away table, so she sidled around the floor, watching Cherie practice her craft on poor, unsuspecting Bob Theriot, whose wife had dropped dead only three months before of an aneurysm in the brain. Bob, you’re history she thought. When she finally made it to her appointed post, Mary Louise was greeted summarily by her old friend Betsy, who didn’t have time to chat.








“ Loonie! Where have you been? Oh well – I’m gonna go grab something to eat. I’ll be back in a little while. Just make sure everyone puts their name, address, and phone number on the blank every time they bid. These vacations are real deals. I’m bidding on some myself,” the woman said breathlessly as she squeezed from behind the table, leaving Mary Louise in charge. She surveyed the brochures in front of her with envy. There were several cruises, a trip to New York for some Broadway plays, a week at a spa in Palm Springs, a weekend in New Orleans at the Westin, and a week at the beach in Florida. A steady stream of bidders filed passed her, and Mary Louise noticed that the beach trip was actually still within her range. Maybe the girls would go in on it with her if she got it. In a moment of wild abandon, literally seconds before the bidding closed, she wrote her name on the line, upping the bid by the mandated amount exactly, and won. What was she thinking? Thank God for credit she thought as she handed over her card. Well, the battered women would benefit. That gave her some comfort.



The silent auction was over. Adele got her pearls for Gus to give her on her birthday, and it seemed Cherie’s size six dress and perky grapefruit had snagged Bob, who was grinning like an idiot as he carried two gin and tonics across the floor to where she stood. Mary Louise was ready to go. If she left now, she could escape the live auction and free her aching feet from the vise grip of her stylish shoes. She was resolutely heading for the door when she saw a heavy-set man with the red face indicative of high blood pressure press onto the dance floor. He surveyed the room and elbowed his way right over to where Cherie and mild mannered Bob were dancing to Lady in Red.

“Hell, you don’t lose any time do ya, Baby? You think it’s that easy to dump me? You gonna get your ass in the car and come with me.” His voice was loud and slurred with drink. Cherie stood perfectly still, like a rabbit cornered by a snarling dog. Bob Theriot made a hasty exit, leaving Cherie standing there alone. Mary Louise watched in horror as the man grabbed Cherie by the elbow and started to more or less force her out of the room. Everyone just stood there. All those handsome, witty, intelligent men just stood there and watched this 250 pound man force the small, obviously frightened, obviously abused woman off the dance floor. As the crowd silently parted, Mary Louise found herself moving toward them rapidly.



“Oh no you don’t,” she said loudly and as gaily as she could. “Cherie Lumet, you came with me, and you’re leaving with me.” She looked the stunned behemoth straight in the eye, and with her best high school teacher voice, she said, “You can call her tomorrow, honey. We came together tonight, and I refuse to drive home by myself.” She stood right in their path and gently removed his fat fingers from Cherie’s elbow, which she knew would be bruised tomorrow.



“Come on Cherie, I promised myself I’d be home in time for Project Runway.” Cherie obediently moved toward their table and picked up her purse. “By ya’ll, great party!” Marie Louise said cheerily to the table of women at the door as she and Cherie walked quickly to her car. When they got there, she told Cherie to jump in quickly. Within seconds, the two women were heaving a sigh of relief as they headed toward the highway. She could see Cherie’s hefty ex still standing at the door of the clubhouse as she wheeled out of the parking lot. Even though her feet were killing her, she felt oddly elated.










Cherie sat silently in the seat next to Marie Louise for several miles. “Thank you,” she said weakly, “thank you so much.” Marie Louise stopped at a light and looked straight in the eyes of the still shaking woman. In the dim light, she looked small and tired, so very tired. So this is the part of the race where we feel like giving up, Mary Louise thought. She remembered watching the faces of the tri-athletes as they moved from the water, to the bike, to the run. For most of them, it wasn’t about winning, who was first or who was last. No matter how beaten they were, no matter how early or late they crossed the line, it was about the fellowship of finishing. Just finishing was everything. It was the race itself that they shared.







How easy it would be for Cherie to quit right now, Mary Louise thought. She looked at the woman next to her and said, “Cherie, you’ve come to the right place. There are good people living here, people who will be happy to know you and be your friend. You will not be alone.” Even in the dark of the car, Marie Louise could see the muscles in Cherie’s face begin to relax. “As a matter of fact,” she added, “I just bought a week at the beach that I really can’t afford. I think we need to get Adele and some of the other girls and head on over there together. And Sweetie, if I’m gonna put on a bathing suit, you’ve got to eat more than two shrimp and a strawberry!”




“I think I can do that,” she said quietly, and they drove on in silence.

Going to the Store


              

Antonio M. Muse

Jeff

Jeff stared at the flyer. It was a Winn-Dixie flyer. Jeff knew this not because the words “Winn-Dixie” were written anywhere on it, but because he could see the store’s trademark emblem that had been ingrained in his little boy soul.


In giant letters and bold black print was the word FREE and it was the word Jeff zoomed in on because Winn-Dixie wanted him to. Above that word was Win, which was significantly smaller than FREE and under that joyous F-word was groceries for a year, which was the same size as Win. The flyer went on to explain that between May and July every time one made a purchase with their Customer Reward Card, they had a chance at winning said groceries. “The more often you shop, the better your chances to win” was the kicker of the flyer, the closing shot encapsulating dreams within reach, wondrous possibilities of all the corndogs a boy could ever want.


Just the other day, he and his mama were at the store, and he saw corndogs.


“Can I have some of those?” he asked, pointing at the bright blue box with red print and a giant, monster corndog front and center.


“Not today, baby. I gotta save our money,” she had said. And that made him remember hearing her talking to daddy about some bill they hadn’t paid. And now he could win some groceries. If he bought some gum or a cold drink every day for two months, he could win.


Jeff turned to his mama. “I’m going to the store,” he said.


“Hold up,” she said, extending a ten dollar bill. “Bring back some detergent.”


“Alright,” he said.


“And please don’t spend up the change.”


“Alright,” he said, and he was out the door.


If he won all those groceries, Jeff would essentially eat corndogs forever. And because he would be able to, he would experiment. Corndogs and jelly, corndogs and chocolate sauce, corndogs and whatever. What he really would do though, once he stopped indulging himself with his fantasy and truly thought about it, would be to make sure he never heard his mama wonder who she had to borrow money from in order to feed him. That she never had to hear his daddy complain about eating chicken day in, day out. That she would not have to worry about feeding Jeff even if his daddy decided to steal money from her purse again. That out of all the stuff she has to worry about, food wouldn’t be one of them for a year.

Odelia

“How does this work, baby?” Odelia asked the counter girl.


“Everytime you use your card—”


“Uh-huh.”


“You have a chance to win—”


“Uh-huh.”


“Free groceries for a year—”


“Uh-huh.”


“If you use the card a lot—”


“Uh-huh.”


This old woman need to let me talk, the counter girl thought. Then she finished, “You have more chances to win.”


“Is it only for this store, baby?”


“I’m not sure.”


“How do they award it?”


“I’m not sure.”


“You the customer service desk, right?”


“Yes, m’am.”


“And this flyer told me to come to you for details. You only telling me what’s on this flyer.”


“I’m sorry, m’am,” the counter girl said, feeling anything but.


“It’s okay, baby, but you needs to get on your job. A lot of folks out here are crazy like I used to be. They’ll go off on nothing. So if you don’t know what you doing, you get yourself some help.”


“Yes, m’am,” the counter girl said, watching Odelia walk out of the store. You better stay outta my face, the girl thought.

Nick

I asked them even though I didn’t want to: “You want me to get it?”


“Yeah,” Tami and Lamar both said. “You know it,” Lamar added.


Of course they were gonna say that. When have I ever known them to let me keep my money. That’s my own fault.


“You gonna pay me back?” I asked, waiting for the lie.


“I got ya,” Tami said, while her man loaded the shopping cart with what was technically my beer. I ought to start drinking it now.


“Ya’ll got me robbed blind, that’s what ya’ll got,” I said. “Ya’ll never pay me back, don’t be thinking about me. Like I got all the money in the world.”


“You don’t know what you talking about, boy,” Tami said.


“We paid you back last week,” Lamar added.


“You don’t have to cosign on everything your girl says, especially those lies. I thought I was supposed to be your boy?”


“What you call that 2-liter Coke?” Tami asked.


“2 liter of nothing,” I said.


Lamar said, “We brought over three bags of jumbo shrimp. Jumbo! Now what’s that?”


“A start.”


Between her laughter, Tami said, “You’re too hard. That’s why you don’t have a woman now.”


Lamar grabbed Tami’s shoulder and said, “Look, there’s Nick over there. Nick’s all over that.”


I followed his pointing finger over to the customer service girl and said, “Why you trying to throw that jailbait to me, man?”


They were near tears laughing, making people stare at us.


“She ain’t young, Nick,” Tami said. “She look mean enough to be your mama.”


“Aw, forget ya’ll,” I said. “Ya’ll wrong for that.” But I had to smile.

Sherry

I could cook some pork chops, they usually eat those; that’s old reliable there. Other than that, I don’t know. My whole family full of the most nitpicky eaters I’ve ever seen. ‘No, I don’t like loose corn, I like corn on the cob.’ Whatever, they better eat what I give them—wait a minute. Wait, no he didn’t—ohhh, yes he did.


“Excuse me, sir.”


“Yes, m’am?”


“I’m gonna need you to take that popsicle out of your pocket, return it to that box you opened and either leave it alone or pay for the whole thing.”


“You a cop?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Where’s your badge?”


“My badge is in the car, but I can show you my gun.”


“No, m’am.”


“Are you gonna buy those popsicles?”


“No, m’am.”


“’Cause you don’t have any money.”


“Yeah.”


“Give me those things and follow me. Now, you know I could mess you over, right? I could, because I know you gonna mess me over, right?”


“No, m’am.”


“I think you are.”


“I wouldn’t dream of it, m’am.”


“You know what I would consider messing me over?”


“No.”


“I think you know.”


“No, m’am.”


“Guess.”


“Trying to steal something else.”


“There you go, there you go. Don’t ever let someone tell you you don’t have it all, because you do, you got good sense. Now here you go.”


“Thank you, m’am.”


“You’re welcome, sir. Here hold my purse a second and tell me your name.”


“Martin.”


“Give me back my purse, Martin. Now you sure your name’s Martin?”


“Yes, m’am.”


“Okay then, Martin. I got your prints on my purse too, so don’t make me need them, Martin.”


“Yes, m’am.”


“You don’t need to be locked up over any foolishness.”


“No, m’am.”


“You need a ride anywhere?”


“No.”


“You sure?”


“Yes, m’am.”


“Alright. You take care.”


Poor thing. Lord, I wonder who he’s got.

Deborah

She was ready to go. She was ready to go before she got there and was past ready even before the old bitty got in her face and those people pointed and talked about her, with they ugly behinds. She saw a little boy walking up to her customer service counter holding a box of detergent, straining a little.


“That machine over there’s trippin’,” he said.


She looked and saw the blinking light showing the machine’s hissy fit, as her grandma would say. When she got over there, she swiped her card through the machine, making it all better.


“Thank you, shorty,” the kid said, making her do a double take.


“What you say?”


“You heard me,” he said, beaming. “I’ma buy you something when I win all those groceries.”


The boy was the first to fully see her teeth all day.


“That’s a deal right there,” she said.
Going To Town with Spaulding

Antonio M. Muse


My brother says that the snake wasn’t big, wasn’t that big at all, but it was big enough for me. It was big enough for him, too; he was yelling and crying like a sissy, begging me to do something.


“You’re the one holding the basketball,” I said. “You do something.”


I had barely finished the ‘thing’ at the end of my sentence when that ball came flying for my face, and I snatched it out of the air before my head got tore off. If he could pass like that when we were actually playing somebody, we wouldn’t always get stomped into the ground like we didn’t know the first thing about basketball.


So, now that I was holding the ball, I tried to quickly throw my eyes on the snake because I sure didn’t want to lose him, and there he was, about to leave the grass and slide through the more dusty part of our basketball court. I had both hands on the ball, squeezing it like I don’t know what, and then my brother screamed “GO!” and I got excited and ran up in front of the snake, and it slid on my foot, and I screamed and kicked it in the air, and—I swear to God or promise to God, whichever is the nonsacrilege way to say it—the snake landed on the basket, its head and tail on the rim, its middle almost through the rim, and then I guess it couldn’t hold on any longer because it just fell on through—TWO POINTS!!! It was wiggling all fast, agitated like I was, and I was ready then. I dribbled that ball on that sucker like I was Magic on crack. I went to town on that thing, and I don’t think I stopped until a full minute had passed. I felt a little sorry for the snake, but not a lot; we never did play too much in the yard after that.
Why Do I Live?

Terry O’Mara
I drop the Offbeat magazines off around the French Quarter. Distributing these keeps people in touch with what’s going on when and who they can bank on being where in the music world. I take my time because I enjoy the scenery, and Ialways memorize the line-up for the day I disseminate the issue, since people invariably ask who’s playing that night. Tonight the best bet is “Wolfman” at the d.b.a. In my spare time I watch the Saints, study philosophy at U.N.O. and write freelance for various local zines, blogs, and free newsy-like papers. I get paid somehow, though not much. What do you expect for paper that most people use to put their beers on or wipe their asses on? In New Orleans a story announces itself around every corner, and there is a closet in every secret. My jobs are relatively solitary, but they do allow me to observe and occasionally interview the local characters. One question has propped its legs up on a plastic ottoman and sipped a tall Long Island Iced Tea from my pool of thoughts for quite a while. Why do you live? I imagined asking the question of the people I encountered yesterday. Here are their responses. By the way, call me TAO. 
Me
 I live for moments like these, release of me, writing freely, sharing and daring, and waiting to see. I live because without me the world would be much different. I live because I know the world would still go on.
Young tattooed man in CC’s Coffee in the Quarter (10:30 AM)
 “I live because my momma had me, because she popped me out of her hole and didn’t crap out on me like my daddy did when I was four. Bastard! I’m going to find him one day and beat his head in. I live because my girlfriend, Meg, took me in after mom overdosed, because she is like my mom, just not as fucked up. Hey, everybody’s fucked up. You just gotta find a person who fuckedupness you can tolerate, you know? Anyway, Meg and her sister and her sister’s boyfriend, Tommy, and me been living together in a one bedroom apartment in the Quarter going on three years now. We share expenses, ride skateboards instead of in cars (good for the planet and all, ya know) and all have shitty jobs, but whatever. It’s living. What was the question again? Oh, yeah. I live because…What are you a goddamn philosopher or something? I don’t know. Because I ain’t dead. Because funerals cost money, and life ain’t dat bad, man. I mean it sucks, but the food is good around here, even the cheap stuff, and I got my Meg, and my coffee (he lifts it to sip through his medium brown beard), and I guess I don’t give a shit about much else.”
Me
I simply live to live, to learn, to love, to be loved, to listen, to teach. I live to see Dawn smile at me.
Stripper having a drink at Molly’s after work (1:30 PM)
 “If I was at work, I’d say, ‘To make you happy, baby.’ But I’m not, so fuck off.”

A few minutes later, she left the dark, wooden bar to come and sit with me. “I’m sorry,” she said. “The question is kinda odd, and I just had a long night. The funny thing is that I feel most comfortable in a strip club. I’m sure you can tell I strip. I mean with the see-through polka-dotted dress and all.” She turned to get a cigarette out of a black sequined purse, just big enough to hold a pair of panties, and pack of cigarettes, a lighter, and possible some lipstick or lip gloss. The slightly faded black tattoos on her back show through and poke out of her dress. Angel wings. Hope springs eternal, as they say. 

