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“The sad wives, passive or violent husbands,
parolees, alcoholics and other failures in Les Edgerton's
short-story collection are pretty miserable people. And yet misery
does have its uses. Raymond Carver elevated the mournful complaints
of the disenfranchised in his work, and Edgerton makes an admirable
attempt to do the same.” —The New York Times Book
Review

 


“Reading Les Edgerton’s stories is like
listening to those old World War II broadcasts from the London
blitz, with the reporter crouching under a restaurant table,
microphone in hand, while the bombs drop on the city and the
ceiling caves in. Edgerton reports on the world and the news is not
good. There’s a kind of wacky wisdom in these bulletins from the
underside of life; the stories are full of people you hope never
move in next door, for whom ordinary life is an impossible dream.
This is good fiction; Edgerton writes lean and nasty prose.” —Dr.
Francois Camoin, Director, Graduate School of English, University
of Utah

 


“Edgerton’s best stories are uncompromising in
their casual amorality. They stare you down over the barrel of a
gun, rip you up whether or not the trigger gets squeezed.” —Diane
Lefer, Creative Writing Instructor in the MFA in Writing Program at
Vermont College of Fine Arts

 


“When it comes to short stories, Americans rule
the roost. Flannery O’ Connor, Raymond Carver, Stephen King,
Dorothy Parker, Charles Bukowski, Richard Ford, Kyle Minor. And you
can add Les Edgerton to that list. Monday’s Meal contains
twenty-one tales of dirt realism, sharp slices of American life.
Edgerton has a strong and sure grasp of the lives of people who are
standing on the edge of a precipice.” —Paul Brazill, author of
Too Many Crooks and The Last Laugh

 


“Filled to bursting with writing you can taste.
Whether dining on bisque and blackened redfish at an upscale cafe,
or eating rank mule meat in a pine board cabin, the characters in
Edgerton’s world bite down hard and grind up one another with their
back teeth. Monday’s Meal is a most satisfyingly vivid and
visceral feast.” —Melody Henion Stevenson, author of The Life
Stone of Singing Bird

 


“This collection of 21 unsettling stories will
appeal to readers looking for nontraditional contemporary plots
with characters living on the fringes of society. Several
selections will haunt readers for some time as events often take a
morbid twist; others will leave them wondering about the
endings.”—School Library Journal
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Blue Skies

 


Elise is not tardy; she is late. At a quarter
of five I open the door and she comes in with a rush of Royal
Secret perfume, dressed in a pinstripe and a hat and Ferragamo
shoes, all different shades of gray. A hat! I don’t remark on her
little pillbox thing I’ve seen on women all over New Orleans since
I drove up from Houma.

It turns out Elise still likes Dubonnet. I’d
made a good choice and so I told her I liked her shoes and she
lifted up her glass and smiled and said, “Blue skies, Ted, blue
skies.” I was sitting on the bed and she had elected the chair by
the dresser. That, and the suit, were signals I could read
clearly.

Then. Looking away and picking something I
couldn’t see off her suit with a shiny crimson nail: “You didn’t
ask about Celsi.”

 


 


We ended up at the Seaport Cafe and decided on
bisque and a flounder for me and blackened redfish for
her.

“I just had bisque last night,” she said.
“Otherwise, I would. Then, abruptly. “Look at that, would you!”
There was an old, old lady on roller skates. As if that wasn’t
enough there were five half-grown ducks trailing behind her. After
she crossed the street she ran smack into a light pole, her legs
straddling it as she went down. The ducklings all waddled around
her, quacking furiously. She got up in a minute and began skating
again as if the accident was just a standard part of her
routine.

“That’s the Duck Lady,” Elise said.
“Remember?”

“Sure.” She was on the Mardi Gras poster last
year.

“Are you still painting?”

I was painting right then, the mental part. I
was trying to engrave the Duck Lady scene into my memory. I was
getting itchy to get back to Houma and get out a canvas. I tried to
remember if I had any stretched or if I had used them up in my
all-nighters the past week.

“I’m doing something new. More commercial.” I
grinned and watched her reaction but couldn’t see that there was
any.

“I know you don’t want to hear this—I really
do think if you went back to what you were doing when we first
met—”

“Look.” She knew how to get to me, which
button to push. “You think people like that shit nowadays,
all that depressing stuff? I’ve got to make a living.”

“They want art. Art that comes from the
artist. They—”

I waved my hand for a time-out. “That’s
enough. Don’t tell me what to paint.”

We could have had a fight right then but she
began talking about something else, both of us picking up the
formal chitchat used on first dates: How was your day…we’re due for
bad weather…crapola like that.

We had both circled around it for long enough.
Our conversations since the breakup reminded me of the
Impressionists. Paint daubers. Once the daub was applied they never
touched it again or blended it. That was us. Little islands of
words that somehow made a picture.

The waiter came and cleared away our plates
and asked if I wanted him to wrap up the rest of my
fish.

“So,” I said when he left, letting out my
breath. “I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too,” she said. “That’s what
makes this so hard to do.”

She looked sideways at me, bits of light
glistening in her eyelashes, but then she looked away, turning her
head so I couldn’t see her eyes. My heart was jumping and I felt
light-headed suddenly.

There were some black kids down toward St.
Peter Street break dancing on a big piece of cardboard they’d laid
down, a crowd growing around them. M. C. Hammer was blaring from a
boom box, one of fifty thousand sound-alike songs.

