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      To my family.

      For always believing in me.

      Especially when I didn’t believe in myself.
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      Snap, the rhythmic sound of the drumstick striking the snare. Thump, the resounding of the strings of the bass being plucked. The singer belting a note so long and high, masking the sound of the terrified scream. It was all about the music, the birth of jazz that permeated the air of New Orleans in the 1920s. Nothing else mattered. As long as there was music, everything was right with the world. When the music stopped, that's when bad things would happen.
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      For as long as Raymond could remember, there was always music playing. The music box his mother would wind up at bedtime, the records she would play throughout the day, or the radio he would listen to while he was working, there was always a soundtrack to his day. Momma had instilled a love of music in him from a young age and when it was silent, the world didn't feel complete.

      Raymond always thought of his mother as a strong woman, except when it came to his father. In his mind, she was the picture of beauty, carrying her petite frame proudly, giving her the appearance of height and authority. Her dark hair, pulled back in a twist, showing off her perfectly formed face, and her choice of clothing, flattering to her shape, even though some would think it was simple and plain.

      No matter what his father did or where he went away to, she would always take him back when he returned. He would leave them for weeks at a time, only to come home again, with no money, reeking of alcohol, and other women's perfumes. Momma would simply clean up his clothes, run him a hot bath, set out clean towels, and a freshly pressed set of pajamas. Why did that one detail stick in his mind? Freshly pressed pajamas, who ironed the clothes they were going to sleep in any way? But it was one of those things his father demanded, and she supplied.

      Raymond learned the hard way to be quiet during these times of reunion. One of his most vivid memories of his father was when he came home after one of these benders, when Raymond was seven years old. Being a curious child, he was asking a lot of questions. Where had daddy been? What was the city like, and the more he inquired, the more agitated his father became, until he reached his breaking point. Without warning, Daddy struck Raymond hard with his fist, sending him tumbling backward, hitting his head on the corner of the table. His mother, hearing the crash, came out and led Raymond to the kitchen, muffling his cries in her apron, all the while trying to soothe not only his bruises, but his damaged pride as well.

      She explained that his father just needed time to get settled, that Raymond should do his best to remain as quiet as a mouse, not disturbing daddy until he was ready to acknowledge the family again. Raymond nodded his head, not wanting to make any more noise for fear of upsetting the situation even more. Tiptoeing to his room, he left Momma in the kitchen to finish making supper. Coming out to the dinner table only when called, he found it set with all the foods that his father preferred, and whether Raymond liked it or not, he would do his best to choke down every last bite he was served.

      This pattern continued on for the next two years. Daddy would be home for a while, then without notice, he would be gone again. His mother would only say that his father had gone off to work a job in another city for good pay, promising to send money and return as soon as he could, then they would be a family again.

      When his father was home during the school year, Raymond found it easy to stay out of daddy's way, keeping busy with school, homework, and other chores. It was during the summer months that proved to be the hardest. Construction was booming throughout the city, but the work to be had was hard labor, made more difficult by the heat and storms that would come rolling through with unpredictable regularity. Why daddy didn't take on some of these jobs was one of many unanswered questions that hung in the air that Raymond knew not to ask. Instead, Raymond would find tasks around the house or at neighbors' homes, just to prove to his father he could indeed be useful, despite daddy telling him otherwise on an almost daily basis.

      That fall, when Raymond was eleven, his father announced he was leaving for what he said would be a three-month job. A month and a half later, a letter arrived telling Raymond's mother he was coming home. The job was ending early, and to expect him by the end of the week. The end of the week came and went, and yet there was no sign of him. Halfway into the next week and still no word, Raymond started to give up hope. Not that he held out much to begin with, but he tried to convince his mother he was looking forward to his father's return.

      "When do you think Daddy will be home again, Momma?" He inquired one day after school. "I want to show him my drawings."

      "I don't know Raymond. I'm guessing work lasted a little longer, and he hasn't had a chance to write and tell us. I'm sure he'll either write or show up soon, though."

      Raymond could tell momma was trying to put on a good front for him, but after a couple more weeks, he saw she came to the same realization everyone else had. He wasn't coming back. Over dinner that evening she did her best to explain, but all Raymond only replied with a shrug of his shoulders and a mumble under his breath, "good riddance."

      Since he had established a good base of homes in the neighborhood doing odd jobs over the past summers, he could keep earning money into the school year. He continued to learn basic carpentry and painting skills, which allowed him to take on more work, diligently giving his wages to his mother every week, hoping it would help to ease the burden he saw her carrying. He saw she was taking in more laundry and seamstress work, allowing her to be home for him after school. She had told him it was important to her he would have as stable a childhood as possible, knowing what it was like to grow up in the rural South, working too hard at a young age and with not much of an education, and she wanted so much more for him than she ever had.
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      Genevieve Louis met Walter Deacon when she was just fifteen years old. It was love at first sight for her. It was the turn of the century, a new era for everyone. Although slavery had been abolished, she and her family were still living in a sharecropper's cabin, trying to get by on meager wages, and even more meager crops.

      Walter was five years older than her, but he swept her off her feet, telling her he would take her to the city, where they could begin a new life together. He was making good money working various jobs, and he knew that with the growth of the city, he would be able to find work and help to support her family too.