 “Been stripping since my twenty-first birthday. Took three shots of Goldschlagger to get me up there the first time. I walked around the stage for the rest of the night on and off, talked one customer into a couple of lap dances, and made a hundred sixty dollars. I figured, shit, all I did was what around; just imagine what I’ll make if I actually learn how to dance. I been doin’ it ever since, nine years. I guess I live for the bucks and what I can do with them. I entertain people, so I guess it’s no worse than being an actress or an athlete. My little boy stays with my mother in Marrero. I see him a couple of times a week if I can. He don’t know what I do, but he’s only five. I guess I live for him too, but I just give him money and kisses, so I don’t know. I’m tired. I’m going home. This is usually the part where you ask me something suggestive.”
Me
I live to see sunsets of purple and pink fade into the stillness of a midnight sky, save the twinkling of little stars, far distant, for the ever-changing atmosphere and all that creates a mood, for all there is to see in the world and all I wish I hadn’t seen, for the dreams and hopes that make us who we are and the injustice of our pasts which also make us who we are.
Crippled black man at Coop’s (about 9:30 PM the night before)
 “Fuck you people. Shouting at me, won’t let me in. It’s cause I’m black, huh? Or cause you don’t want me scaring customers with my missing leg.”

 Just then a restaurant worker walks toward him, a figure they’ve seen before, striped shirt, black pants, one leg tied in a knot, metal crutches. “I said go. Now!”

 The crippled man falls to the floor. No patrons get up to help him. The bar worker goes to him slowly, waves a nearby customer with half eaten Redfish Meuneire off, grabs the man’s crutches, and helps him up and out of the door in one motion. All the time the one-legged man mutters under his breath, “You owe me a trillion dollars. You owe me a trillion dollars. A trillion dollars. A trillion…”

 
A few minutes later, after eating my redfish, I go outside. He’s a few doors down, leaning against a broken wall. A guy that looks like Lyle Lovette passes him and throws a dollar at him. I walked over and asked him my question, briefly hesitant of how it might be received. He raised his half slit eyes. 

 “You call this living, man. I ain’t livin’. I’m not even a ghost.”

Me
I live because ghosts are real, and death is only another state of being.

Man working the counter at Crescent City Books (3: 30 PM)
 He looked up with glazed eyes as I asked him why he lives. 

“Dude, you should check out our philosophy section. We have an extensive one – Kant, Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, all the K’s and more; well, the owner has them anyway. Why do I live? Hormm, I sure don’t live to work here, even though I like to read. I’m even trying to go to college. At only twenty-two, I’ve still got time. I just have to save money. When my high school guidance counselor, Ms. Richardo or whatever her name was told me to wake up and start using my brain to think about the future, I didn’t really get what she was saying cause I was too high. Umm, I think we’re here to masturbate, find sex partners, maybe a loving relationship, ummm read books, talk about ‘em, maybe try to change this stinkhole of a world into something better for us all. You see those great writers on the wall over there; they are dead, and we still like talk about them, so maybe we should live our lives so that others will talk about us and so that we will never truly die.” 

He paused and ran his right hand through his shoulder-length, unwashed blonde hair. 

“Have you read the new Sedaris? If you read humor, you’d probably say you live to laugh. That is a sweet thought, huh? ...Living to laugh.”

 
Me
 Because living is subjective, and everything is impermanent.

 

“Wendy Darling” (singer/strummer) at Apple Barrel (10:15 PM)
 “Put some change in that dish, and I’ll answer your questions.”

I did. Then she made me time her for three songs, said she’d be playing the first fifteen minutes of a concert next week. After eleven minutes, the songs her raspy, yet sultry voice stopped. I let her know the time elapsed, and she sang another. Then she came to the bar, flipping her long blonde hair over her shoulders as she sat. I had to buy her a vodka and tonic to make her sing again.

 “Hi, my name is Wendy, Wendy Darling, like the girl from Peter Pan. I figured that’s a name people could identify with. I’m still thinking about your question, so hold on.”

“You sing beautifully,” I said. And it wasn’t bad, actually.

“I haven’t been doing this as a profession for long. I have a degree split between archaeology and linguistics, but what the hell are you going to do with linguistics? I didn’t want to teach. So when I graduated in Michigan – yous probably noticed the accent – I came to New Orleans, one of the only places with archaeology work nine years ago. I would do surveying work mostly, but after Katrina, the work tailed off. I kept putting thirty hours on my time sheet, but they caught on. The roommate I had down here was a little hippie, guitar chick. I said, that’s what I want to be. She taught me some chords, and I went from there. I guess that’s it. Live to be a free soul, to sing, to dance, to drink, to smoke, to do whatever you feel like doing.”

Me 
 I put the magazines down in the corner by the door and looked up. She nodded at me and kept singing. I live because nobody’s perfect, and everyone suffers and because attitude can mend broken spirits. My friend sees me and joins me for a drink.

Curtis, the bartender at Apple Barrel (10:15 or so PM)
“So what do you guys do? Why are you down here?”

I sat at the end of the bar with my buddy, Barry. He said he worked for an engineering firm on the Westbank and just got off. I told him I about the distributing business and about being a writer.

“What?” He straightened his hat on his head and touched his wavy brown goatee quickly. His black eyes darted side to side. “I’m a writer. I write screenplays. My ex-wife and I won the Austin Film Festival. She’s in London now, but we write more over Skype than we did before.” He told the singer, Wendy, he’d help time her.

“So how long have you been bartending?” Barry tried to get the conversation on something he could talk about. 

“Twenty-eight years, overall. Doing it five nights a week now,” he said. 

“So why do you live?” I asked him.

He didn’t blink and only paused for a second, could tell he was a master at conversation and had heard a lot behind the bar.

“To ‘Deliberate, Fascinate, Deviate, Reinstate, Liberate.’ To create, to generate, to incubate, to execute…thing is this city is better to incubate in than to execute in. Lots of writers found that out. Plenty of stories all around, right?” He thrusted his open hands into the air. “They had to go other places to get it out, ya know. Me, I can take it …most of the time.”   

INXS quote
Me
I live because I must create and share creation, because I am a God because God is part of me, and, therefore, I must create and hold the world between my fingers, and capture its essence on my tongue, and sing its praises of destruction and renewal.

Black “Jackie Chan” (about 10:35 PM)
“How you folks doin’?” He held out his right hand, elbow up, hand down. As I reached to shake it, he announced to my friend and I, “I’m Jackie Chan.” My buddy played along, “I’m Bruce Lee.” I figured that would make me Chuck Norris, so I declared such. We all had a laugh, probably one as fake as the next.

 I had noticed him trying to talk to an older blonde in a tight wife-beater and neon green skirt. One could tell that they knew each other. One could also tell that she wished they didn’t. She went to the restroom and switched seats when she came back.

Every now and then, he’d ask us if we were doing alright or try to catch us off guard with another announcement and a hand on the shoulder. A couple of people, dressed well, but with long sleeves and sweat marks – obviously tourists – went to buy drinks near Jackie. Jackie, of course, introduced himself, and I caught on to his scheme. He asked, “Can I get a Bud? Can I get a Bud?”

The tourists, after being pestered for a few minutes, agreed and bought him a beer. He turned and drank quietly. After a few more minutes, he looked at me and said, “It’s a good night, Chuck.”

I asked why he lived, not knowing what he would say, but expecting something different. He smiled big, showing his full set of slightly yellowed teeth, and held up his beer, “To have fun, man. You ain’t livin’ if you ain’t havin’ fun. Relax and drink. You’re tinkin’ too much.”

He got up, half full beer bottle in raised hand, and danced alone with his eyes closed in the small open space between the bar and the seated patrons.

Me
 I’ve delivered my last magazine, asked my last question for the day. 

I live because my eyes are blue when they are not green or red when they are black. I live because no one else has my eyes.
Genesis 19:1-29 (New American Poet’s Edition)
Brant Osborn


The wicked town was tick-tocking along in anticipation of the promised Doomsday. The “End is Near” sandwich board men had already infested the town a week before. The locals, mangy libertines that they were, had entertained the notion of this novel kind of itch, prolonging the ache and desire of hard scratching for as long as possible before setting upon them en masse. In the end, the sandwich boards cried out so loudly and tediously, demanding the martyrdom that was their due in such an awful place, that the lecherous beasts finally caved and gave them what they wanted.


A few stragglers loitered and loafed even after the Strangle Gang and the Gang Rapists had long gone home. They pondered the mass grave that their hands had helped to create, the enormous pit which conveniently would also function as a both a latrine and a landfill. One of the stragglers, aiming to elevate the mood to something above morose tedium, remarked that the site was a dumping ground in every sense imaginable. The joke was a stale one, though, so nobody bothered to smirk. Even the carrion flies looked bored. Livid for a reaction, the jokester grabbed a passing family of tourists and threw them stroller first into the pit. Somebody snickered and got kicked in after them after having his side split open by something more than laughter.


“Happy now?” one of the stragglers asked the jokester.


“No, never that…not anymore. The Town Square scene just ain’t what it used to be.”


With that, the stragglers began to disperse, suddenly wistful for the capital “E” days of evil.


Two strangers entered the town. They were operating under deep cover, but their presence in such a place immediately raised the hackles of some of the nearby residents. They were angels, you see, and their whereabouts would not remain unknown for long. The pair headed for the Town Square, content to pass the night there and intent upon the completion of their mission once the dawn’s early light made its scheduled appearance. Fire and Brimstone, the names of the two angels who had applied for the job, had arrived and Doomsday was scheduled for tomorrow. Come Hell and/or High Water, RainSleetSnow, it didn’t matter. The payload would be delivered on schedule.


Somewhere along the way, the dynamic duo’s progress was halted by an imploring immigrant, whose market stall had been stampeded by the first wave of the debauched and glutted mob as it made its wild departure from the diminishing returns of the Town Square. He was a cobbler by trade, but his wares were now plundered or otherwise ruined. Once again, the prospects of feeding his family looked grim, but the sight of the two strangers, whose nature he could not quite discern, had caused him to forget even the vaguest recollection of self-preservation.


“Good travelers, please, take leave awhile. Join me here in the humble shadows of my former industry. Can it be that you do not know the nature of this place?” 


The two strangers paused, standing their ground in what remained of the glare and the heat of the day.


“We are well aware of the nature of this place. It is our intention to pass the night in the Town Square. We have nothing to fear,” said the first angel. 


“Not even fear itself,” chimed the second.


There was something about the pair which made the approaching nightfall seem not quite so near and the far away moon nothing more than a ghost in a made up story.


“Good travelers, I must insist…Please, come with me. I invite you to pass the night away in my humble home. Food, comfort, shelter from the wolves. These three things I can provide for you. I would offer also to repair your shoes, but, truth be known, they appear brand spanking new.”


The two angels agreed to the cobbler’s wishes, and the three proceeded onward to his home. 

Meanwhile, the jokester from the Town Square saw all of this come to pass and sat down in the shadows of the wicked city’s gate in order to scratch himself, to trace his fingers in the sand, and to give it all a hard think.


As the cobbler approached the shadowed doorway of his hovel, he limbered up a bit before attempting the secret knock that he and his wife had agreed upon for the week. Then, looking around for potential lurkers in the darkened nooks of the alleyway, he leaned forward so as to precisely execute the knock. Of necessity, such secrecy had to be held as sacred so that the existence of his family could remain hidden from the knowledge of the locals.


“Lot, is that you?” called Lot’s wife, from behind the door. Her voice sounded shrill and piercing, even despite the reinforced thickness of the portal.


“Should such an inane question be the answer to such a carefully contrived knock? Secret knock and the door should open, am I right or wrong?” asked Lot, turning to the strangers, soon to be guests in his home. He was whispering, of course, just on the off chance that she might hear him. The two angels just stared back at him.


Inwardly, he scolded himself for opening his mouth in such a way. A cautious thought crossed his mind: “Better learn to hold your tongue. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.”


“It is certain,” said the first angel, as if Lot had spoken aloud.


“It shall be written,” noted the second.


“I heard that,” said Lot’s wife, as the door finally opened. 


“Which part?” asked Lot, nearly choking in the crosswind of bewilderment and fear.


“All of it,” decreed Lot’s wife. Upon seeing the guests to whom she was to play hostess, she immediately recognized them for what they were. After a brief sign of astonishment (nothing too gaudy or showy, but just right to suit the occasion), she collected herself and bade them enter her humble abode. To Lot, it was more than suggested that he should wipe his feet and remove his shoes before deigning to enter. As he obliged his wife’s domestic wishes in the hopes of warding off domestic consequences, the thought began to dawn on Lot, even in the failing light, just who these two guests might actually be. And yet he held onto his right to doubt like an extra layer of clothing during an especially long and brutal winter.


As the two made themselves at home according to the suggestions and insistence of Lot’s wife, Lot appraised them in the way that only a merchant in a doomed town can. He thought of the payment that they might offer him for lodging and wondered if it would be in a currency that would be valued in the city. He wondered if the money would last until his business could be resurrected from the ash heap. He wondered to the point that his wife scolded him for just standing around and staring off into space again.


“And I hope you’re not thinking on how much to charge these two, because you’ll do no such thing. Two such as these will always be welcomed as guests and not lodgers in this home. Now get in there and recline at table with the rest of them and act the proper role of host. Leave your scheming to the daylight hours.” She was stern with him but only briefly and carefully out of earshot. She sensed something wonderful and didn’t want to spoil it in the usual way.


Introductions were made all around. With the two guests, the dinner table became quite crowded, what with Lot, Lot’s wife, their two daughters and the two future sons-in-law, who had emigrated with the family not so very long ago. Where they came from, shoemaking had been a most profitable industry, but despite the cobbler’s skill, it had become difficult to eke out a living. The market became so glutted with shoes of superior quality that he had been forced to liquidate his entire inventory just to stave off the grim prospects of starvation for another season. Unwilling to endure such hardship forever, Lot packed up his family along with the sons-in-law to be and headed off in the dead of night. They proceeded eastward toward Gomorrah, or Gotham, as the locals were fond of calling it. The wicked city’s original name had already been considered a gaudy byword long before its eventual destruction, which, unbeknownst to Lot’s family, was scheduled for the morrow. The name lacked the sophistication and suave sense of decadence to which the locals were prone to aspire.


Things had been looking up for Lot’s family, ever since teeth necklaces became all the rage in Gotham. Savvy locals realized that kicking the teeth out of a victim’s mouth was hard even on the most calloused soles, and the ticklish were especially grateful that their weakness could be concealed by the animal-hide sandals that were the cobbler’s specialty. Now that his stock was depleted, though, things seemed to have taken yet another downturn. Maybe, perhaps, his two guests could be of some form of assistance that might help to balance out the evil that he’d had to endure thus far in his day and thus far in his life.


Despite Lot’s wife’s great enthusiasm over the idea of entertaining guests in her home, she soon fell to silence, as the two angels appeared a bit dim in the art of social graces and conversation. They could neither be said to be polite nor impolite. Mostly, they just sat there staring back at their hosts, as if simply killing time before some anticipated event, which was, in fact, what they were doing.


Due to the frequent food distribution problems in the city, what sustenance there was to be had usually left one feeling bloated yet empty, alternately inconstant and fiercely gaseous. The meal began to repeat itself, and the cobbler begged pardon of his guests. The angels just sat there looking at him. 


Meanwhile, the jokester had finished his hard think and had arrived, by turns, at a devilish sort of epiphany. He had come to possess the certitude that his neighbor, who was a shoe merchant by the name of Lot, was indeed harboring two celestial creatures beneath his roof. It was difficult to say what logic had led him to such a realization, but if pressed, he would have admitted that it was more of a gut level feeling rather than disciplined reasoning which had led him to the discovery of the truth. His tongue licked over lips that were salty and cracked. His appetite was once again engaged with the romantic notion that something new was on the menu. Always on the hunt for some new kind of prey to despoil, the jokester relished the idea of defiling two wholesome vessels whose contents were of the source of all purity and light. To indulge oneself in such a way would be the equivalent of raiding the private cellar of a king whose wine was forbidden for commoners to drink. And none of them here in this city qualified as commoners elsewhere, but held the status of dirt beneath the feet of slaves. How sweet it would be, then, to rise above one’s station through brute force of will. He rose from the dust and went looking for reinforcements.