“What’re you saying?” I said.

“Oh, Ted.” That was all she said. Oh,
Ted. We sat there in dinner party formality for a few moments
and just sipped our drinks. After a time I looked over at her and
she was looking down in her lap where her hands were folded. She
hadn’t touched her drink. Mine was half-gone, a wounded
soldier.

“I thought for a while that perhaps we might
still make it,” she started, and that’s when I began to close up
inside. “I kept thinking about something.”

“What?” I said, before I could stop myself. I
had the oddest feeling, identical to the time when I was ten and
picked up a handful of change, maybe two bucks worth, off my
parents’ dresser and Dad walked in just as I was stuffing the coins
in the pocket of my jeans.

“Remember when I was pregnant with
Celsi?”

“Sure.”

“No you don’t. At least you don’t remember
like I do.”

“Oh, well of course not. You’re probably
right, there,” I said, starting to feel the booze a little, my
speech a bit slower but clear. “I was just the ol’ seed-giver, the
party-guy. I got to have all the fun while you got the backaches. I
remember now. You bet.”

Another couple, obvious tourists, came out
onto the balcony, sat down two tables away and began talking about
how sick they were of seafood; where in town could they get a
decent, basic steak, and how about all the filth and trash on the
streets. They ignored the waiter who stood stoically beside them in
his white jacket. Elise picked up a cigarette and her lighter, then
laid them down without lighting up.

“I was so worried. I remember this nurse who
came in and talked to me until you got there. You were on that job
out of town then, remember? You couldn’t be there with me. We
needed the money. We desperately needed the money. I’d borrowed
from Mother for the rent just the week before.”

I guessed I remembered. Some of it,
anyway.

The waiter came near and looked at me with his
blank waiter’s eyes and I held up two fingers and took out a twenty
and put it on the table.

“I didn’t know if you were even coming for
sure or not. You stayed out all night some nights then. Even in my
ninth month.”

“Here it comes.”

“You’re the same, Ted. You just never change,
do you?” Now, she picked up her cigarette and lit it, twisting her
mouth as she inhaled.

“Hey, I did those things—I can’t deny it, but
good god, I was barely out of my teens and here I was with a wife
and baby coming and no money, and…and, well I was just a kid. I
thought I was becoming my father.”

“Ted, I—”

“This is like getting a ticket. I know I did
wrong, officer, but do me a favor, just give me the damned ticket
and spare me the lecture.”

She turned away. She wasn’t looking at her
hands any more. She was staring down at the street. A man dressed
in a Santa Claus suit came by, a go-cup in his hand he kept lifting
up to sip from. Santa was staggering a little, not picking up his
feet. The rain had quit, I noticed, but the gray clouds hadn’t.
They were now the exact color of the sidewalk beneath
us.

I remembered that night all right. When I came
into the hospital, at a flat-out run, the nurse at the front desk
shot down the hall screeching after me. Mr. Gage, the
nurse said. Mr. Gage, I have to talk to you. Before you
see your wife. There’s something you need to know.

We went to this little room where a TV was
playing, a waiting area for visitors. There weren’t any visitors
there, but “The Honeymooners” was on, the volume turned
off.

“Elise—”

“You came in finally. I said, ‘Ted.’ That’s
what I said. ‘Ted.’ I was too scared to say anything else. I had a
thousand speeches prepared, but when you came in all I could come
up with was to just say ‘Ted.’”

“I know,” I said. I swigged a long drink and
watched the Santa Claus shuffling into one of the strip joints, the
famous one with the bare legs that swing out into the
street.

“Do you remember what happened
then?”

“Yes.” My “yes” came out bent. I was drunk.
There was an aitch on the end of my yes.

“You said something. Goddamn you. You said the
only thing that would keep me married to you for nineteen miserable
fucking years. I still love you for what you said. No, I hate you
for saying it. It’s kept me in a holy prison. You said—do you
remember what you said?”

She wasn’t slurring her words like I was, but
she never said fuck unless she was totally smashed. She must
have had a few before she came by the hotel. Probably why she was
late. She was looking away from me again.

“You said, ‘Honey, God sure knew what he was
doing here didn’t He? Look what He has gone and done. Anybody can
love a perfect baby,’ you said. ‘But only a real God would know who
to give a poor, sick baby like this to.’”

I guess she was crying now, I don’t know. I
wasn’t looking her way. I just sucked hard on that drink and wished
I was anywhere else. I wished I was back home in Houma with a
Grumbacher #3 in my hand. I guess I had said what Elise said I did,
that thing about God and all, but I honestly didn’t remember. The
person I was now wouldn’t say such a thing, couldn’t say
such a thing. Elise thought that person was still around someplace,
maybe hiding inside me somewhere, only needing some magic or other
to bring him out.

That, finally, made me sad.

Across the street was a sagging giant Santa
and eight huge reindeer action-stretched across several
balconies, lifting and falling in the breeze, faded reds and blues
only weathered plastic can achieve. In the fierceness of the New
Orleans sun they were achieving it faster. Christmas decorations
from Christmases Past. Dusty, bleached bells and gray-green pine
boughs. Celsi would squeal at the Santa if she was here. My poor,
challenged Celsi. That’s the word they use nowadays.
Challenged. Her challenge is mental. I wonder what mine would be
called.