Soon he encountered the Town Crier who doubled as the Village Idiot. His headlines, sputtered and squawked in the language of a madman, were little more than maudlin cries of pain, as if he were chronicling the daily sufferings in the wicked city by mocking the sounds of the victims. Suddenly, he was accosted by a group of starving cannibals who were trailed by a lapsed Vegan. The Jokester stopped the butchery before it could even begin by regaling them all with the tale of what he knew beyond reason to be true. Their eternal hunger piqued, they set about the task of recruiting others with the hopes of amassing a small heathen army. The army’s purpose? The defilement and destruction of the two angels that had stumbled into their midst and whose StarFlesh would silence the Void at the pit of their stomachs, perhaps forever.


When the horde was finally assembled, it advanced with the speed and precision of a military exercise in Hell. Lot’s family had all gone to bed, all except for the two angels, which needed no sleep. There came a pounding at the door, and Lot made sure to alert the rest of his family before addressing the mob outside. He had long feared such a showdown, and his preparations would inevitably prove to be worthwhile, even if it meant the uncertainty of another move under cover of darkness. There was one ploy that he would try first, though. If nothing else, it would give the others time to escape while he was torn limb from limb, or worse. Probably it would be much worse. He glanced one more time at the two strangers, whose identity had earlier been confirmed by his wife (with a certainty she couldn’t quite explain) just as she blew out the evening candle and smothered his surprise with a kiss.


“Lot, we know you’re in there! And we know who’s come to dinner. Send out the angels that we may know their minds,” said the Jokester.


“Yeah, in the biblical sense,” cackled someone else.


The front of the house had already been covered in pitch and the torchbearers leaned in waiting for the order to burn them out. Apparently, their services wouldn’t be necessary, as Lot stepped out of his front door and closed it behind him. The mob seemed startled by his bold action and everyone deferred to the jokester, waiting at least until a clear course of action presented itself before unleashing the wide variety of fury that coiled and crouched within them.


“Fiends, Gothamites, City Folk, lend me your ears. You must know that I cannot turn out guests from my home. I am bound by honor to preserve the shelter that I have offered. Please, I beg of you, I have two virgin daughters, whom you may have to do with as you please,” said Lot, comforted by the certain sound of his voice, though his knees shook, his bladder trembled. In his heart, he could never go through with such an awful proposition, but it was his secret hope that somehow such an offer would activate the wrath of the angels and his family might be saved, if nothing else.


“What? You, a stinking immigrant, speak to us about honor? We’ll pull you down first before we take all the rest.” With these words, the mob lurched forward and began to press, and Lot was soon forced against the wall. Impatient necrophiliacs were taught brute lessons on patience by coprophagists hungry for their due. Lot lost faith in the immediate hope for a miracle and instead wished Godspeed to his wife and children. The angels could fend for themselves. He was a dead man.


Suddenly, hands rescued him, pulled him inside the door despite the press and clutch of the crowd. The angels, having thrown him backward to safety, outstretched their hands and unleashed a blinding light that crippled and disfigured the entirety of the crowd. As they shut the heavy door, much wailing and gnashing of teeth could still be heard, despite the thickness of the portal. They would be safe until morning and then no one in the city would be safe.


Lot was happy to be alive, bewildered but happy, if only for a moment, perhaps the time it takes a love-me-not petal to pinwheel to the ground at the foot of a princess in a frog garden.  


“And just what did you mean by trying to barter your daughters? What sort of father are you supposed to be?” Lot’s wife was whipping herself into one of her furies and suddenly his mind cursed the fact that the angels had rescued him, even though it would have meant death, and not just any death, either. “I know what you’re up to! You’re trying to renege on the marriage contract! You can’t quite marry off damaged goods, can you? Not that there would have been anything left after those monsters finished up.”


“Silence, harridan. Can you not take leave awhile until I’ve at least gotten myself together? I could have been killed or worse just now, and the best you can do is to scold me? Can’t you see that I was only trying to stir these two and get them to reveal themselves for what they truly are? Can’t you see that I was willing to sacrifice myself as a means of saving you?” Lot was offering up his best defense, though the sound of his voice gave him little confidence that he would be successful.


“Who’s asking the questions here, is it me or you? Silence yourself until I’ve had my say. If you weren’t trying to renege, then where is the dowry that you’ve promised your daughters?”


“I told you that with my next batch of shoes…”


“You said the same thing about your last batch, and they are growing barren while they’re still left waiting.”


“Woman, you don’t know what it’s like out there!” Lot’s eyes looked imploringly at the angels, hoping that they might once again extricate him from present difficulties. They just stood there looking at him.


“And whose fault is that? What with you keeping me cooped up in here all the time, I’ve got no notion most times whether it’s even night or day. At least with begging, I was able to get out of the house a bit. Here, you stick me in shadows with our two daughters and their intended beloveds…You try keeping them separated until the far off and forever promised day of their nuptials! Promises, promises.” It was here that she tried out a bit of mockery, as she was wont to do from time to time: “’Oh, a dowry, a dowry for my two precious daughters, my little virgins, so that they might be lifted up out of the wretched poverty and vile obscurity of this Godforsaken town.’ Sound familiar? I’m just repeating what you’re always saying you’re going to do. Maybe if I belched it back to you instead of speaking, maybe then you’d actually hear me and understand.”


Before he could mount a defense or attempt a reversal, the first angel spoke. “You must leave this place at once. We have come to deliver destruction from Heaven. You would do well to pack what you can and to be well into the foothills beyond the limits of this wicked place before the sun blots the fullness of night’s darkness.”


Lot’s wife broke off to inform the daughters that they would be leaving once again and found that they were in a back bedroom with their intended husbands, who were already more than impatient with the conditions of enforced abstinence. She chased them all out with a broom and peppered the backs of her daughters’ necks with a few swats from her hand. The would-be sons-in-law yelped, lapsing into their accustomed roles of scolded scalawags, and the daughters took their lumps with a look of heavy shame darkening their brows. Everyone, including the angels, looked to Lot to lead them to the next Promised Land.


He hesitated for a good long while, his thoughts suddenly a rank stew of dreams soured by failure, as if every shoe that he had ever cobbled and sold had been thrown into a large pot and brought to a noxious boil. His wife was right; he was not the man whom he had presented himself to be. He was not the keeper of promises. He was not a captain of industry or a captain of anything else. His indecision regarding the way forward became the only certain thing. A swift slap across the face with his wife’s broom was enough to snap his senses back to attention, but he remained no surer about the fate of his family than he had been the last time that circumstances had forced their exodus from a place that they had come to consider home.


The second angel intervened, “You must go now. Do not look back, no matter what. When the sun rises and brings an end to the tyranny of the wicked, you must keep your vision ever forward. Remember: Do not look back!”


The sons-in-law refused to budge from the place, thinking the whole thing a farce. The daughters refused to move as well. Lot and his wife, alternately infuriated and saddened by such filial betrayal, made their exit through the secret door located in the privy. The angels left through the front door in order to head toward the Town Square. If the family was hoping that all of this was just some terrible nightmare, then the bodies in the alleyway seemed to confirm that it was not. Still, the course of action for each of them was set, and each seemed to operate according to the secret tugging of unseen wires. With the house now cleared, the young couples returned to the back bedroom. The end had never been so near. 


Hours later as the sun began to rise, Lot’s wife’s MotherHeart was overwrought, beleaguered, spiteful, vengeful, daunted, and, finally, rung dry of all emotion like a washerwoman’s rag at the end of another long and tedious day. Just as the fire of Heaven and the trembling of the Earth conspired to bring destruction to the wicked city, she glanced back over her shoulder, her heart suddenly giving way to what she saw and to the full realization that she would never see her daughters again, happy or otherwise. 
Poof: She was a pillar of salt. 
Lot, reaching back for his wife, encountered nothing and so he panicked, and wheeling, turned to look for her.
Poof: He was a margarita.
A gentle breeze blew, causing the salt to sift seductively in the air between the rapidly diminishing pillar and the margarita glass. The salt swirled around the rim, lightly accumulating in the way that sand steadily accretes at the bottom of the hour glass. And as the last of the architecture of the wicked city was reduced to rubble and ash, the wife whispered to her husband, “You’re stuck with me now, my sweet.” 

And people would come from miles around to visit this oasis in the otherwise Wasteland. Or maybe it was all just a mirage, just the gleam of a romantic notion, just a story that people used to tell while waiting in the heat and tedium for something new under the sun. 

Walter 
Annabel Servat


He was repotting the big terra cotta pot that someone turned over last night–someone with nothing to do but be a jackass.  At least the plants weren’t broken.  The culprit must have been too drunk to do any more.  He carefully swept the remaining debris into the huge dustpan, scooping it back into the pot.  Now, that’s better he thought to himself.


“Is there anything you need from up here?  Wow, did you already finish, Walter?”


“Yes sir,” he called up to his boss leaning over the balcony rail on Ursaline Street to look at the old man below.


“Did it come out ok? I was just coming down to help if you need me.”


“Naw sir.  The plants made it and the pot doesn’t even have a crack.”


“Great.  Then I’m going back inside to do some more work here.  Don’t work out there too long without coming in for water and to cool off, OK?  It’s supposed to be hot as blazes today.”


“Will do, boss.”  Walter took off the blue New York Yankee’s cap and ran his hand through the snow white frizz.  It was already really warm, but not as hot as it could be in early June.  New Orleans is always a bit hot–in one way or another.


He thought fleetingly about the cap as he returned it to his head.  His oldest son had gotten it for him when they went to a Yankees game.  Isn’t that something, he thought, an old darkie like me going to a ball game in New York City.  Of course, it was Katrina that did it.  He and Ethel had sent all seven of their children to college and it had paid off–not just for the children, but for he and his wife as well.  That oldest boy, Frances, had done really well in the big city–not to be confused with “the city,” his city, this Crescent City.  The company Frances worked for–actually the president of that company–had given the whole family one of his own homes “to stay here as long as you need or want.”  That was a surprise for Walter, who had never really found Yankees all that friendly and was surprised to be invited to New York City.  But that gentleman, Mr. Moynahan, had asked him “Do you have anything left?”  


“No sir, just what I came into this world with, face and ass.”  Both men laughed.  Even with all the differences, they understood each other; they were both born in 1935, each in the city he continued to love.  They were Depression babies.  They came into a world that had lost its way economically.  “Use it up, patch it, wear it out, make do.”  That was the watchword for their generation.  Then each of the seventy-plus year old men remembered World War II aloud.  Rationing had seemed a hard thing coming right after the 30’s.  As bad as rationing was, Walter had always been glad even his oldest brother had been to young to go overseas to fight.  Those years of worry and careful budgeting stuck with Walter and Mr. Moynahan, helping them build up their own fortunes.  Now Walter was almost glad he knew how to live through hard times.  

As Walter began to water the potted plants on the sidewalk, he checked their leaves, watched for white fly and soot.  All of them were clean.  Here in the Quarter only a few people made the ground entrance to their places look lived-in.  That’s how Walter thought about this moveable garden, but it was nothing compared to the grounds inside the wall.  

He looked up and saw a white woman.  She wasn’t looking much at the buildings, but at the plants.  Some were visible through courtyard fences or fancy gates; some were flowering trees that hung over the walls.  On this street, there was a series of white crepe myrtles, with fuchsia mandevilla topping the wall and dropping tendrils over on the sidewalk side. She stooped down and actually touched one of the tiny lobelia flowers.

How long’s it gonna be before she picks it.  As he watched without turning his face to her, she smiled, kinda patted the flowers, and stood up. Then, she saw him, hose in hand.

“Good morning,” she smiled as she walked up to him, her hand extended.  She had on blue jean shorts and a plain tee shirt, looked like a tourist.  Probably lost he thought as he shook her hand.

“Morning, m’am.”

“You must be the gardener?”– more of a question than statement.  Maybe he was wrong about her.

“I’m really glad to meet you.”

Why thought Walter as she continued.  “I’ve come down here for several years, every June, and I always look forward to seeing what’s in your garden.”

“Thank you, m’am.  It’s a pretty garden, almost not like work to tend to it.”

“Yes, I’m a gardener too, but near Baton Rouge.  We can’t really grow some of these–like this mandevilla.  Ours gets burned back by the frost or killed by the first hard freeze.”

“We haven’t had much of a freeze for six or eight years.  But that year it went to 15°–boy, we lost some stuff then.”

“Yes, so did we.  It went to 8° at my house.  But the ones that survived bloomed their heads off that Spring.  Did that happen down here?”

“Yes indeed—the azaleas had more blooms than I’ve ‘most ever seen.  I thought they bloomed longer too.”

“You know, I believe you’re right.  Even bulbs I’d given up on popped out and made a great show.”

“Yes ‘m.  We had daffodils come up where I never planted any.  No telling how long they’d been in the ground just waiting for some cold.”

“Isn’t that sort of thing amazing.  You know, people who don’t fool with plants would never know that.”

“You’re right.”  He was pleasantly surprised.  This woman really did know something; Walter hadn’t expected that. 

“I know I’m stopping you from your work, and it’s not getting any cooler.  I just wanted to thank you and let you know your hard work is appreciated.”  

“I thank you for that, m’am.”

“Well, maybe I’ll see you later.  ‘Bye.”

“Maybe so. Bye now.”

She walked away smiling, and Walter realized he was smiling himself.  He’d often worked for white people since he retired, especially after the storm.  But most of the people walking down the street–not the people who lived here in the French Quarter–were tourists, sometimes taking pictures, more often hurrying along not paying attention to much of anything.

In his own neighborhood there were no tourists.  Well, that wasn’t exactly true anymore, but the tourists in his area were in big cars and buses, driving through to gawk at the lower 9th.  They never got out (Walter was thankful for that) and they certainly never stopped to talk to anyone.  Maybe that old gal was an omen that today would be a particularly good day.  

Walter’s mind drifted back to omens of his working days at the shipyard.  If he hit all the lights on green, it would be a good day; all red, the day was gonna be a bitch.  When he hit them both ways–some red, some green, it meant just another regular day, welding steel all over the big ships they built at Avondale.  It was hot, dirty, and sometimes dangerous work.  Still, he felt it worthwhile work.  Those ships supplied the navy and lots of big sea-going merchant marine businesses.  They were important; that made him important.  Yet he had not minded retiring.  He and Ethel had a good laugh; he set his retirement for his sixty-fifth birthday, at high noon, when he had come into this world.  Then he and Ethel had time to sit on the porch, drink their coffee in the swing, and talk to each other.  He worked on their garden, too.

But the white woman intrigued him.  I wonder, he thought.  I’ll be at the same place tomorrow.  Maybe I can do something with this.  He didn’t tell his wife what was up.  His idea wouldn’t bring much money, but it would be interesting.  Maybe that old woman really did signal a good day.  He wouldn’t push it too far.  After all, she was pretty nice, and though it was never his garden, he thought he might just turn a little profit.  

I’ll embellish the Katrina tale–she won’t know.  But maybe she won’t come back.  Oh well, we’ll see.  He and Ethel had a good supper, including purple hull peas and a tomato salad from his garden.  Walter toyed with the idea of telling Ethel about this morning and the grey-haired white woman, but decided to wait.  Maybe he’d tell her later, when his half-formed plan either worked or failed.  Maybe he would tell her, maybe not.  He’d play it by ear.  

The next day he went to work with a plan.  Mr. George wouldn’t be there and who knows, she might come back.  He waited and kept an eye out for her.  Along about 9:30, before it got too hot to quit playing this game, he noticed someone about a block away.  Was it the lady he met yesterday?  As the figure continued to advance, he was sure it must be her.  As this woman passed, he had already realized it was someone else.  He got back to the chores Mr. George had left for him today, and figured he had missed her, or she hadn’t even come by.  She had probably gone home.

“Hello again.”  Walter jerked his head up and there she was.

“Good morning, m’am.  How are you today?”

“I’m fine.  It’s a beautiful morning.  I think it’s a little cooler than yesterday.”

“Yes, I believe it is.”  Walter decided to spring his trap after all.  “I was thinking you might enjoy a bouquet.  Would you be interested?  I don’t normally share these flowers.”  He watched her face carefully.  How far could he push the price for that bouquet?  How far did he want to push it?  Ethel would be mad–at first.  This was a small larceny, and the lady would get something for her money.  “I can make you a nice mixed bouquet for $35.00.”

“OK.  That sounds lovely.  Should I wait?”

“Naw’m.  I can bring it to your hotel in about an hour, though.  How’s that?”

“Sure.  Just leave it at the desk of Le Richelieu.  The check will be with the desk clerk.”

“M’am, I don’t have a proper bank account since the storm.  Things got so crazy, I just quit using it.  Could you make it cash?”

“Sure. I bet all kinds of records got messed up.  Even in Baton Rouge, our mail is still sometimes off.”

So they shook hands on the deal, and each went their way.  Walter slipped into the garden and picked the last few calla lilies, a handful of the big stargazer lilies, a few tendrils of mandevilla, some bright phlox and the white gardenias.  This group of flowers would produce an overpowering scent.  Lilies were strong enough, but when you added the gardenias, it smelled like an uptown funeral parlor on a hot day.  As he looked around, Walter regretted that no one used the cutting garden any more, but it made anyone noticing the loss of these flowers highly unlikely.

Mr. George’s mama planted a lot of those flowers back in the 50’s and 60’s.  Like that gardenia–it looked more like an ancient tree now than a shrub.  It’s trunk was almost a foot across.  The clumps of callas and other lilies hadn’t been divided since long before the storm.  But these walled gardens in the Quarter had fared better than the rest of the city.  Not that there hadn’t been destruction; there certainly had been.  But they were really lucky.  There were only a few trees in this yard and they managed to stay sorta upright, minus many big limbs. Those had done much of the damage with the winds doing the rest.  What they left, the torrential rains flattened, and then worked with the wind to tear up the perennial borders in the main garden.  But Miss Grace had planted the cutting garden in a separate section, like a room within a room.  “It’ll let me cut as many flowers as I want without anyone being able to tell from the main garden,” she’d told Walter all those years ago.  That wall had really helped this time.  He wished she were still here, so he could show her how well her extra garden room had protected her treasures.  

In those days Walter came only on Saturdays.  Ethel sometimes came too.  Both of them had known Miss Grace and Mr. Bobby since they were children, although Walter and Ethel were a good deal younger.  Ethel’s family had worked for Mr. Bobby’s parents, and Walter’s had worked for Miss Grace’s folks.  They both remembered when Mr. George was born.  He was a few years older than their oldest son.  Walter had called him “little boss” from the time he could toddle about in the yard.  He had tagged along behind Miss Grace and Walter, learning to love flowers like his mama.  His daddy had loved the trees and shrubs.  In fact, that gardenia had been a birthday surprise for Miss Grace.

Mr. Bobby had come all the way out to the 7th ward to get Walter.  It was a Friday night, he remembered; must have been along about 1963 or so, because he and Ethel hadn’t been married long.  She had been none too pleased to give him up for a weekend night, when they usually went dancing or to hear some music.  “Y’all are gonna be out all night.”

“But I promise to have him in before midnight.  And just think how surprised Miss Grace will be.  She’ll be forty tomorrow, and you know her well enough to know how she feels about that.”

“Yes sir, a surprise would to her a bit of good.  She has seemed a little blue lately.”  

“Don’t you think this’ll do the trick, Ethel?”

“Yes, I do believe it will!” She laughed and both men joined in.  All of them cared deeply about the woman they were planning to surprise.

“Okay, go on with yourselves so you can get home before the sun comes up.”

The plan was to plant the already-big bush during the night so that when Miss Grace came outside to drink her tea in the morning, she’d find a white and cream ball of fragrant flowers across from her swing.  “There’s no way she can miss that!” and he was sure she’d like it.  

So by what moonlight there was, after they were sure she’d be asleep on the other side on the house, Walter and Mr. Bobby dug the big hole as quietly as they could.  

“How are we going to move that thing?  We can’t get back here with the truck.”

“No, but I have this big piece of burlap and a trolley.  I even oiled the wheels!”  Both of them chuckled as Mr. Bobby pulled the tarp off of the trolley hidden behind the trash cans.

“Okay, let’s have a go at it.”  They jockeyed the plant onto the trolley, then quietly closed the gate.  At least they thought they were being as quiet as mice.  The clang of the gate latch seemed horribly loud, but no lights came on, so “I guess we made it,” breathed Mr. Bobby.

“You never know with that lady,” Walter whispered back.  

The two men pulled the gardenia of the trolley, rocked it into the hole, then turned it until they were satisfied its best side would face the swing.  Next they filled the hole, gently tapping the loose dirt around the roots.  “We need to water it, at least a little.”  

Walter was already uncoiling the hose.  “Just turn it on, Mr. Bobby.” Water gushed around the white flowered shrub, glowing in the moonlight.  

And then they saw her–Miss Grace standing in the open window on the second floor, smiling broadly, leaning on the window sill.  

“I told you” Walter whispered as Mr. Bobby raised his voice just enough to be heard at the window, “Happy birthday, Sweetie.”

“Thanks you, love, and you too, Walter.”  She laughed, knowing she had spoiled part of the surprise.  “I really do love it, and it will brighten my morning tea time.  But you need to get Walter home.  Ethel will be waiting up, unless I miss my guess.  And I’ll wait up for you.  Don’t worry about the water; I’ll get it.”

He hadn’t thought about those days in a long, long time.  Working as a part-time gardener at the Ursaline Street house had been one of his first jobs, from the time he was practically a boy.  And all these years later, he still worked there–only when he felt up to it, or Mr. George really needed help or advice.  It all seemed so long ago.  Mr. Bobby had died first; Miss Grace stayed on another twenty years.  Walter was so glad neither of them lived to see what Katrina did to their beloved city.  All the oaks that drowned uptown, the demolition of City Park and Audubon Park by wind and water–the loss of all those huge ancient trees would have torn at their hearts, even more than the lost buildings.  Some of those trees were there before New Orleans was part of the United States; they can never be replaced.  Thank heaven the oldest part of the city was built on high ground, or the equally ancient buildings of the Vieux Carré–even this house–would also be gone.  

The flash of all these memories rattled Walter.  The simple larceny he had planned–it wasn’t even illegal–quite. I might could have done it if I hadn’t remembered the courtyard in its heyday, so much more colorful than now.  He could almost hear the laughter of children; while he and his wife, and the white couple worked in the flowerbeds, and all their children played together.  That had been a special time, a time and a relationship between two families.  You know, most people would not believe the friends we became. He found himself adding to the bouquet–some pink and white splotched caladium leaves, a handful of ferns, pale yellow petunias, and finally, three Peace roses that had not shattered in the heat.  Walter was on the verge of feeling like a cheat to the grey-haired woman.

Oh, that’s what I’ll do.  Miss Grace and Mr. Bobby had always given their flowers away, in much larger quantities than he had picked.  Oh hell, I can’t take that woman’s money.  That damned gardenia won’t let me; they won’t let me. His petty larceny would become a gift from Miss Grace, the original grey-haired white lady, and Mr. Bobby, her kind husband of nearly fifty years.  They had taught Walter so much; cared so much for his family; maybe this was a way to pass that hope along in the world.  It sure could use it, more than he needed $35.00.  But maybe next time. . .

No Luck at All
Billie J. Smith

I was drunk the day my ma got out of prison, and I went to pick her up in the rain, but before I could get to the prison in my pick-up truck, she got run over by a train.  That’s a mouthful ain’t it? Even as I say it, I shake my head disbelieving.  Don’t seem 

possible a person could have that bad a luck, do it?  But my friend Bernice always says that when you get right down to it, it wasn’t my bad luck at all but really my ma’s.  I mean, like Bernice says, I hadn’t been in prison, and I didn’t get run over by no damn train, did I?  No, but I reckon I may as well have for all the difference it makes.


But she’s right; Ma had awful luck, truly awful.


My daddy was a sorry son of a bitch.  Everybody says so.  When I was about four, my granny, usually my biggest fan, whacked my behind good for proudly shouting, “sum bitch.”  She said, gasping for air, “We don’t say that in this house, young man.”  But I didn’t understand—where did she think I’d learned it?  Everybody, including Granny, said, “That Bobby is a sorry sum bitch.  Ruby (that’s my ma’s name) don’t fool with that sorry sum bitch no more.”  My ma would cry and light a cigarette and nod in wholehearted agreement that, indeed, he was a sorry son of a bitch.


I couldn’t have been more than four or five when even I grew to understand that despite the crying, the cigarette, and the nodding, she was going to fool with the sorry s.o.b. again.


My daddy always had a scheme; he always had a plan.  Trouble was they weren’t very good.  Some of them actually involved honest, hard work.  Trouble was, he wasn’t a man for honest hard work.  He had a lawn mowing business—for about a month—in March.  Anybody in the South can tell you that March is the easiest month for mowing; the sun is gentle and the wind blows softly with the last gasp of cool weather. Daddy never even made it to April.  Then he ran a moving company with an old, rusty, delivery truck.  The truck sputtered when it started and shook when he drove it.  Trouble was that even though that truck rarely ran, it still was more reliable than Daddy.


He got discouraged a lot, and when he did, he left us.  My ma would be heartbroken and just plain broke, too.  We moved a lot, mostly to relatives who were about as happy to see us arrive as they were to find a summer electric bill in the mailbox.  They took us in ‘cause they had to, but the act never gave them any joy.


So, my daddy would get optimistic again and show up with some new scheme.  He would soon be discouraged again and discouragement led him to drink, at least that’s what his momma, Big Momma, use to tell me.  Big Momma could face drinking, could name it; everybody had a drunk in their family, that was respectable.  But truth be told, my daddy also had a drug problem, and as always, his problem became mine and ma’s.


The last last time Daddy came home he had been gone ‘bout a year.  In the meantime, Ma had decided, with Granny’s help, to forget the sum bitch.  She had got a job at Wal-Mart, found out that she had what her manager called “potential.”  She became a department manager in what they called soft-lines, and though money was still tight, we left Aunt Stacey’s home, and Ma rented a little house.  Relatives, glad to see us in a house that wasn’t theirs, gave us all manner of mismatched furniture and household goods.  Ma and I were pleased as punch.  We had a little nest feathered for ourselves.  Things were really looking up.


Then Daddy showed up like a tropical storm, seemingly small and harmless, but capable of unexpected destruction. Ma cried and smoked, told him he was a sorry son of a bitch, but he cried and begged and promised.  I felt like our little nest had been blown from the tree.  I had real affection for Daddy; he was likable, and the only daddy I had, but by the age of fifteen the knot in my stomach reminded me of the chaos he always brought with him. He arrived like a shadow over the sun.


But Ma was happy, and I tried not to be suspicious.  I saw how Granny’s grim face robbed Ma of her smile. I tried not to do the same.  Daddy came home with a car for Ma.  It was a glittery, orange Chevy Malibu, used but only gently.  Ma was beside herself, as much about this sign that Daddy was turning over a new leaf as she was about the car.


Daddy had money this time; he didn’t arrive penniless and hungry, with only new schemes and an old smile.  He bought me nice clothes and Ma department store perfume.  Ma would say that although he kept all hours, he least he kept a job. He was nervous and antsy, but Ma said he was just tired.  I had my doubts.  So things settled into a pleasant, if uneasy peace.  I liked having him around, and I liked the things his money bought me, but I missed Granny.  We didn’t see her much anymore because she was, according to Ma, a “killjoy” and too hard on Daddy.


One night after a particularly hard day at Wal-Mart, Ma fell asleep on the sofa.  I turned off the TV and covered her with the scratchy green and brown afghan Big Momma had given us to celebrate the new rental house.  I went to bed but woke up uneasily thinking something wasn’t right, but I figured it was just a dream.  Then the most God-awful racket shook the house.  I heard Ma scream, and I ran to the living room.  Police in full riot gear stood on pieces of our shattered front door. Ma was shaking and confused.  The police screamed, “Get down! Get your hands up! Get down!” I was so confused; I crouched, jumped up with my hands in the air, crouched again, and stood upright in total panic.  A police man slammed me to the floor as my ma shrieked, “Leave him alone! Leave him alone!”


After we were on the floor, the policeman shoved a warrant in my ma’s face.  It said they were searching the premises for illegal substances.  Ma told them it was a mistake; they had the wrong address.  She had seen that happen before on television.  But by the time she said it twice, her voice trailed off, grew less certain.  It dawned on her that they probably didn’t have the wrong address. “Goddamn son of a bitch,” she sobbed into the matted orange shag. “Goddamn son of s bitch.”


The police men ripped up Aunt Becky’s ratty ol’ sofa, and sure enough, illegal substances and plenty of them.


As the police led Ma out of the house, she looked old all of a sudden, every cigarette wrinkle showing in her tired face.  Her eyes flat, lifeless. She was too tired even to cry.  She was too tired even to care what they were going to do with me.

She looked like the birthday balloon Daddy had bought me once years before.  After a couple of days of rough play, the balloon began to sag and crinkle.  That’s how Ma looked, all deflated and empty.


Daddy, warned by his “associates,” did what he did best; he ran off and left us in a lurch.  Despite Granny and Big Momma raising all the money they could, nothing could be done for Ma.  The new DA got elected by promising to be tough on drugs.  Ma’s house, Ma’s sofa, Ma’s drugs.  Ten years in prison.  


I bounced from relative to relative.  At first, they tried to hide their frustration at having an angry, resentful teenager to feed, but they forgot after a while to be gentle because the tragedy of my life was soon overshadowed by the daily tragedies of their own.  At first Granny took me to see Ma.  Ma would rally long enough to remind me to be good and not end up like that sorry ass son of a bitch daddy of mine.  Then she’d take a drag on her cigarette.  She’d drift away hidden behind a cloud of smoke, anxious to get away from us because she couldn’t get away with us.  The visits were terrible for everyone involved.  Granny’s lips and hands trembled the whole way home.  I thought how it was kinda lucky when Granny had that stroke, and we couldn’t go no more.


When we got the notice that Ma had been paroled after eight long years, we were all very excited. But as Ma’s release date approached, I suddenly realized that at twenty-three and jobless, I hadn’t much to impress Ma with.  I started a “self-improvement” plan and got a job.  A month later and jobless again, it was the day before Ma’s release.  It had been raining for six straight days.  This made me sad.  My ma loved the sun.  She used to lay out for hours in her short cut-offs and tank top, oiling herself with baby oil cut with iodine.  I could just see her turning the knob on the radio with one hand and dragging a Marlboro to her lips with the other. It made me sad to think her homecoming would be in the rain.


Uncle Buck and Aunt Becky were planning a welcome home barbeque.  My job was to pick up Ma at the prison.  Aunt Becky asked me a million times if I could “handle that.”  Aunt Becky and the rain really pissed me off.  So, I got really drunk and cried about my ma, my daddy, and my sorry ass childhood.  The next day, when I woke up the light in the room was curiously bright.  “Goddamn,” I yelled as I pulled on jeans and a shirt.  I was late picking up Ma from the prison.  Aunt Becky would never let this go.  I peeled out in my truck and raced toward the prison as a slow, grey rain began to fall again.


“What the fuck? How can there be a traffic jam out here in the middle of nowhere?  Just my luck!”  Police and ambulance sirens marked the scene of someone else’s tragedy.  All I could think of was how this was going to make me even later.  I edged past the accident. Frustrated, I floored the Ford, swerving briefly on the rain slicked street.  