“What changed, Ted?” Her eyes were red,
beginning to puff, but she wasn’t crying.

I sipped my beer and looked down at the
street. Get down to brass tacks, that had been her way as
long as I could remember. If Elise painted, she would fall into the
Andy Warhol camp. Just slap that tomato can, that cartoon of
Marilyn up there and call it art. I’m of the old school. Lush and
complex backgrounds are important. My canvas would have the can
sitting on a Penncrest stove with a copper pan and wooden ladle, a
Duncan Fife table in the background, saltine crackers spilled out
onto a plate and a glass of milk with droplets of condensation. A
curtain and a view beyond, some trees and a lawn. A small crack in
the oak table. I want the viewer to smell the tomatoes, feel the
heat from the stove, know there’s a mother in the room somewhere
and a sick child waiting.

At least that’s the way I used to paint. Now
it’s all trick shit, commercial stuff, loose, floating, soft,
shapeless abstract muck.

“You can’t tell me can you? Remember what you
told me one time when we were going together? You were talking
about painting, and you said that it was only the mind that really
sees—the eye only looks. You said you can only see what the mind
knows. You need to use that in your life. All you do is
look, Ted. You haven’t connected up your mind with your eye yet.
Not with us. Not with Celsi. You’re a phony. I bet you haven’t
painted anything worthwhile in a long time either.” She reached for
her purse and pulled out another cigarette, lit it, then turned her
head away from me to look at the street below. She took short,
furious puffs.

“Sandwiches.”

I didn’t plan to say that, had no idea that
was what was going to come out of my mouth, hadn’t even really
known about the sandwiches until that very moment. It just
flashed into my head complete and entire, and for the first time, I
knew exactly when I’d dropped out of our relationship.

When I’d dropped out of my daughter’s
life.

There was this thing I’d noticed when
Celsi was only about three years old. We were in this coffee shop
up on Magazine, and had all ordered tuna fish sandwiches. They had
these great tuna fish sandwiches, with apple chunks and celery and
lots of parsley and mayonnaise—they didn’t even smell like fish,
but clean, apple-cidery, fresh. They always cut the
sandwiches diagonally. On this day—probably before too, although
this was the first time I noticed it—Elise and I bit off the sharp
tip of the sandwich but Celsi—Celsi took a huge bite out of the
middle.

I don’t know why that struck me but it did.
From then on I began to watch whenever others bit into sandwiches
cut that way and the oddest thing was that every adult ate the tip
off first but every single child took a bite out of the
middle. I think I even pointed it out to Elise. Or maybe not. It
was something she would have forgotten and I had myself until
another day years later when we were sitting in that very same
coffee shop and ordered tuna fishes all around. We had just
celebrated Celsi’s sixteenth birthday the week before. I think she
even had her birthday present with her that day in the coffee shop,
one of a never-ending series of Barbie dolls.

We were talking and laughing and maybe I had a
beer, I don’t know, and our order came and Celsi picked her
sandwich up first and took a bite. Out of the middle.

That’s when it came over me that Celsi had
become an adult, biologically, was now a woman. And it came over me
at the same time that she was never going to change the way she ate
a sandwich. She still went on talking in her private language, the
language her parents had learned to understand, and she still
hugged her Barbie to the inside of her neck the way she had
yesterday and the way she had when she was three years old and I
knew as perfectly as you can know something that this was it, this
was the way she was going to be forever and longer than forever and
it was at that precise moment that I withdrew from them, from Celsi
and Elise and from the private planet we three had been living on
for sixteen years.

It was a year later that we separated, but it
really began with that sandwich. When the lines began to curve and
intersect in ways I wasn’t able to comprehend. Or
control.

Elise was saying something. The Santa had
lurched out of the bar and was coming our way. I kept my eye on
him. His shuffle, that was the thing I’d need to capture. Mr.
Thierry’s words came floating up from out of the past. “Now,
people, to capture the action of the figure remember that the
center of balance for the whole figure is the center of the head
and all action points are related to the pit of the neck.” I took a
mental snapshot of the figure below and closed my eyes to develop
the film.

“—do you mean,
sandwiches?”

I don’t know why I didn’t explain. She looked
at me, obviously expecting an answer, and when she saw none was
forthcoming, went on.

“What are we going to do about
Celsi?”

“Huh?”

“Ted, I can’t have her with me anymore. Not
with my job. You know that. I’ve explained my situation. Oh God,
this is hard.”

She was looking away, showing me the back of
her head, but I knew she was crying.

“What do you want from me, Elise?” I said
stiffly, looking away, aware that others on the balcony were
staring.

“I don’t know Ted…I guess…dammit, I want
help in making this decision. I think we should put her in
the Huntley Home. She’ll get excellent care there. The kind of care
she needs. Don’t you think so?” She had that vulnerable look
now.

“Do what you think best.” I was starting to
feel more sober than I wanted to feel.

“You see?” It sounded like a scream and it
took a second before I realized she was whispering. “This is you.
This is you all the way. You never make a decision. Well, this time
you have no choice. You have to make a decision on this. Yes or no,
Buster, which is it going to be?”

She straightened her head and leaned forward,
eyes unblinking, something in them telling me that we were finished
as of this moment. “You won’t make a decision, is that
it?”