When I got to the gate, no Ma.  Great, things were looking up; maybe I wasn’t so late after all.  I ran through the now hard rain. But at the guard shack, the guard said Ma had been let out four hours ago.  The rain hurt and made it hard to think. I was worried about Ma and then a tightening in my chest had me hurrying towards the sirens’ cry.

Apparently Ma had decided to walk home.  As she crossed the railroad tracks, distracted or despairing, she got hit by a train.  

As I cry into my whiskey, I picture her sadly muttering “that sorry son of a bitch” an instant before she died, face down in the rain.

Deception

Kelley Silvey Thompson

An ordinary looking man carrying a laptop walked into a local coffee shop.  He walked up to the counter to order a grande mocha on ice.  Sitting at a table by himself, he opened up his computer and started to read the daily news.  He paid particular attention to the stock market reports as he mentally tabulated the amount of money he lost this year.  He glanced over at the counter eyeing the muffins and considered what type to have today.  While sitting at the table he thumped his fingers along the keyboard in time with the playing music.  He looked at his bank account and stopped beating mid song as realized that his account was overdrawn.  

“What the fuck?” he murmured to himself as compared the $33.00 in his wallet to the negative $341.00 in his bank account.  He decided against the muffin and started to research the problem.  He had just placed $4,000.00 into his account yesterday.  He quickly tapped on the keys of his laptop looking for his account history.  He finally found what he was looking for, an unexpected transaction.  At 9 a.m. this morning, a transfer of $5,000.00 was moved into his wife’s account.  Then 30 minutes later his mortgage check cleared. He was left with nothing.  How can this be happening, he wondered?  He clearly told his wife not to use this account.  

“What did she do?” he whispered.


Angrily he got out his cell phone and dialed the familiar number.  


“Hello?” he yelled as a female’s voice answered the other line.

“What do you want?” is all she spat back at him.

His wife use to be a beautiful woman, young at heart, carefree, and loving; now she was full of hate and disgust.  She walked around the house in an old maw-maw smock, bright orange in color, and bright pink fuzzy slippers.  Her face looked old despite her youth. Dark permanent purple circles tinted underneath her eyes like she has been punched one too many times.  Her blonde, dirty hair was always tied into a knot at the nape of her neck.

In her youth, Nina attracted all men in town, young and old.  She never paid for a drink or dinner and she never spent more than five hours alone.  She kept men intrigued with her looks and superficial knowledge.  She had nothing more than an eighth grade education; yet, she had street smarts.  She was able to talk herself out of sticky situations and she had a way of never truly answering any questions. Not that any man even bothered to ask.

Back then her blonde hair was wavy, shiny and ended at the small of her back.  No markings or bruises ever touched her face and she did not wear make-up.  Her looks were youthful with clear, smooth skin.  Sun kissed from the endless Louisiana sun.  She wore dresses that flaunted her body with a deep v-neck bust line and a hem that ended at her upper thighs.  The heels she wore made her legs lean and impossible for men to ignore.  Her tan extended her entire body.  She frequently sunbathed in her back yard completely nude. Her sex appeal kept men interested in her body only.  Women in town called her a tramp or hussy because of her readiness to move into the bedroom and on many occasions with a married man.  Men never stuck around long enough to find out about her life, only her favorite sexual position… until she met him.

Nelson was young and handsome with blue eyes that pierced straight to her heart.  His dark black hair and tan body attracted her.  It was impossible to resist him, for he had goals, plans, and dreams that he shared with her.  She did bed him the first day they met; yet, unlike every other man, he did not leave her in the morning. He intrigued her and she fell for him.  He found her interesting, and her sexuality kept him enthralled.

They married in Vegas at a drive through chapel. Six months later she was pregnant.  When they found out about the pregnancy, she was blissfully happy, and he left home for a week.  When the baby was born, they both loved the child.  A few weeks later, driving to the local grocery store, she stopped at a red light though not soon enough.  Tired and sleep deprived from staying home with the newborn, she slammed her foot on the brake, but her car kept going.  Instinctively looking behind her at the sleeping baby, she turned back to the road, but it was too late to do anything but brace for the impact.  When the ambulance arrived, the child was already dead.  She never forgot that day.  It was the first night that he hit her.  And she truly believed she deserved it.  

She would have hit herself if she had had the nerve.  So she was secretly happy when his fist made the first contact under her left eye.  The second blow was to her stomach.   He did not touch her again for a week, until after the child’s funeral.  He then hit her again, and this time he broke her nose.  She believed she deserved it.  She begged him for more.  He left the house that night and did not return for a month, he was ashamed of his actions.  Unable to escape the pain, he allowed his anger to drive him back to her.  He needed someone to blame, someone to hurt, and she was willing to take the blows.  Two years passed this way and she lost herself behind the bruises.  She never stepped foot in public anymore, and she never felt a man’s kind touch.  Her face held a permanent blue and purple tint, because her bruises did not heal fast enough before the next blow.  

As his grief and anger ended so did his need to punish her.  He had not hit her in three days, but she still needed to feel the pain she felt she deserved.  There must be retribution.  Outside of the house was where she looked.

She walked to the mailbox located at the corner of the driveway.  She covered herself to hide the discoloration of her body.  A car stopped in front of her and the driver asked her if she was lost.  She said, “No, I live here!” 

The driver was surprised.  He had never seen a woman at this house before, and he only lived three houses down.  He was an attractive man, young with a slightly balding head of brown hair.  His brown eyes studied her carefully behind his thick glasses.  He smiled politely at her showing a set of slightly crooked, yellowing teeth.  He asked her if she had just moved in.  She responded with, “No, I have lived here for several years.”  

A shocked expression crossed his face.  He had lived in the area for seven years and had never seen her before.  She became extremely embarrassed, raised her hand and waved while saying, “Nice to meet you.”  

She turned around and walked into the house.  He stayed there for a few minutes, parked on the street in his rust colored KIA.  He tried to take in all that he had just encountered, including her bruised arm that showed slightly as she waved to him.  She stared at him through the window and watched as he drove off.  He parked his car three houses down.  She had seen no one besides her husband since the baby’s funeral.  She wondered about this new man, about his likes and dislikes, about how he touched a woman.  Just then her husband came home and she went into the kitchen to prepare dinner.  

She did not leave home for another week, but she continued to look out the window for the rust colored KIA.  Everyday it slowly passed by the house.  Window down, his arm hanging out soaking in the sun, and everyday he waved at her.  She never waved back, but she was intrigued by his kind persistence.  

Once again she went to the mailbox at the exact time that the KIA passed by.  She was waiting for him.  When she saw the car, she waved.  He slowly stopped in front of her.  “Hello,” she said with confidence in her voice.  He gently smiled at her and noticed that she looked tired and that her face was slightly discolored.  

He said, “Hello, nice to see you again.”  She smiled back at him and did not know what to say next.  So she turned to walk away and he watched her walk toward the house.  He called out, “Good-bye,” before she closed the door.  Once inside, she went straight to the window to watch him drive home.

She dreamed about how life would be with him, instead of her husband.  She dreamed of children and a white picket fence.  When he was gone, she walked to the bathroom and stared into the mirror.  She did not recognize the woman anymore, bruised face, shallow checks, and distant eyes.  Then something flickered across her face.  Her survival instinct took over.  Her face turned animalistic and her eyes burned with revenge.  Her lips pulled back over her teeth like a predator hunting its prey.


The next day, she went back outside to wait for the KIA.  She decided to act upon his curiosity.  With her animal instincts intact, she took off her traditional maw-maw dress and pulled a slinky number from the back of her closet.  She did not care that her bruises showed, for she knew that the marks made her more interesting to him.  He would see the extensive black and purple coloring across her skin and he would know what kind of life she lived.  If she played him right, he would give her what she wanted.


She focused on the way men once fell over her, and she would use this to her own advantage.  She hoped that he would feel sorry for her and help her once he saw the bruises.  She stood by the mailbox, and he pulled up right on time.  Her unlocked beauty, despite the discoloration of her skin, stunned him.  He felt a strong hatred for her husband, a man he had met several times.  The dress she wore showed off her breasts and cut off at the thigh.  She smiled a very different smile as he stopped the car.  She said, “Hello,” as she flashed her eyelashes up and down.  Her attempts to flirt with him were working.  He started to feel uncomfortable; yet, he stayed in her company.  They talked for a few minutes, and then she did something unexpected.  She got into the passenger side of his car.  She glanced at him while she placed her hand on his groin.  She told him to drive to his house, and he obeyed.


Even though her sexuality had been suppressed for many years, it came back to her in a flash.  She walked him to his front door, and he unlocked it willingly.  She took him straight to the bedroom, and she let her lost passions flow through her body.  As she lay in his bed, naked, he traced her bruises with his fingertips.  He never asked any questions, but he knew.  Soon after, she walked silently out of the house and went home.  This happened again the next day, and then the next.  On the fourth day he noticed new marks on her body as she lay there. Her naked breast fell to the side, and he saw a black mark forming underneath her breast that extended across her ribs.


She went home that afternoon confident that she had succeeded in eliciting his help.  She started to formulate her plan and continued to see the KIA owner.  Her intentional clumsiness inside of her home, the self-inflicting wombs across her body helped to seal the deal.  The KIA owner got angrier and angrier as her wounds along with her stories appeared more intense.


The day it happened, her husband called her from the coffee shop.  She answered the phone with extreme confidence asking him, “What do you want?”

“What do you mean what do I want?” he was staggered at her tone.

“Just what I said.”

“Why is it that our account is in the negative?” he asked in a quiet voice.

“I do not know! What did you buy?”

“I bought nothing! There is a transfer from our account to yours. What did you do? You put us in the negative.  What did I tell you about using that account?  Do you realize what you have done?”

“I do not know what you are talking about!  We will talk about this at home.”

“Fine.” He yelled back, then hung up staring at the phone in disbelief.


After the phone call, she went to the KIA owner’s house.  She told him how scared she was, and that her husband threatened her life.  

“Please help me!” she begged.  At that moment he got up from the bed and walked to his closet.  He pulled out a stainless steal, silver bowie knife.  It was sleek and finely balanced in his hand. It had a dual position handle, he told her.  

“The knife is meant for a full thrust or a snap cut,” he said as he demonstrated each move.  He pointed out more characteristics of the knife, which she ignored.  He then placed the knife into her hand, and it fit perfectly.  She put the knife under her shirt as she walked home.


Her husband came home two hours later.  He had done research with their financial records and realized that $75, 000 was missing.  “What is going on,” he wondered as he pulled into the driveway.  He walked into the front door, the lights were off, and she was sitting on the couch.  He was angry, but he had not laid a hand on her in many years.


“Nelson, come here.  Come sit with me.” She called to him in a seductive tone.


He strode over to the couch to confront her.  She beckoned him towards her.  Dressed in nothing, she pulled him to the couch, and he sat down next to her.  He started to ask about the missing money, but his lips were sealed with a fast, hard kiss.  And before he received any answer, he felt a cold, sharp object against his neck.  He slouched over the couch, fell to the floor, and died.


Casually she got off of the couch, went into the bathroom, and showered.  Dressed in her orange colored maw-maw smock and pink fuzzy slippers, she called 911.  Nina strode back to the limp body, sat on the couch, strategically placed blood on her clothes, and waited for the police. 

 Nelson had forgotten their lost child.  She never could, so he deserved to die.

A Blank Canvas 

Norma Jean Watson   

Endless and unwritten.

Our stories are the tales

created for others to hear. 

Realities defined by perspective. 

Bebe and Hampton Lauddington

Shifting the gilded frame on the wall Bebe could not find its proper placement. The watercolor painting that she had purchased at a recent auction on Magazine Street intrigued her. Although there was a tension to the composition, the colors were calming and invited her to make this extravagant purchase. She reminded herself such indulgences were important every now and then.

Her husband, Hampton, had not yet returned home and was out late as usual. He always had an alibi or two to spare.  Tonight Bebe decided she would handle things in a different way. She was tired of the relentless ranting and raving.
Tunisia Gutierrez

Glancing around the café of slow-turning fans and black and white octagon tiles, Tunisia wondered if her plan would unfold. There were so many options to consider and problems to anticipate. Of utmost importance was the time factor. Time …there would be no room for error.  

Looking down at her leather bound watch which read 5:11 p.m., Tunisia was reminded that it was getting late. An acoustical guitar bellowed songs in the background as a balmy breeze calmed her. The Enve Café was her place of refuge. It was someplace special where she could sit for hours, think and unwind. 

The café was strategically positioned on the corner of Decatur in the French Quarter. There were six antique glass doors and arched transoms that rose to the heavens. Afternoon sunlight entered gracefully and embraced her in its warmth.

Tunisia sat alone as usual. She didn’t feel as though she belonged to any one group and enjoyed spending time reading novels and painting. Her manner of dress was upscale Bohemian.   She had a style all of her own and knew that she would never marry a blue-blood or serve as a debutante uptown.  Tunisia refused to conform to any rule society tried to force upon her and was vocal about matters of interest. 

Snippets of conversation around the cafe disrupted Tunisia’s thoughts. Today her mind was not at peace. Twirling long amber ringlets of a hair she rearranged her patterned scarf across her forehead. 

Dialing the number would not be easy. In fact, she had attempted this dreaded task numerous times already. Tunisia caught her breath. Perhaps he wouldn’t answer and she could hang up. Her heart pounded with the force of an army. 

“Is anyone there? Hello…”

“Yes, this is umm…Tunisia. My brother suggested that I call you before things get out of hand.”

“Hello...who did you say you were?”

“ Tunisia…Covington’s sister.”

Before she could utter anything else, Tunisia knew that she had spoken too freely.

“My brother suggested that I call you.”

“And why is that?”

“He said you would guide me in the right direction.” 

“And what does that mean exactly? I’m not following you?”

Tunisia could feel a herd of elephants trample through her stomach as beads of worry dripped from her head. Moving back and forth in the faux gilded chair, she shifted the cup of espresso in her hands.

“Don’t you know about last week?”

There were many conflicting ideas that battled for the front of the line in Tunisia’s thoughts. No matter how hard Tunisia tried she could not decide how to word the most important query of her life.

“Umm…a...when will you be free to discuss matters with me?”

“I’m sorry but I think you have mistaken me for someone else.”

Suddenly the conversation went dead. Cell phones were such a pain Tunisia told herself. Perhaps the connection was bad. Redialing the number had been easy, however, no one answered this time. Checking the number which was carefully recorded on a small bronzed notebook in her purse, Tunisia realized that she had dialed the number correctly.  

Stirring at the next table was a young lady she recalled from her last visit to the café. She had flame-orange hair that was neatly arranged with brown bobby pins. The grease in her hair held them strategically in place with a heart tattoo on her left calf that gave her away.

Covington Gutierrez

It was 10:32 a.m. and Covington felt energized since an early start to the day was accomplished as planned. He thought about jumping up to knock the scum off his teeth but decided that he could not rush things. Instead he shifted his weight to the middle of the air mattress. As he stirred, air seeped out of tiny pinholes. His sheets were puddled on the floor in a giant heap and never seemed to stay on the mattress itself.  

Belching like a fog-horn made Covington feel manly as he burrowed into his long ears for a thick chunk of ear wax. Placing his gnarly feet on the side of his bed, he examined his corns and scratched his belly. The carpet showed signs of wear as there were stains of urine, blood and a dead roach or two etched into the dated shag. Raising his arms to the popcorn ceiling, Covington stretched and sniffed each armpit. He decided that he might need to take a shower in a few days.

His silver studded jeans were stacked on a chair that stood at attention against the peeling pink wall.   Next to it was his cobalt polyester shirt he selected from his assortment on the floor was the one with the least amount of stains. He sprayed two long squirts of Old Spice cologne and shifted his stance.  

Looking into the mirror was a little frightening so early in the day. He gave himself the evil eye and smiled knowing others feared this look. This made him feel strong. Grabbing a comb and Grecian formula off the shelf, he began braiding his hair into a Willie Nelson type fashion. Since his hair was thin on top, he decided to place an orange beret on his head to fill in the gaps.    

The phone rang furiously as he walked toward the door. Pausing for a moment, he decided not to answer the call. It would be in his best interest to keep moving. What he couldn’t stop thinking about was the heart shaped tattoo and what it represented. 

Peter Nottingham

Across town Peter sipped his blood red wine. The Napoleon House was the perfect setting for a summer afternoon in New Orleans. The drip of the fountain as it gracefully flowed into a pond of koi paired nicely with sunlight peeking through the curtain of palm leaves. In the background, a large industrial air circulator blasted humid air across the courtyard. 

Peter was a man in his thirties who was always preoccupied. His dark sunglasses hid eyes that chose not to engage in frivolous conversation.  Peter ordered a muffaletta from the penquined waiter who wobbled from side to side. Sweat dripped across his forehead in the stifling southern heat. The ice cubes in his goblet clattered as he tipped his glass from side to side. He was engaged in deep thought and isolated himself from those around him.  Within moments, cascades of burgundy wine spilled onto the slate floor as those nearby peered in his direction. It splattered the white linen suit that he wore for this special occasion. 

Deep in the pocket of his pants, Peter fished out his phone. Determined, he texted his short message. Once Sent appeared on his screen, Peter knew that mission was accomplished. Bebe had received his message: Reality Cannot Be Confined to a Frame.

“Excuse me sir,” purred an attractive woman.” May I please have a light?”

“ Yes, sure” mumbled Peter.

Although this interaction lasted for only a moment, Peter could not free this tall slender woman from his mind. The heart image on her calf did not fit her persona. Gazing in the direction of the door, he decided he would follow her through the streets of the French Quarter..

Bebe Lauddingworth

An intense sensation in her head caused her great discomfort. The doctors had warned her about overdoing things. Adjusting the garish frame on the wall was a distraction.  It was a distraction from the thoughts that her mind replayed whether she was awake or asleep. She could not escape. Bebe stared intently at the scene in the painting countless times, but strangely she could not remove herself from its presence. It was like surveying a horrific accident scene on a highway with an awkward sense of excitement. Hour upon hour.     

Why did it bother her that the lady with the flame-orange hair had a tattoo?  Should the character that she lovingly named Tunisia have committed such a heinous crime? What about Covington? Should he be characterized in such a crass way? Peter would tie all of the events together and make sense of it all.  These ideas stirred in her head over and over. At a dizzying pace, the painting and its content swirled around and around. 

Bebe decided that a brief nap would provide relief…if only for a few moments. Stumbling into her dimly lit bedroom, she immediately lost vision in her right eye. The left eye pulsed on and off rhythmically. Violently dropping into her soft cotton sheets, bright disturbing lights caused her stomach to swirl. It was at that moment that Bebe knew what she must do.

She recalled the text message from a character created surrealistically in the painting. Her thrill of finding Hampton dead was engrained vividly in her mind. It was because of him that she hated who she had become. Holding her throbbing head she sat up in bed. The red light of her lamp was like a siren, yet no sounds were emitted. The only sound was that of her irregular breathing. Or was it? 

At the foot of her queen-sized bed lay Hampton, gasping for one last breath. Gazing into his longing eyes, Bebe decided that Covington would allow Hampton to die so why wouldn’t she.  She was reassured to know that Tunisia and Peter would help her hide the evidence.  Thinking of the macabre painting jolted Bebe back into reality. She began to shake uncontrollably when she realized that the painting and its characters were not real, rather symbolic of the horrible crime she had just committed. The blank canvas was no longer confined to its frame. 

The Card Players 
Sonya Willie
Poker night. Throwing shells to the left and reaching to his right, Ernest Bertucci pinched the tail, chewed and swallowed the tasty body that shot expertly into his mouth, then sucked the head juicily. After a cold swig of Miller, he belched, and surveyed the tasty red crustaceans on the newspaper in front of him. He selected his next crawfish, looked into the cold, black beads that were its eyes.

“It must suck to be a crawfish,” he concluded, and sucked down another spicy mouthful.

Louis, hid brother, pushed wire-rimmed glasses higher on a sweat-slicked nose and proposed with a laugh, “One day, if the levees don’ hold, the bastards will be eatin’ us.”

Ernest choked on his beer. He saw it clearly, like a scene from an old “Godzilla” movie:  the antennaed crustaceans seated at a table, beers and cards in hand, eating small people who looked a lot like Mr. Bill in amplified distress.  The Mr. Bill image added new hilarity to the vision for Ernest. He choked again, wheezed, barked a liquid laugh, his whole body shaking with mirth until he slipped from the warm wetness of his wooden chair to the linoleum floor and wiped tears from his streaming eyes. 

Louis looked down his nose at Ernest. “It wasn’t that funny, man.”

Another case of beer, several hundred dollars and ten hours later, Ernest’s swollen eyes stared at the ceiling fan swiftly thwack thwack thwacking over his head. Warm air whirled about him. His tongue felt large and his mouth was dry. A hangover pulsed from the back of his head. Rubbing the crust from his eyes, Ernest he sat up on the sofa. He groaned and wondered how much money he’d lost. Ernest’s eyes fell on the crawfish shells left on the table. He wrinkled his nose. Despite the pounding in his head, when he next blinked to focus the room, images from his beer-saturated nightmare flooded his mind: 

Light glinting off of blood red carapaces.  Empty black pins for eyes. Crimson shell-armored bodies lounged in wooden chairs, cards clutched in claws. Small human forms linked in a human chain down one table leg. One small human poised in flight with vacant o’s for eyes. On the table, in a box lined with newspaper, a holocaust of small human forms awaited consumption with empty, soundless O mouths.    

Ernest screamed shrilly in horror at the nightmare images still trapped within his head. His scream woke Louis, who rocked in the lounge chair he’d passed out in. “Shit, Ernest! What the hell?!?”

Ernest held his head, eyes squeezed shut to block the vision. “Sorry, Louis. Bad dream. Are there any crawfish left?”

“They’re in the fridge. Shit. Don’t scream like that again.” 

Ernest tottered swiftly through the shotgun home in the direction of the next room, the small functional kitchen. He opened the refrigerator door. Moments later he was out the backdoor, Ziploc bag of crawfish in hand. Ernest found the biggest ant pile in the small back yard, kicked a dent in it, and poured four or five crawfish onto the damaged area. Angry ants swarmed over the crimson corpses. 

The noon sun boiled down. Ernest backed onto the back porch steps without looking back. He sat. He watched. He waited. 

Ernest never took his eyes off the business on the mound. Hours later the ants finished dismantling the flesh from the red shells. Sweat rolled off the tip of Ernest’s nose and hit his knee. His forehead, nose and cheeks were baked red. His lips were dried, cracked by the boiling sun. Even his brain felt boiled. His mind vacillated –repulsed and mesmerized-- between the images of the o-screaming mouths of small men and the cruelly indifferent black eyes of the carnivorous crawfish.   

Ernest did not blink much. When there was not a shred of meat or juice left in the crawfish shells, the ants – satiated -- slept. Ernest scooped the empty shells from the mound, weeping at the cold, indifferent eyes and those screaming mouths still trapped in his head. He was still weeping in despair and horror as he shuffled into the back door. He made his way through the shotgun to the living room and stood over his snoring brother. 

“Louis. Louis!”

“What the hell?!?” Louis again tottered in the chair.

“Where’s that miniature shop in the Quarter?” Ernest cradled to his bosom a brown bag containing the crawfish shells –picked clean.

Louis glared up. “It’s on Royal.” Louis closed his eyes. 

“What’s the store called? Where on Royal?”

“It’s the Black Butterfly. It’s on the 700th block.” Louis opened one eye at Ernest. “You alright? You look sick. Drink some 7 Up.” Louis smacked his lips a few times and hollered after Ernest, “Where you goin’? Bring more beer!” As the front door slammed shut, Louis fell back to loudly snoring off his own hangover.  

 
Louis woke three hours later to the smell of aerosol. The scent was drawn into the stuffy living room from the small kitchen by the rigorous thwack thwack thwacking of the ceiling fan. Louis muttered, “What the hell?” He rolled and stood up unsteadily in front of the sofa. He squinted into the kitchen at Ernest’s back. Ernest was bent over something on the kitchen table. 


In the kitchen, Ernest studied his creation. His eyes were glazed. His hair was greasy, his clothes sweat-stained, his belt unbuckled, his hands shaking as he blasted the aerosol lacquer onto his creation. He looked feverish, but a cry of joy punctuated the last cloud of aerosol spray. Ernest pulled out a chair and sat to admire his work.


Louis staggered through the doorless frame toward Ernest. Louis watched as Ernest’s shoulders slumped, then the roll of his meaty shoulders caved and shook. Ernest wept loudly in an unrestrained torrent of grief. Or joy? 

Louis rounded the table puzzled. Ernest had not wept like that when they’d buried their beloved mama last March. Seated across from his weeping brother, Louis reached forward and laid one beefy hand on his sweat-soaked, tear-stained brother’s damp shoulder and whispered, “Ernest, what the hell?” Then Louis saw it  on the table between them and gasped, “Ernest, what the hell???”


On the green gingham vinyl table cloth that covered their battered kitchen table sat something the likes of which Louis Bertucci—of French Italian New Orleans descent and a Viet Nam veteran to boot—had never seen. 


At a miniature wooden table, covered by a miniature red gingham table cloth, four miniature wooden chairs contained the shiny red bodies of four immaculately preserved crawfish. Light coldly glinted from four sets of beady black eyes that contemplated four hands of cards held in four claws. Poker spreads lay on the miniature table beside miniature beer cans and miniature Tabasco Sauce bottles. Small piles of little people lay negligently adjacent to cards and beside each of the four alien gamblers. Louis, squinting without his glasses, made out the humanoid faces, the o-screaming mouths on the forms.  He zeroed in on the o-screaming face and eyes of the humanoid doll clutched in one claw and held towards one set of red mandibles. Louis laughed out loud, involuntarily, in a burst of mirth. Then he saw his brother’s face.


Ernest’s tears had ceased. He was smiling with a joy surreal. “We’re all just food for the universe,” he beamed. 


Sobered and saddened into silence, Louis saw that for Ernest the gambling tableaux was the product of mad despair. He’d seen the look that was on his brother’s face one other time. During the war, a fellow in his squad had shot his best friend on accident. The man had had the same look on his face while his best friend died in his arms. 

“Oh, hell,” lamented Louis. In the beatific smile on Ernest’s face, Louis knew for certain that the levees had finally broken in his brother’s troubled mind. 


Louis’s eyes moved to his brother’s creation. The beady eyes. The O’s for mouths. It wasn’t funny anymore. 

Leaving Des Moines

Richard Louth

(1)

They had come to New Orleans from Des Moines to spread his father’s ashes and to have some fun.  New Orleans had been the place of their honeymoon, ten years before, and they had fallen in love with it then—the carriage rides, bars, restaurants, costumes, and parades at any time of day or night.  The haunted houses, the con men, even the foul smells from Bourbon Street’s gutters seemed to signify a life larger than the one they’d left behind, a life they could sample and then return home.  

It had been the place his father debarked from the Navy and found himself with all the booze he could drink and a girl on each arm for two days straight before returning to Des Moines to marry, raise a family, and sell insurance till he made his son pledge to take his ashes back, and died.  It was not like his son to debate a deathbed wish, and since their honeymoon had been in New Orleans, they decided to make it a sort of vacation while they were at it.  They left the kids with her mother, and were almost to I-235 when his wife asked where the ashes were, and then they accused each other as if each were at fault.  He turned around to pick them up and found them in the garage by the trash. How they could have forgotten the urn, neither could say, and at first they promised never to tell another soul, but by the time they were motoring past St. Louis they were laughing about it and wondering what people would say back home when they told them.

(2)

Harold Willis and his wife Marty were sitting side by side on a hot iron bench by the Mississippi in the full sun of a July morning.  They watched a ferry crossing the river. 

“Isn’t that the west bank?” asked Harold.

“Yes,” replied Marty.  “The Mississippi is the great divide.”  

“The why is the sun rising over it?”

“New Orleans is crazy that way,” she said, matter of factly.  “It’s what I love about it.”

A bag of beignets rested in her lap.  He held a café au lait, the chicory rising to his nostrils and the heat of the cup burning his hands.  


“Ow!” he said with his first sip.  


She shook the extra powder off a beignet into the bag and took a big bite.


“Burnt my tongue,” he said.


“Are you sure you don’t want the last beignet?” 


“One’s enough for me.”  He patted his stomach, then pinched her leg. “I had enough sweets last night.”  


She looked into the bag, smiled to herself, then finished her beignet before reaching in the bag for the last one.


A Hispanic couple walked past them upriver, then the man came back, took out a digital camera, and with hand motions beckoned Harold to take their photo.  


“Sure,” he said, handing his coffee to his wife, who sipped some as she watched.  The young man pointed to the button on top, then stood back with his companion, putting his arm around her, and they both smiled at the camera. Through the lens Harold saw a couple about half his age, the man sporting a gold ear stud, chain, and cross, the girl hugging him around the waist and smiling broadly.


Harold held up three fingers and said, “On three.  One. . . two. . .three.”  When he snapped the photo of the couple, he looked past their faces to the brown river and the bridge across, which seemed to run through their heads.  He thought of offering to take another, better photo, without the bridge decapitating them, but they seemed most happy to have this one, and they probably would not notice anyway, so he just returned the camera with a smile and a nod.


“Your coffee is cool now,” Marty said when he sat back down. 


“They looked happy,” he said.


“When you were taking the picture, do you know what you missed?” she asked.


“What?”


“ A fish jumping about 10 feet high, up the river, three times, like a needle going in and out of cloth.  It’s belly was white.  I never saw anything like it!”


“Lucky you,” he said, and took the coffee from her hand.  “I got to see the bridge go through their heads,” and he laughed, then they both laughed.  


“I was thinking of the grass along the levee. Maybe that would be the place.”


“I was thinking of the river.”


She shivered, looking at it.  “I don’t know,” she said.  “We spread him there, he’d be in the Gulf in about a day.”


“He’s dead,” said Harold.  “Let’s not forget that.  I don’t think it really matters, does it?”

(3)


Back at the hotel, they discussed plans for their last day in New Orleans.  Harold’s father’s ashes, in an urn resembling the air filter on their van, sat atop a TV turned to CNN, where a mosque was burning.  Harold flipped channels through game shows, the weather, and Bonanza as he lay stretched out on the bed in jockey shorts.  


Marti’s back was to him as she changed out of her shorts and t-shirt into a light and breezy white linen dress she’d bought at a shop on Decatur the day before.  She twirled before the mirror, letting the skirt flay out and sending a cool breeze over him.


“So what do you want to do today?” he asked.  On TV, Lorne Greene and his three sons jumped on their horses outside their log home and galloped side by side into Virginia City.  


Marti smoothed her dress down over her stomach as she looked into the mirror, then fluffed out her shoulder-length dark hair.  Two kids, and she was still a looker.  Then she turned around.  “Well, we need to spread the ashes.”


“I know that.”


“Have you thought any more about where?”


“Of course I have.”


“And?”


 “I don’t know.  Why don’t we just have a good time on our last day and figure it out before we leave tomorrow.”


“I have an idea then,” she said. Harold put down the remote and looked at her.


“I thought rather than get on each other’s nerves again today like at the Cathedral yesterday when all you wanted was to relax with a beer, why don’t we each do our own thing this afternoon?   I can go shopping for shoes and some presents for the kids, which I know you don’t want to do, and you can do whatever.  Then this evening we can meet back at the room, have a great meal somewhere, and decide.  Maybe one of us will figure it out by then.”   She came over to the bed and kissed him on the cheek.  “How does that sound?”