I couldn’t look at her. Not directly. Not into
those eyes. I held my gaze slightly to the right, where a piece of
her hair stuck up like a C. Stared at that alphabet hair as hard as
I could like it was a life buoy she could throw to save me, if she
wanted.

“Can’t, won’t, don’t. What’s the difference?”
I downed the rest of my drink and lit a cigarette, holding my
lighter with both hands to keep it from shaking.

There wasn’t much else. We were both quiet for
a while and then the waiter came by again with his Little Orphan
Annie eyes and I ordered both of us another one and she got out her
compact and worked on her face and told me some about her job, how
exciting it was and what a wonderful opportunity especially for a
woman her age and then it was time to leave. I had the feeling all
along that if I could only come up with the right combination of
words everything would be all right again, we would go back
together and be married and a family again, back on our planet. But
whatever those words might be they weren’t in my power to imagine
and so they never got said and I guess that’s the way it’s supposed
to be, or else I would have come up with them wouldn’t
I?

It began to dawn on me that the artist part of
me had changed too. Before the sandwich episode I used to think God
was working His Grand Design out through me, through my paintings.
Not now. God only works through those who’ve managed to hold on to
their sense of humor.

“Goodbye Ted,” she said, one foot on the
streetcar step. I watched until it turned off Canal and then I went
into the hotel and up the elevator.

I had drinks, more than a few, and thought
about leaving, going to another hotel. Maybe out to the Days Inn in
Kenner. Maybe even go back home to Houma, start painting. Do a
street scene with that Santa Claus. Maybe I could work in the Duck
Lady, do something surreal. Trying not to think about
Celsi.

Hell. I couldn’t do the Duck Lady. Her face
had changed. It was overdeveloped or underexposed; it was Elise’s
face. No it wasn’t. It was Celsi’s.

I could maybe do the Santa.

What I did was I just kept sitting on the bed
in my clothes and dialing room service for drinks, and smoking
cigarettes one after another down to the filters until dawn and I
had drunk myself around to being sober, and then I went back down
in the French Quarter with its streets left black and glistening by
the street cleaners and did some more drinking in the white New
Orleans morning sunlight. Drinking in the French Quarter in the
early morning, after a night of booze, I found to be a unique and
strangely delicious feeling. Like some Parisian a hundred years ago
sitting with his raw umber and linseed oil before a virgin linen
canvas, idly sniffing his armpits and working his wrist to loosen
it.

Waiting for the perfect north light before he
begins.

 


Back to TOC

 



 





I Shoulda Seen a Credit
Arranger

 


A thousand to one longshot, I figured; the odds
on Sam “The Bam” McMurtney finding me here, clear out in Fat City,
but when Tommy LeClerc waltzed right up to me, I knew my goose was
ready to be a Thanksgiving Day feature. Tommy was quick, had some
street smarts, but he was only in Double-A Ball compared to Sam. If
Tommy could find me, Sam wouldn’t be far behind. I sighed and
pointed at my glass, which the girl behind the bar filled with Jack
then splashed water in it with her little gasoline pump.

“Keep the change,” I said, pushing a five her
way. I could have ordered the same for Tommy and he would have
drunk it, being a Wild Turkey man and not knowing the difference,
but I thought, what the hell, let him buy his own. Whatever news
he’s got has to be bad for me. And so it was.

“Turkey and Coke,” he said, waiting until she
poured the drink and named the price before he came up with three
singles. He took one of the quarters and put it in his
pocket.

“Sam’s been looking for you.”

“Well, if it ain’t the Times-Picayune,”
I said, shaking my head and turning to look out over the pool
tables. I was wishing one of them would open up. Shooting eight
ball helps calm my nerves.

“I guess you know that already, else you
wouldn’t be out here in the boonies, in a Yat bar.”

I didn’t say anything. Whatever was on his
mind would be on his tongue in five seconds, maybe less. Maybe he
was the finger man and soon Sam or one of his assistants would walk
through the front door and up to me and put one in my
arm.

“I got a deal for you.”

That got my ear, but I tried not to show it.
“Yeah? What kind of deal? Robbing parking meters?”

Now he acted superior. “No, shithead, not
parking meters. A real deal. Fifty, seventy-five big ones, maybe
more. You owe Sam nine. Ain’t no secret you could use a
score.”

Ninety-five, to be exact. That much was public
knowledge. Any barkeep in the French Quarter could have phoned that
bit of info in to the paper.

“That any a your business? I shoot my mouth
off about how much you owe people?”

I was mad but that didn’t stop the little
roach from acting superior. I couldn’t hide the fact I was
interested, at least a little bit. I hated the little worm, just
like about everybody else, and if he dropped the figure
seventy-five K, it probably meant closer to twenty or thirty if
even that, but he could be in on something. Hang around enough
sewers, you find some quarters that fell in.

Tommy liked to act tough. He’d spent two years
in some backwater prison up north before he’d come to New Orleans,
and was forever yakking about it. Try and watch a movie with
him!

“Naw,” he’d say. “Whoever wrote this shit
don’t know from spit about the joint. In the joint they never say
‘screws.’ It’s always ‘hacks’ or ‘the Man.’”

Like I care.

“I made it my business,” he was saying. “Cuz I
need a partner for this deal, and I said to myself, who is it needs
money bad? Why, ol’ Pete, that’s who.” (Now, Pete’s not my real
name, it’s my middle name. Peter, actually. But when your first
name’s Evan, and you hang out where I do, you want to use something
else.) Tommy still had his mouth going.