It sounded too good to be true.  “Will you be safe?” 


“I’ve got my cell.”


“You call if you need anything.”  


“I’ll be back by six, and we can decide where to eat then, okay?”

(4)


Harold was a seller of medical devices.  He’d wanted to be a pharmacist when he entered college because his urge to help others was coupled to a natural sense of low expectations about himself.  However, after acing biology his freshman year and pulling a high B average, he decided he wanted to become a doctor, and in fact spent the next two years telling everyone who asked that this was what he was going to be.  Whenever he’d go for a checkup or flu shot, sitting on the white papered table in the doctor’s office while his physician poked in his ear or held down his tongue till he gagged, he thought to himself, “This will be me one day.  I’ll be on the other end of that tongue depresser.”  He even imagined how one day he’d be a doctor on the other end of a tongue depresser for this particular physician when the man had grown old.  Perhaps he’d even start as a junior partner here, in his home town, work his way up, take over the business, and rise to a level that would make his family proud. This office might be his, he thought, wondering what kinds of surgical instruments and needles hid in each drawer, running his eyes over the white walls and their colorful posters of dissected hearts and gastrointestinal systems.


But it was not to be.  By his senior year, it was clear that his father was through paying for his education despite his potential.  His parents, small town folk at heart, prided themselves on owning their ranch house outright, having a bank account large enough to see them, with Medicare, through at least one medical emergency and bury them both—hopefully together and at the same time—in plots that were already purchased in a cemetery down the road containing two previous generations of Willis’s.  Of course, things never happened as you planned, his mother’s cancer and his father’s hanging on through years of Alzheimer’s draining the family funds, taking the house, and leaving Harold only an urn and a pledge to spread his father’s ashes.


So Harold found himself one day selling medical devices, and before he had lost his hair in front, had channeled his skills, native wit, and Midwestern drive to make his own life.  A flight to the central office in San Antonio introduced him to his future wife, who sat next to him by chance.  When they hit turbulence over Oklahoma and both thought that they might die, she revealed that she was on her way to see her fiancé, in dental school.  Harold soothed her fears by telling her, as they leveled out over the plains, that he had enough medical devices in his luggage to put them both back together if they crashed.  She liked his sense of humor, and he was not a bad looking man, well dressed in a button-down shirt and pressed slacks.  He liked her laugh, and also her cleavage when she reached forward to return the unused vomit back to the seat pocket, so he took a chance and asked her why such a beautiful woman as she was marrying a dentist.  She was so taken by surprise that she said, “I don’t know really.  Free braces for life?”


“But you have the most beautiful smile already,” he replied, surprised at his rejoinder.  It was as if something greater than himself, or her, was speaking through him.  He was a man, at heart, who told the truth, and who saw things true sometimes, too, and he’d seen this thing with her, that she was not meant to marry a dental student from San Antonio.  The next evening alone in his hotel room, he would grow pale and faint thinking of this moment, and what he dared to say, but one year later, after a series of emails and long phone calls he initiated about their mutual love of beaches, corn on the cob, college basketball, and St, Bernards (though neither had ever had a dog of any kind), they married with their families’ blessing in a small ceremony and spent the next three days in New Orleans young, alive, without a thought of the future.

(5)


Marti was on her knees petting Sophie, a baby black lab that chewed on a voodoo doll in the middle of the bookstore, when she turned around and noticed the Dude pulling a thick grey cookbook off a shelf. 


“Escoffier, a first edition” he said in amazement, and a spectacled old man in purple beret behind the counter nodded and said, “My hidden treasure!  You found it, scoundrel.”


The Dude flipped through the book while Marti browsed through the Creole and Cajun cookbooks and worked her way to the back of the store, where she found herself surrounded by bins of record albums in a dimlit room covered in posters from old rock concerts.


“In a Silent Way,” the Dude said over her right shoulder.  She had not heard his coming and was slightly startled.


“You’re a Miles Davis fan?” she said to fill the silence and so that she could look at him directly.  He was certainly not her type.  She did not like a man who surprised her, first of all.  Also, he was really just a boy.  Tall, golden hair sticking out at all angles, thin at first glance in a short greet t-shirt, jeans, and leather sandals. Tattoos of flowers ran up his arms, and seeing him pick Coltrane’s Ole out of the bin beside her, she wondered if the arabesque covered his shoulders and ran back down over his buttocks to his heels, rooting him to the earth.  She looked away, but when she looked back, she saw him staring at her.  


“What was that cookbook?” she asked.  “What was that all about?  Are you a cook?”


He laughed.  “Who are you?” 


“I asked first.”


“You asked what I was, now who I am.”


“I’m a. . . ,” she said, and stopped. “I’m a . . . “ and stopped again.  “I’m. . ..” and blew her breath out hard through her  lips, making the hair on her forehead fly up, and shook her head.  “Who are you?” she said at last.


He slipped the album back in the stack and leaned against the bin, so close she could smell his clove breath and earthy sweat, “Why do you want to know?”


“Well, I never. . . “ she said, flabbergasted, “just never mind,” and she moved on down the row of boxes away from him.  But he continued to stare intently at her, his eyes blue as marbles, kittens’ eyes, turquoise.  


“You know, you really ought to lighten up,” he said, “especially if you like Coltrane and Davis, especially if you’re in New Orleans.”


“Oh, and I suppose you’ll teach me how, right?”  she  said.  


“Philippe,” he shouted to the proprietor in the front room, “tell this pretty lady I’m ok.”


“I’m staying out of this,” Phillipe replied.  “I will tell you, my dear, that the man before you is one of New Orleans’ rising stars. One day he is delivering groceries on his bike, the next he is showing some Iron Chef how to cook gumbo on national TV.”


“Don’t forget the music and art, Philippe.”


“Or the modesty,” said Philippe.  “The best thing I can say about him is that Sophie likes him, and she’s the best judge of character I know, aren’t you girl?”  Hearing her name, the dog shook her voodoo doll with vigor, spilling its innards like snow on the throw rug. 


   Marty did not know exactly what to make of all this, but an hour later when she was telling him her life story over oyster poboys and dark beer at the Acme bar, it felt completely natural and as if she had known him for years and would know him now forever.

(6)


Harold stood in the middle of Bourbon Street with a two Hurricanes under his belt and a third half-finished in his right hand.  The crook of his left arm cradled his father’s urn.  He was a little confused, but very happy, and wondered which gentleman’s club to enter.  


A short, bald man sweating heavily in a black tux and bow tie beckoned him over and then offered him a little card.  “Free admission, big guy,” he said, patting Harold on the back and pushing him through an open door into a cold dark hallway that led through a curtain into a room that seemed to bounce with strobe lights and throbbing music.  A woman in fringed bra and panties led him to a seat by a stage where another one, naked except for a G-string flowering with dollar bills, was hanging upside down from a pole and looking straight at him.  When she caught his eye, she jiggled her breasts, making one rotate clockwise and the other counterclockwise.  When she dismounted and slithered across the stage towards him, he put the urn and empty Hurricane glass on a table beside him and reached for his billfold.  


She whispered something he could not hear, and as he leaned forward she took him by the ears and thrust his head between her breasts.  The dollar he held up for her she took and threw behind her as if she didn’t care, then pat him on both cheeks.  “I bet I can tell your fortune,” she whispered in one ear. 


“Tell me, please,” he said.


“Today you’ll fall in love with a beautiful woman and almost lose yourself, but you’ll survive.”


“Tell me more,” he said.


“When it’s time,” she laughed, then winked at him and gathered up her things, blowing him a kiss as she left the stage.  

(7)

Marty stood naked before the huge picture window in the Dude’s studio, looking down on a hotel parking garage across the street, three stories below and people walking along the sidewalk.  He stood behind her in his shorts, his hands on her shoulders, nuzzling her neck.


“I wonder where he is in the world, right now,” she said.  “I wonder what I will tell him.  I wonder why I just did what I did.”  She placed one of her hands on his.  She was crying softly.

“Perhaps he’s wondering the same thing,” he said, turning her around to face him.  “He’s probably having his own good time.  Perhaps you shouldn’t worry about it right now.”


“We came to bury his father,” she said, looking into his sky blue eyes.  “This is so wrong.”


“But you enjoyed it.”


“Yes.”


“You’d do it again.”


“Yes.”


“Then let’s do it again while we can.  We’ll all be dead before we know it. Let’s do it again while we can, and you will remember it some day fondly, and so will I.  Let’s do it again while we can, and live.  Death can wait.  And so can your husband and your family and good Des Moines.  Let’s do it again while we. . .” but he did not have to finish the sentence.  

(8)

She left a note on their bed in the hotel room to meet her by the lobby, in the Carousel Bar, when he got in.  It was a circular bar that made one revolution every 15 minutes.  She took a seat and ordered their signature drink, the Vieux Carre, and after one revolution of the bar had finished it so ordered another.  On her third revolution, she stopped thinking about what she would say to Harold, and wondered where he was, as it had grown dark outside, and the gaslights outside the window were already calling hungry diners into Mr. B’s Bistro, across the street, where they had planned to eat their last night in New Orleans.  

“You look like a woman who has the weight of the world on her shoulders,” said the bartender, Bill.  


“What is it about New Orleans?” she replied.  “Can everyone who lives here read right through you?”


“I’ll bet you want one more Vieux Carre before he arrives,” he said, and slipped a new napkin and fresh drink before her.


“Right again,” she said, toasting him.


“Let the good times roll,” he said.  “Like this bar, the world keeps on turning, and everything finally comes back around to the beginning.  Sooner or later all the circles blend into one, all the drinks into one, we go to sleep, and we forget it.  And if we’re lucky, we wake up.  And we’re whole again.  Things will turn out ok.”


“Remind me to leave you a big tip,” said Marty. 

(9)


Harold never met her at the bar.  When he stumbled in around midnight without the urn, without his wallet, smelling of liquor and cigarettes and with a knot on his forehead that looked like a yellow egg, she was lying on the bed.  She thought for a second about asking him the typical questions, but then did not.  She did not even ask him what had happened, for despite his otherwise painful appearance, there was the suggestion of a smile in his cheeks.


“I had a wonderful day,” she said.


“Me too,” he replied,  slurring his speech slightly, “though I think I’ll feel it in the morning.”


“Come to bed, honey.  Let’s rest tonight.  We have a long way to go tomorrow.”


They both fell asleep in minutes, and had their separate dreams, and didn’t remember them at all the next day when they woke up, any more than Harold remembered what had become of the urn or Marty what she had said that had led her to where she was now.  



As their car crossed the Bonnet Carre Spillway heading north, Harold turned to her and asked, “Do you think we will ever come back?” 

Dayne Sherman





 

Snakebit

Best dog I ever owned died two weeks back. His name was Earl. I named him after my grandpa, Earl Ned Thompson.
Grandpa liked to hunt squirrel and coon every morning and night. After he was put in the nursing home for that old–timer’s disease, he still hunted his dogs. He’d call one of his boys to come get him. Or he’d break out the place and head to the woods on his own, hitch a ride. His body was mostly strong, but his mind had left him. They found him drowned in a gully beside the Tickfaw River, drowned in a foot of water. Eighty–six years old and died hunting.

Earl was one of them rare breed of dogs, not one of them fuzzy-assed biscuit eaters that lays up in the lap of a flabby subdivision woman. He was a registered treeing feist. He hated squirrel like a root hog hates a barbecued pork chop.

He didn’t die of natural causes. His sweet little life was cut short by means of Vienna sausages floating around in a pan of antifreeze. That’s why I’m in the jailhouse now. Ain’t right for a man to kill your dog, your favorite dog. You might have to go through ten or twelve head of puppies to get a squirrel dog, till you get a sure enough squirrel dog. And it might take a hundred dogs ‘fore you get one like Earl. He’d treed as high as twenty-seven squirrel in one morning. Christ, he was a squirrel dog.

I’d set up in my recliner and watch TV with him setting on my belly. His head resting on my chest like my own kid, if I had me a kid. Like my own son. He’d snore like a fat man. Good Lord knows hisself what a miracle a squirrel dog is when he comes into the world. And some rotten sumbitch just takes it away from you as quick as chopping the head off a Christmas hen.

I tell you one thing, you better never mess with a feller’s dog in Baxter Parish, Louisiana. See, I’d warned Olland Wicker. He wasn’t from Tangilena. He come here from Metairie, a rat’s nest extension of the City of New Orleans. He was a retired state worker, a fat cat run off for stealing, people say. A smart-ass. A come here S.O.B. He bought hisself my neighbor’s dairy farm at a tax sale, the Mullins place. He prowled around the gravel roads in a big dually truck all decked out. Thought he owned the road and the dirt below it. He pulled up in my gravel drive when I was cleaning a mess of catfish underneath my lean-to carport. I’d caught them on a trotline in Lake Tickfaw.

“Your little dog is pissing on my wife’s roses,” he says, dressed in a black cowboy hat and western shirt like he was a cattleman or bank robber. He was too stupid to know Earl was a full-blooded treeing feist.

I kept pulling on the yellow-brown skin of a tabby cat with the pliers. Never bothered to look up at him. I was thinking about his wife shrieking on Friday and Saturday evenings when Wicker gets heavy on the vodka. How he beats his wife with a piece of garden hose and she runs off into the woods to hide from him. How she never calls the law cause he’ll beat the hell out of her again. That woman’s frail as a grasshopper with arthritis.

“My little dog can’t drink enough water to hurt them flowers,” I say, as the skin pulled free off the fishtail. I dropped the skin and fish head in the plastic five-gallon gutbucket.

That slapped him in the face. He bristled. I was looking straight at him with a thin fillet knife in my right hand I’d picked up off the table. He walked back to his truck. He says, “I got something for him.”

“Wicker, you screw around with my dog, and I might just have a little something for you.”

He spun out of my yard and onto the blacktop highway. Directly his wife went to hollering, sound of breaking glass. He was whipping her skinny butt again.

I inherited this place, four acres and a closed-in dogtrot house, when Aunt Betty died. She was a spinster and I was her favorite forty-year-old bachelor nephew that used to look after her. I got the place in her will. Not much, but it’ll do me as long as I can keep the starved-blind termites out. Earl was bad to dig out the net-wire fence in the backyard. I went around and put bricks and chunks of concrete in all Earl’s dug-out spots. Didn’t do no good, cause I had to go to work at the feed mill, and when I got home he was laying up on the front porch cool as Willie Nelson. He had to cat round; he had to ramble, actin’ like a big dog in a small dog’s body.

The next day he come up missing. I found him out under the back porch. Stiff as a coon dick. Earl was swolled up, tongue curled and hanging out the side of his little black jaw. Took him to the vet for an autopsy. Wrapped him in a blanket, the one he slept on all the time, and brung him to old Dr. Scarborough. Doc said right off he was poisoned. 

I missed a whole day of work, what with the vet and with burying him. Then I done set down and drunk a half a fifth of Early Times, and listened to my Merle Haggard albums, all six of them. Worked up a bona fide funk. So, I went over to Wicker’s about one o’clock in the morning just to take a look. All they got is cats; it wasn’t like they had any warning. I slipped through the darkness, never turning on my green army flashlight. Found sausages mixed in a pan by his pump shed, near some rose bushes. That’s all the evidence I needed.

Wicker’s mailbox was just south of mine, right down by the giant sycamore tree. The mailbox was fresh-painted, a black and white wooden thing his wife must of bought at some craft sale. Made to look like a dairy cow with pink rubber tits hanging and a rope tail, fake horns out front. His wife worked days at the hospital in Ruthberry. Wicker checked the mail every day hisself, and I’d seen him walk out in a pair of long-assed short britches to the box a hundred times.

After I dug that little grave for Earl, I went down to my grape vines. He weren’t nothing but a tiny thing cause he ain’t weighed but twenty pounds, though the stiffening of his legs made the hole have to be bigger. I wasn’t looking for no grapes. Aunt Betty had a yard full of fig trees, pears, persimmons, and a low-hung grape arbor fifty feet long. They was enough grapes rotting on the ground to make birds drunk, to make the place smell like a wino’s living room, to make water moccasins rustle the leaves on the ground whenever you pass by. Some old people say that cottonmouths get fat on grapes. That ain’t right. They get fat as a tick off the birds and mice that eat the grapes.

Down at the arbor, I was looking for one serpent in particular, Old Stumpy. I never killed him. I’m a peaceful man. I could have shot his sorry ass a thousand times. But I figure creatures are here for a reason. God put him here for a purpose. I let him be for years. He was about four-foot long, dark as Delta dirt, big around in the middle as my wrist, and his tail come right to a flat stop in eight inches. He was a stump-tail water moccasin. Mean bastard. It took me two days slipping down to the arbor before and after work to catch him. Put a stick on his neck. Like to got struck. Stuffed him down in a big croker sack to avoid a fang. Tied it up with twine.

I drove the fertilizer truck at Deak’s Mill. And this give me some freedom. I drove a mile away from the house over on Line Creek Road where they ain’t nobody that lives there no more, only teenagers trying to get tail at night, a few coon hunters. Parked the truck. Took the sack out and eased through the woods down a fire ditch cut in between the pines. Twenty minutes. I watched from a blackberry thicket when Lenny dropped off the mail in Wicker’s box. That was that. One o’clock accuracy. You could set your watch by Lenny Ford’s mail route. 

I walked over to that milk cow-looking box and opened the lid. Slipped in the croker sack with Old Stumpy atop some loose mail, a circular from Wal-Mart. Untied the hay string and slung the little gate closed. Shut the wooden gate hard. Slapped the box a couple of times to give Old Stumpy cause to stew. Left out through the woods in a hurry.

I weren’t there myself, but I could see Old Stumpy in my head. Mad bastard with a mouth white as snow, a mouth that could take in a rat as big as a baby possum. Mean bastard setting there waiting in the dark till Wicker slipped in his long hairy right arm, a cigarette burning in his teeth. The same arm that unlidded them Vienna sausages and mixed the antifreeze. A long arm that beat his wife.

They said Wicker’s hand swolled up big as a basketball. Louisiana Cajun Ambulance Service come got him. Old Stumpy give him brain damage of a high degree. Shut his windpipe tight as a preacher’s wallet. Couldn’t get no wind to his head. Caused a stroke, they say. He’s in the nursing home in Liberty City now. All he says is “shoo-boobly-boo, shoo-boobly-boo,” over and over again while he rocks back and forth in a chair. Man’s pissin’ in a diaper bag.

The reason I’m in the jailhouse is all circumstantial evidence. They traced the croker sack to the mill. I ain’t talking. “All circumstantial nonsense,” my cousin-in-law the public defender says. Hell, I was fertilizing fields all day. Ten tons of nitrate on the ground to prove it. Cousin says I’ll be out free and clear in a few days.

Wicker’s old lady’s a suspect now. She had the motive. He used to videotape hisself clubbing her, the bailiff told me. And she ain’t liked it none neither. It wasn’t no fun for her. Had him a damn video library of pain. He was one sick bastard.

The bail’s going down to five hundred bucks on Friday, Judge Marshall says. Been at fifty grand for two weeks. Damn it all to hell. Judge wants me to train a squirrel dog for him. Hard as it is to get a good one right out of the bitch’s ass. Think I’m going to find two half-brothers to Earl. Delbert Martin has the treeing feist stock Earl come from. I ain’t going to name neither one of them till I can see which is the best. The best puppy I’m going to keep for my own self. Call him Earl Jr. The other one I’ll name Barabbas after a feller in the Bible. Let the judge have him and wash my hands of the whole damn thing. Live in peace for a while. Kill a few squirrel this winter.

daynesherman@yahoo.com

This story was published in the Winter 2001 issue of Fourteen Hills: The SFSU Review.
Change 

Margaret Simon

The Pimm’s Cup was a tradition on girl’s day out.  Sophie lifted her glass to meet Julia’s to toast the summer. “Here’s to summer camp!” exclaimed Sophie.  Julia and Sophie planned this day in the Quarter when they scheduled their daughters’ month at Camp Ozark.  


Julia had suggested the Napoleon House.  She loved the classical atmosphere, the combination of dark, old, and historic, with a little sense of haunting.   Sophie was hovered over the keys of her cell phone, so Julia looked around.  The Napoleon House brought back memories.    The classical music played softly in the background.  A couple by the window nestled closely together and kissed regularly.  The lace half-curtain hid old liquor bottles.  Julia looked through the window and saw a word plastered on the building across the street: “Change.”  

Julia twisted her auburn curls while she waited for Sophie to finish her text.  Sophie and Julia had been friends since their daughters were in preschool together.  Now that the girls were off at camp for the month, Julia hoped she could find some quiet time, time to share lunch with friends, time to get back in touch with herself.   Here with gin in her veins, a friend too self-absorbed to talk, and memories of more carefree college days, Julia wished she could escape into a Nora Roberts novel .

“I know this!” Sophie exclaimed looking up at the ceiling. She cocked her head and conducted with her right hand.  “It’s coming to me.  Ode to Joy? No, but definitely Beethoven.  Oh, crap, if only Carl were here.  He would know.  Did I tell you he’s a classical pianist?”

“A musical architect!?” thought Julia.  “He’s a keeper,” she said to Sophie.

The waiter delivered another PImm’s Cup.  Mark, Julia’s husband, called it a girly drink.  Julia loved the refreshing combination of lemon-lime flavor, a hint of gin, topped with a slice of cucumber, especially in the heat of a New Orleans summer day.  

Sophie offered another toast, “To love, laughter, and all that comes in between.”  Julia giggled.  She loved Sophie’s carefree manner.  She wished she could be more adventurous, more open.  

Sophie was a petite 42 year old woman, five years older than Julia.  Her thick brown hair was pulled sloppily into a pony tail that draped over her shoulder.  Sophie was a single mother of two children, Ryan who had just graduated from high school and Ginger who was 12 and with Julia’s only daughter Grace at Camp Ozark in Arkansas.  Sophie was dating a younger man who sent her regular “love texts”.  She was like a giddy teenager waiting for the chime of the text message signal. 

 
Julia was out of touch with that new love feeling.  She and Mark had been married almost 15 years.  Julia was not longing for new love. She loved Mark. She treasured the life they had together, but was it enough? 

Sophie seemed to read Julia’s mind.  She said, “Julia, Grace is all you have been doing for the last 12 years.  Just wait until she’s a senior in high school.  I never see Ryan anymore.  He’s either working at the TV station or working out at the gym or dating Allyssa.  It’s as if he’s already left for college.  I actually can’t wait for him to go.  He’s such a slob and he’s so unsatisfied with anything I do.  He’s jealous of Carl.  I could go on and on.  It’s time.  But what are you going to do when Grace is 17?  I’m sure you’ll feel the same way.  Somehow they prepare you.”

Julia listened to Sophie and tried to imagine Grace at 17.  She couldn’t go there.  She couldn’t think about her at all or she would start to worry about her at camp.  Did she like her roommate?  Was she able to handle the sports?  Was her counselor caring and fun?  This was the first year Gracie was going to camp for a whole month.  The past few years she had only gone away for 10 days and over the second  weekend Mark and Julia had gone up to Arkansas for family weekend.  Julia pushed her worries aside and focused on Sophie.

“I’m sure Ryan is just trying to break away.  He wants to be independent and grown up, but he’ll be back for your spaghetti and meatballs and to do laundry.  Believe me, you haven’t lost him yet.”

“Oh, I know,” responded Sophie and her cell phone chimed again.  Julia was left alone with her thoughts.

After their lunch at the Napoleon House, Julia and Sophie walked to the Faulkner House bookstore.  When Julia was an English writing major at Loyola, she had frequented this bookstore.  It felt like a home to her with its shelves to the ceiling and soft antique chairs to sit in.  Julia felt important there.  She could start a conversation with the owners about any book or author.  Among the hardback books holding the treasured signatures of the authors, Julia felt comforted.  Even the bathroom contained high shelves of books and the walls were filled with antique prints reminiscent of France.  

Julia went straight to the poetry section and pulled out a Nikki Giovanni book.  She sat in a chair against the wall.  A locked cabinet held important books across from her.  An older man came in, a definite New Orleanian in his white linen jacket and short stocky stature.  He lifted his glasses and peered into the cabinet.  He smelled like rose petals.  He obviously knew the owners by their first names.  He called out, “I hear Joe’s voice in the back.”

Julia wanted to know Joe.  She wanted to call him by name and announce her needs.  “Joe, I’m looking for a book that will take me away,” she mused.  Turning back to Giovanni, she read her poem about Rosa Parks.  The poem was strong and bold.  Julia thought back to her days at Loyola.  She had filled a number of moleskin journals with her own poetry.  She had even had two of them published in The New Orleans Review.  

While Julia read, Sophie talked to the proprietor about the latest Tim Gautreau novel.  She overheard Sophie’s phone chime again.  

“Hey, Jules, I hate to cut out on our day, but Ryan’s stranded.  His car won’t start and he needs a ride to work.  I hate this.  That kid. Doesn’t call until he needs something.”  

A peck on the cheek and off she went.  Julia stood up to watch her leave and noticed that Sophie walked on her toes.  She had never noticed that before.  Julia had a boyfriend once who walked like that.  He actually kind of rocked from heal to toe with each step.  His name was Kirk Bartlett.  She remembered the state fair and the double Ferris wheel, his sweet smell like lemon drops, and the kiss at the top in the double seat as it swung in the fall breeze.  She never fell in love with Kirk, but he was a good kisser.  In those days, it was all about the kissing.  

Whatever happened to the joy of kissing?  These days she would peck Mark on the cheek before he left for the office.  A peck and a word, “Loveya’.”  Did she do that this morning?  She couldn’t recall.  Maybe she would text Mark.  What would he think?  He’d suspect she was drunk, and she was, a little.  

The buzz was beginning to wear off.  Suddenly, the bookstore became a cold cave.  She had to leave.  

It was only two o’clock.  Mark would not be home for hours.  Julia was not ready to go home to their empty house in Metairie.  

Julia wandered down Chartres and stopped at the A Fine Gallery, a gallery of fine photography.  She was drawn in by the black and white photograph overlaid with gold leaf of a German Shepherd fiercely biting the air.  The photograph was full of energy and violence.  A chill ran down her spine as she gazed at it.  She turned away.  On a far wall, Julia found a sweet moment captured by Elliott Ewitt.   On the bed in a darkened room in a diagonal line a cat looked toward a lying infant.  The infant lay on its stomach with its face turned to its mother sitting off the end of the bed.  None of the figures in the photo touched; however, there was an intense feeling of love.  Julia remembered that intensity.

When Grace was born, Julia was overwhelmed by her feelings.  She and Mark had tried for two years, suffering through one miscarriage and months of negative pregnancy tests.  Finally, Grace Elizabeth was born on August 18, 1997, with a round bald head and crystal blue eyes.  Julia swore the baby smiled the first time she held her.  Mark climbed into the hospital bed and looked aver Julia’s shoulder and whispered, “Look at the perfect thing you have done.”  Julia felt complete and happy.

Julia looked at the photograph for a long time.  She found a postcard of it in the antique cabinet by the door for two dollars.  She purchased the card.  

At the coffee shop, Julia continued to study the photograph.  Tears began to form in her eyes.  Grace, Mark, Julia, “a ménage à trois” perfect family.  

Julia texted Mark, “Meet me at Mr. B’s for dinner.  It’s important. Loveya’.”

Margaret Simon 

National Writing Project of Acadiana

<margaretsmn@gmail.com>

SLWP Advanced Institute Readings
Read for Wednesday, June 10
Richard Louth


"New Orleans Sketches" (Faulkner)

"Leaving for Kenosha" (Richard Ford)

David Jumonville

"Se Habla Dreams" (Andrei Codrescu)






"The Passing of Jim Monaghan, N.O. Bar Owner"

Read for Thursday, June 11
Terry O'Mara 


"My Oedipus Complex" (Frank O'Connor)



Brant Osborn


"Less Delicate than the Locust" (Charles Bukowski)

Read for Friday, June 12
Eugenie Martin 

"Why I Live at the P.O." (Eudora Welty)




Annabel Servat

"Easy Pickings" (Tim Gautreaux)

Read for Monday, June 15
Billie J. Smith 

"A Pair of Silk Stockings"
(Kate Chopin)





"The Story of an Hour"





"Desiree's Baby"


Margaret Westmoreland
"A Respectable Woman" (Kate Chopin)


Read for Tuesday, June 16
Kelley Silvey


"Sonny's Blues" (James Baldwin)


Sonya Willie


"Once Upon a Time" (Nadine Gordimer)

Sherman FitzSimons

"A Christmas Memory" (Truman Capote)

Read for Wednesday, June 17
Kenita August


"The Masque of the Red Death" (Edgar Allan Poe)

Norma Watson

"The Gift of the Magi" (O. Henry)

 

Leina Ball 


"Little Red Riding Hood" (Leina Ball)


Antonio Muse


"Mrs Gorf" (Louis Sacher)

SLWP Advanced Institute Writers
Kenita August




w0236149@selu.edu, kaugust.fhs@wpsb.org, 
kenita_august_babygirl_2002@yahoo.com





Franklinton High School, Grade—11th




Leina Ball 




w0232747@selu.edu, leina@charter.net 






Fontainebleau Jr. High, Grade—7th




Sherman FitzSimons



w0251797@selu.edu, Sherman.fitzsimons@selu.edu 

Southeastern Louisiana University, Freshmen English



David Jumonville



w0256804@selu.edu , friendgabe@yahoo.com


Ella Dolhonde (Jefferson Parish), Grade—ESL K-5



Eugenie Martin 



w0168099@selu.edu , eugeniem@charter.net; eugenie.martin@stpsb.org




Covington High, Grade—Gifted English: 9, 10, 12


Antonio Muse


w0055764@selu.edu, storytellerx_2000@yahoo.com


St. Helena Central Elementary, Grade—Special Education 1st-4th 



 

Brant Osborn




w0332166@selu.edu, brantosborn@hotmail.com
Slidell High School, Grade—Freshmen English (9th)




Terry O'Mara 




w0065211@selu.edu, towrite24@yahoo.com 

St. Scholastica Academy, Grade—10, 11 (English III, IV, and AP Lit)



Annabel Servat



w0084176@selu.edu, aservat@selu.edu
Southeastern Louisiana University—Freshman/Sophomore English
Billie J. Smith 



w0332722@selu.edu, bsmith90@ebrschools.org 




McKinley High School, Grade—11th
Kelley Silvey
Thompson



w0214917@selu.edu, kthompson@stjohn.k12.la.us 


Lake Pontchartrain Elementary School, Grade—4th Grade Inclusion



Norma Watson

w0412563@selu.edu, nfjwatson@gmail.com
Metairie Academy for Advanced Studies, Grade—5th grade/6th grade level

Sonya Willie

W0150007@selu.edu, turtlefay@yahoo.com, sonya.willie@stpsb.org
Covington High School—11th & 12th


Margaret Westmoreland (Co-Director)

w0149775@selu.edu, 19westy73@gmail.com; Margaret.westmoreland@lpsb.org
Walker High School, Grade—12th




Richard Louth  (Director)



w0180324@selu.edu, rlouth@selu.edu

Southeastern  Louisiana University—Technical Writing & Southern Literature

Dayne Sherman (Guest Writer)

daynesherman@yahoo.com

Southeastern Louisiana University—Reference Librarian