“Yessir, ol’ Peteroo, that’s who. Ol’ Peteroo,
who’s gonna get his dick crushed when Sam th’ Bam gets holt of
him.”

I got up, taking my drink with me. A table had
just opened up. I walked back, stuck two quarters in the slot, and
placed my drink on one of those little wooden racks on the
wall.

“I’m not shitting you, Pete. This deal’s worth
at least a couple hunnert thou, almost half for you.” He was right
on my heels, yapping.

I racked up the balls and picked up a cue.
“Tell you what, Tommy. You break. You put the eight ball in on the
break, I’ll talk to you.” He curled his lip, sighted down the cue,
and drew back. Damned if the eight ball didn’t ricochet an inch
from the corner pocket. Face-saving break for both of
us.

“Okay, Tommy. What’s the deal?”

 


 


He made me go into the other room to hear his
scam, but not till after we finished the game. I won and he still
had six balls on the table.

“You buy the drinks, chump,” I ordered, and
damned if he didn’t. The deal started to have a legitimate smell.
The girl wasn’t going to let us go into the other barroom since it
didn’t open till midnight when the music started, but five bucks
took care of that. I paid. “Business conference,” I said. She
looked like she’d seen twenty, maybe thirty “business conferences”
that week, and from the nobody’s-home look in her eyes, had
probably taken part in ten of them herself.

“Okay, Tommy,” I said, once we’d sat down.
“Make this quick. I’m kind of not waiting for someone.”

 


 


Fifty cents or so of gas after we left the bar,
we were walking into this house somewhere in the Ninth Ward, in a
part cops shy away from, and it was just like Tommy
said.

“Holy Mother of God!” I say. “Holy fucking
Christ!”

There he was, just like Tommy said, all tied
up in a chair in the living room, a gag in his mouth. Tommy was
ear-to-ear smiles.

“I told ya.” He looked like he’d just hit his
first trifecta.

“I’m leaving, Tommy. You’re insane. I want no
part of this. They electrocute you for this in this state. They
don’t let go of the switch till your brain looks like a Camelia
Grill omelet.” I turn to go and he grabs my arm.

“I ain’t gonna kill him, man,” he says, in a
whiny voice. “Just cut his arm off, then let ’im go. That way,
worst happens, we get busted for aggravated assault.”

See what I meant about Double-A Ball? I was
thinking hard about my car parked down the street, glad I’d made
both of us drive. I tried to reason with him, knowing it was just a
bad use of oxygen.

“Tommy, it doesn’t matter if you ransom his
hand, his balls or his whole self—it’s still kidnapping any
way you cut it. You think this’ll get you a five-hundred-dollar
fine and thirty days in slam? Who’s your legal counsel—Peppermint
Pattie?” I tried to leave again, but he jumped up in my face, eyes
pleading.

“Just listen, Pete. I need money too. Sam’s
got me for three big ones. Listen!” He put his hands on my
shoulders and leaned in close, spraying me with Wild Turkey. “Sam
told me he’d take five hundred off my tab, I find you and turn you
in. You owe me something for that. I coulda made a phone call for a
quarter and got five bills erased and off the hook for another
week.”

I knew he spoke the truth. He wasn’t slick
enough to make that up, and besides, it was standard operating
procedure for Sam. I’d almost turned in Fenton Brown for the same
amount one time.

Besides, I recognized the man tied up in the
chair. Not from traveling in the same circles, but from the paper.
The man was Charles Lacy Deneuve, socialite, heir, and any other
damned adjective you could tie to money. Old money. Uptown money.
There was a story about Deneuve that showed how much money he had.
He had this big yacht he kept out at Pontchartrain that he used to
give all these big to-dos on, and one time he had this big dinner
party with the mayor, the governor, the Mafia big-shot, even the
Metry sheriff—that’s how big the gig was—and it starts to sprinkle.
Well, the head maître d’ leads all the hob nobs downstairs where
they see the exact same spread laid out, and another whole crew of
coloreds was down there, throwing away courses in time with the
upstairs crowd as they finished up. It was set up just sos in the
event of a rain like we get here in New Orleans from time to time,
the honored guests wouldn’t have to miss a bite of their Oysters
Bienville. Somebody once told me that Aristotle Onassis did
something like that too, only he got the idea from Deneuve, least
that’s what the guy that told me the story claims. Anyway, Deneuve
was always pulling high-browed stunts like that to show he was the
real thing, all right.

How Tommy’d got him here, tied up like the
Marquis de Sade’s best girl, spit dribbling from the corner of his
mouth where a white rag protruded, I could only guess. Some said
Deneuve was an old queen, so that was probably it. Tommy had been
known to do some part-time hustling, just as he had been seen
busting into parking meters for change. There wasn’t a whole lot he
drew the line at.

“Tommy, I’m telling you the truth. This is
some bad shit here, man. You’re gonna get fried and I’ll get my
face melted off just standing this close to you. I pass. I’ll take
my chances with Sam. Most he’s likely to do is break a couple
fingers, put a bullet in my instep. This here is serious
shit.”

I don’t know why I’d even come this far,
coming here in the first damned place. Greed, I guess. Most of us
will sit up at the smell of a buck, and back at the bar, I’d seen
where Tommy might have a way to some serious green. That was before
I saw he had a real person here. That was there; this was here. I
looked at that old man trussed up in the chair, eyes bugged out
like a poodle giving birth to a litter of Great Danes, and I
decided to depart. With haste.

“Hold on, pal. You’re in this now. You’re an
accessory.” He planted his body in my way and I saw how it was.
Only exit was through him. That wasn’t any concern; I could deck
Tommy, but the noise might bring company. If someone saw me here
with Tommy and Deneuve, I was going to be on a free bus ride to
Angola State Prison, sure as birds fly south to Argentina and
mechanics take Greyhounds to Detroit. I wasn’t exactly up for
Citizen of the Year, and it would be my word against Tommy’s that I
wasn’t his rap-partner, and I knew already how that wind’d blow.
Hurricane Tommy that’s the way it’d blow. Three months from this
minute, we’d be sitting in a cell on an army blanket wondering who
was gonna get to play the guy and who was gonna get the prom queen
role. I sighed, thinking that my mother certainly never figured
this for her baby boy. It’s funny how you can just be minding your
business, staying out of trouble, and it just comes and looks you
up, no matter where you are. I could be in Timbuktu and just having
a little cup of rice wine, shooting a little nine-ball, and here
would come some jerk named Tom Won and get me in some
fix.

“Okay, Tommy. When you gonna do it and what do
I have to do?” I walked over and sat down on a sofa with brown
flowers on it, across from Deneuve. It smelt like urine, but what
the heck. I was already in the shit; what’s a little piss? Tommy
saw I wasn’t going to make a break for it and came over and sat
next to me. Near the door, though. I guess he didn’t trust me that
much. Deneuve gave out some kind of little moan, but I didn’t look
his way. If I didn’t make eye contact, maybe I wasn’t really
here.

“Tonight. We’ll do it tonight. Don’t worry.
I’ll do all the hard stuff. Look at this.”

He went over and grabbed a large grocery bag
from the corner and brought it back. He dumped it out on the sofa.
“Everything. I got everything here.” He wasn’t stretching the truth
this time. Hacksaw, kite twine, pliers, soldering iron, box of
baggies like you use to put dope in, a bottle of some clear stuff,
rags that looked like old diapers, and a bottle of Wild Turkey.
Some other odds and ends and that was it.

“Wild Turkey? That how you’re gonna put him
under? Oh, I’m going, Tommy. I’m really going now. See you around.”
Only I didn’t get up. I should have.

“No, no, man. The Turkey’s for us. I got
chloroform for him. That stuff.” He pointed to the bottle with the
clear liquid.

“Okay, then what’s the pliers for? I thought
you were gonna cut his hand off. You gonna twist it like a piece of
copper pipe?”

He laughed. My blood froze in the veins; I
could feel it.

“You’re a riot, man. Naw, I don’t know why I
got that. Just thought it might come in handy. I ain’t never done
this before, y’know. Hard telling what we’ll need. Might as well be
prepared.”

“He’s gonna bleed t’death, Tommy.”

“No, man. No way. That’s what the solder
iron’s for. To cauterize him. I read this story once that big-time
wrasslers, like in the Olympics, use a hair curling iron to
cauterize their nose if it gets broken so they can keep on
wrasslin’. Figured you needed more heat for a cutoff hand, so we’re
gonna use the solder iron.”

I was beginning to feel grateful that I wasn’t
some wealthy person of Tommy’s acquaintance. If I was going to be
part of this, I was at least happy to be sitting on the sofa with
him and not across the room, facing him, all trussed up in a chair.
I heard a kind of animal noise from Deneuve, through his nose, and
even though I didn’t look, I was pretty sure he’d come awake for a
minute then just passed back out. All that talk about cauterizing
must’ve upset him.

“Lookit this.” Tommy shoved several pieces of
xeroxed paper at me. They had drawings and a lot of words. Most, I
had never seen before.

“Campbell’s Operative Orthopedics” it said in
the corner of one of the pages.

“You read all this?” What I meant was: Did he
understand all this.

“Sure. Well, most of it. Don’t make much
sense, though. They use a lotta college words and stuff. I can
pretty well dope it out, though. Copied it in the library over at
East Jeff Hospital. Told ’em I was a writer, doing an article on
amputations.”

I was wondering how Tommy could carry that
scam off, when I remembered Mr. Moneybags Deneuve sitting six feet
from me. If he could get a sharp dude like that up to this room in
the Ninth Ward, he could sell pork rinds to a hog
farmer.

“Ex-ten-sor dig-i-tor-um com…communis muscle,”
I read, tripping over the words, but proud I had learned phonics.
I’d bet that was the first time those words had been uttered in
this house, or even on this block.

“Ah, don’t worry about that stuff. We don’t
have to know what it’s called. All we gotta know is how to whack it
off and how much it’s worth to him.”

“Tommy, what comic book did you get this idea
out of?”

“It was in the Times-Picayune. Some guy
over in East New Orleans got his hand caught in a conveyer belt or
something. It was noon and everybody else was out chomping on a
po-boy sandwich, so he grabs his mitt and walks four blocks t’ the
hospital and they cross-stitch it back on. It’s as good as new, the
paper says, and he goes back to work in six weeks, arm-wrassling
his co-workers and everything. I got to thinking. If you was to
snatch some rich dude and cut off his hand and hold it for ransom,
it’d be better than the regular way. There’s more
advantages.

“First off, a guy what’s got his hand detached
ain’t gonna go to the cops. He’s gonna come up with the money, get
his hand back, and then go to the cops. That gets rid of the
dangerous part of kidnapping someone.”

“What part’s that?” I wanted to
know.

“You know. When you kidnap a kid or a wife or
something, they always call the FBI and you always get caught.
Watch TV, learn something! See, you’d call the cops if they
had your old lady and wanted a couple of million dollars—I mean, a
couple of million-fucking dollars! But, if it was your right
meathook, the hand you diddle your girlfriend with, the hand you
pick your nose with, the hand you stroke your trouser worm with,
well, hey buddy—are you gonna dick around with that? No way. We’re
talking a different story here now. You ain’t gonna fart around
with that hand, not like you would with the better half. You’re
gonna get the money up and get it to the kidnappers before it rots
and you can’t sew it back on.”

He was grinning at his logic, and damned if I
didn’t have to agree with his flash of insight into the human
heart. I knew he was right, though there were still a few details I
wasn’t too clear on.

“He’ll go into shock,” I said.

“Naw…Well, prob’ly not. The guy in the paper
didn’t. He walked four blocks to the hospital, stepped up to the
doctor and said, ‘Shake, partner.’”

“Tommy!”

“Well, maybe he didn’t say ‘shake’—I just made
that part up. But he did walk four blocks—that’s in the paper.
‘Sides, look at ol’ Deneuve there. He’s strong as a horse,
especially for an old geezer. You wouldn’t believe what he had in
mind when we got here. I bet your ticker wouldn’t take
it!”

I didn’t want to know, so I didn’t inquire.
Instead, I said, “Okay, smart-ass, you got this all doped out. But
there’s one thing you didn’t figure.”

“What?”

“How long’s he got before it can’t be sewn
back on? I bet it’s not very long.”

He had been waiting for that question, like a
kid for chocolate. I hated the smug way he answered.

“Eight hours. That’s max. After that you got
some minor problems. Like if you get it back on, it falls off in a
stiff handshake. That’s the gist of what the librarian at East Jeff
said. I figure an hour after we whack his hand, we’ll be on the
road for Disneyworld, the back seat full of money. ‘Sides, what’s
it matter he dies or his hand turns black? It’s not like we was
Doctor Kildare or something.”

 


 


He planned to do it that night, when it got
dark, though I don’t know why it had to be at night. I guess
probably it wasn’t a bad idea—it’d be a lot harder for someone to
see an old geezer stumbling into his mansion holding a bloody
stump—but I think the real reason was Tommy’s stomach. He wanted to
get fried before he started working out with that
hacksaw.

I still wasn’t too clear what my part was
going to be. Moral support, I suppose. We were going to ask for two
hundred and fifty Gs, we decided. A hundred for me and the rest for
Tommy. His idea, he said, so he deserved more. That part sounded
fair.

This was all duly explained to Deneuve, but in
small doses, as he kept passing out on us. Tommy read him the
article he’d clipped out of the paper, and I’m damned if he wasn’t
telling the truth. I read it myself, soon as he was done using it
for the Kidnap Story Hour.

Deneuve took this all in, the whites of his
eyes bulging and little snorting sounds coming from his nose. He
couldn’t comment too much as he had a handkerchief stuffed into his
mouth, but he got the drift, you could tell.

“We gotta let him know the score,” Tommy says,
while we wait for Deneuve to wake up from his latest nap. “I think
he’s got the picture, don’t you? He wants his hand back, he’s gonna
have t’ play ball with us.” I started to make a joke about how’s he
gonna play ball with his throwing arm minus an essential part, but
I let it go.

The deal was that he would be released in
front of his house and we’d wait fifteen minutes for him to come
out with the money. His hand would be back in Tommy’s house in a
baggie in the fridge. I wondered what would keep Deneuve from just
riding back with his chauffeur and getting his hand back his own
self, but Tommy said he’d already covered that, having blindfolded
Deneuve a few blocks before they got to the house on the pretext of
some kinky game. Tommy ran this all by Deneuve and made him nod
that he understood, even though he was trying to say something. The
gag in his mouth kept that from happening.

It looked like I was in this for good or bad,
so I decided to help Tommy out with the Wild Turkey.

 


 


I must have caught a little nap ’cause when I
looked up, I was lying on the floor and Tommy was lugging Deneuve
over to the sofa. The old man was making a kind of high-pitched
whining noise, sort of the sound a jet makes when it’s warming up,
getting ready to hit the skies for the Bahamas. I sat up and rubbed
my eyes.

“Whatcha doin’?”

Sweat was falling off both their faces,
Tommy’s from exertion and Deneuve’s from concern.

“What’s it look like I’m doing? I’m putting
’im on the operating table, ass-wipe. Your arm broke, you can’t
help?” His words had that Wild Turkey mush to them.

I got up, a little wavy, but he already had
Deneuve on the couch, legs and arms both tied, arms in front. Tommy
wiped his face with his sleeve and reached over for the bottle of
chloroform, keeping his knee on Deneuve’s chest. Deneuve hummed
louder.

“He wants t’tell us something,” I said. Tommy
gave me a drop dead look I wasn’t too crazy about, and said, “No
shit he wants t’ tell us something. He wants t’ tell us not to cut
his hand off and he’ll be so grateful if we just do him that favor
that he’ll run along home and get the money for us and we won’t
have to go to all this trouble. He wants t’ tell us he’ll throw in
another hundred thousand, free, just for us being so kind and
benevolent.” He snorted. “You sure you’re not a Sunday school
teacher or something? I swear t’ God, Pete, sometimes I think you
just got your first pair of long pants.”

He turned back to his work and I stepped over
to see if I could be of help—not that I really wanted to. Tommy got
the lid to the bottle off, soaked a rag in it and shoved it in the
old man’s face. You could see Deneuve struggling like a girl on her
first date, and then quicker than I would have thought, his body
just sort of went whoosh, like the air’d been let out, and
he was under.

“This is some good shit,” Tommy said. Good
shit; it was great! I was feeling a bit better seeing Deneuve out
cold. He didn’t mean nothing to me, but I hate to see any man
suffer. The chloroform stunk terrible. I stepped over and grabbed
the rag and threw it as far as I could. Unfortunately, when I threw
it, I knocked over the jar of chloroform which Tommy had neglected
to close. All of a sudden, it stunk to high heaven and I was
getting hazy.

“Jesus Christ!” Tommy yelled. “We’ll all be
out!” He had a point. My peepers were already feeling heavy. The
fumes were everywhere. Tommy was screeching something about
grabbing the bottle and some rags. The room was going in slow
motion and it was hard to concentrate.

“Just shut up,” I said, murder in my thoughts.
Murder must have been in my voice, too. Tommy glared at me and I
could see his bad eye drooping and I wondered which one of us was
gonna fade out first. He tried to say something else, but he
must’ve forgot ’cause nothing came out. I waded through what felt
like swamp mud but what I could see was only thick air and fumbled
through the things Tommy’d thrown on the floor and got hold of one
of the diapers and soaked up as much of the spill as I could. I
left the rag there to soak and put the lid back on the bottle, but
it was more than half gone. I was really getting woozy. I threw the
diaper over in the corner with the first rag and the air seemed to
clear a little. Then I remembered Tommy and he wasn’t there. He was
gone.

I have to admit it. I panicked. There was
Deneuve lying on the sofa, out like Ali’s sparring partner,
chloroform flooding the air, and no Tommy. I did the only thing I
could.

I screamed.

“Tommeeeeeee!”

“What?” he said in this normal voice that made
me jump about as high as the ceiling, and there he was, over at the
door, inhaling the oxygen from the outside. He just shook his head
at me and closed the door and went back over to the sofa. I worried
for an instant about somebody hearing my yell and decided it didn’t
matter, not in this neighborhood.

Tommy was already busy with the task at hand.
He sat next to Deneuve, who was still nodding out on the couch, and
cut the ropes. He grabbed the old man’s left hand and slung the arm
over the couch, then reached for the hacksaw.

“Wait a minute, Tommy,” I said. “Does it
matter which hand you cut off?”

That gave him pause. “Yeah,” he decided, after
a second. “The right hand, I think. He might hardly never use his
left.” He flung the first hand back and grabbed the other one,
bringing the axe to Deneuve’s wrist.

“How do you know for sure he’s
right-handed?”

The action stopped again. Tommy looked at the
hand he held, glared up at me, then glared at the hand. “You’re a
son-of-a-bitch, Pete,” he said. He put the saw to the wrist, took
it away, put it back again, and withdrew it once more.

I could see the fury in his eyes. He let go of
the hand.

“You’re a bastard, Pete. Why’d you have to
bring up something like that for anyway? How the hell should I know
if he’s right or left-handed? I fucking sure ain’t gonna wait for
him to wake up and ask him.” He picked up the other hand and placed
the blade to the wrist. “Sometimes you got to take chances in life,
Pete. This is one of those times. I’m cutting this one.”

It was the left hand. I pointed that
out.

He stood up, thrust Deneuve’s hand from him
like he’d seen all of it he wanted to, and stomped out of the room,
into the kitchen. I could hear him slamming drawers and cupboards
around and something fell and broke and then he came back out, a
water glass in his hand. He found the bottle of Wild Turkey and
poured himself half a glass and went back into the kitchen. I
decided not to join him. It got real quiet in there.

After a while, I went in to check. He was
sitting at the kitchen table, just staring at the empty glass.
Before I could say anything, a thumping noise came from the living
room, like the front door banging. Tommy looked at me and the same
thought struck both our brains at the same time.

Deneuve!

He was gone. The room was empty and the front
door wide open.

“Oh, God,” says Tommy. “OhGodohGodohGodohGod!”
Over and over he said it. I sprinted to the door and there he was,
halfway down the walk, pulling himself along with his hands. He
must’ve still been too groggy to think about untying his
feet.

“Tommy! Here he is!”

We flew out the door and grabbed him. For
someone half dopey from chloroform, he sure put up one hell of a
struggle. We lost him once, he broke completely away, and then we
just picked him up like a sack of uncooperative potatoes, and
hauled his ass back inside, looking every which way while we’re
doing it, checking if any of the neighbors was out.

We were in luck. There didn’t seem to be
anybody out on the street except us—a couple of star-crossed
kidnappers and their victim. We hustled him back inside and threw
him on the couch again and Tommy tied his hands back up while I
closed and locked the door. He had to bust him in the chops to
quiet him down a little. Worked about as good as the chloroform,
’cept for the trickle of blood that ran down his nose.
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