      A quick marriage and a move into a small house on the edge of New Orleans was more than she could have imagined it would be. But the fairy tale soon came crashing down around her head. The love of music both she and Walter had shared that brought them together in the first place at that seedy juke joint is what would drive them apart. 

      The first year in the city, when they had a little extra money, Walter would take Genevieve out for a night on the town. They would dress in their best clothes and go out to hear this new music that was taking form. In these moments, they would lose themselves in the rhythm, soaking it all in, feeling it from the tops of their heads to the soles of their feet.

      It wasn't until that night when Walter went out by himself and came home later than usual, reeking of alcohol, spewing vile words at her. Trying to figure out what she had done or hadn't done that triggered this outrage, she tried everything she could to appease the monster who stood before her in her husband's skin.

      Walter slapped her across the face, a welt quickly rising. She stood and watched in disbelief as he turned and went into the bedroom, locking the door behind him, leaving her to sleep on the old sofa in the living room. Not knowing what else to do, she laid down until morning, getting up early, so when he woke, his favorite breakfast foods were ready on the table. Genevieve sat silently, not saying a word about what had happened the night before.

      A month passed before Genevieve and Walter could go out again. The city was growing around them, work was plentiful and Genevieve had tried to put Walter's abuse behind her, hoping it was just a onetime thing. The night they could finally go out, Walter took offense at how some other men were looking at his wife. Instead of interceding in the bar, he dragged Genevieve home, pushing and shoving, blaming her for the leering looks she was getting.

      It was then Genevieve realized that when Walter was drinking, he became a different man. This was no longer the man she had met and fallen in love with. But she had no recourse and could see no way out. She tried her best to always appease him, letting him go out more on his own, content to stay home and listen to the music she had there. It wasn't much, but as long as she could play her records, her soul was content. 

      When she discovered she was pregnant, she was unsure of how Walter would take the news, taking care to keep it hidden as long as she could. Protecting her belly when his fists would fly, until it became obvious, even to him, that she was with child. 

      Ecstatic at the prospect of becoming a father, Walter promised to clean up his act. He wouldn't go out drinking by himself anymore. He would spend more time at home with her, and he would do his best to find steady work instead of the day jobs he had been picking up. 

      The abuse abated for the remaining months of her pregnancy and when a son was born, Walter declared he should be named Raymond, after Walter's own father. Raymond would carry on the family name, the family traditions. He would be strong and virile, the first male grandchild born in this new century.

      Genevieve watched as Walter held true to his word for the first couple of years of Raymond's childhood. She was convinced that Raymond was the balm to whatever had been troubling Walter and he was once again the man she had fallen in love with. 

      The summer Raymond turned three, a fire tore through the neighborhood, destroying many of the homes surrounding them. Fortunately, they escaped unharmed, but something in the bleakness of the aftermath of that devastation set Walter off again. He was spending more nights at the bar, stumbling in late, drunk and often smelling of another woman's perfume. 

      Having learned her lesson, Genevieve simply kept her mouth shut. She took the brunt of whatever punishment Walter would dish out, always protecting Raymond, making sure nothing would happen to him. 

      That fall, Walter announced he was going to take a job over in Mississippi for two months. He would be gone, but he promised to write and send home money to support his wife and child. For the first two weeks, Genevieve received an envelope containing just enough cash for her and Raymond to survive on. The next six weeks passed, and only one more envelope showed up, with barely enough for her to pay for food. She realized she would have to go back to work again in order to support her son, especially since she didn't know if Walter had any intentions of returning. 

      Turning to her neighbors, she asked around if anyone knew of any work she could take in at home while continuing to take care of her son. The woman across the street, not much older than Genevieve herself, mentioned she worked for a family in the Garden District and they had some mending that needed tending to. She would bring it by on her way home from work that evening, if Genevieve was willing. She readily accepted, thanking this woman, who she now thought of as her guardian angel. 

      Thanks to the kindness of neighbors, including Delphine, who soon went from just guardian angel to becoming her friend, she was able to take in enough work to take care of herself and Raymond, and even began to add to her meager music collection again. 

      Music was the one constant she had in her life that she could not give up. Ever since Raymond was born, she instilled that love into him as well. She would sing to him in the mornings to wake him up, she had a music box that she would play at night when he went to sleep. During the days, she would have records playing. As long as there was a song in the air, all was right in her world. 

      When Walter returned that winter, he looked haggard and beaten down. Wherever he had been had taken its toll on him, physically and emotionally, and he took it out on both Genevieve and Raymond. 

      At first the abuse was just verbal, chastising her for overcooking the meat, or yelling at Raymond to be quiet when he went around humming his favorite songs. It then turned physical that spring, when he would slap Genevieve, or whip off his belt and punish Raymond for some minor misbehavior. 

      Genevieve continued to take in work during this time, in an effort to continue to feed and take care of her family, since Walter didn't seem to have any interest in doing anything. Walter took offense to her working, but didn't seem to mind taking her money and spending it in the bars and gambling rooms. 

      After having been home for four months, Walter announced he was leaving again. He took all the money that Genevieve had been saving, giving his usual excuses that he would send the money home to take care of them, that her job was to take care of their son, and that he would return when the job was done. Genevieve, having become accustomed to this pattern of behavior now, and just nodded in acquiescence.
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      Genevieve had told Delphine of the many occasions when Walter would beat both her and Raymond, but she hadn't seen with her own eyes just what a monster he could be, until that fateful morning. 

      Delphine knew Walter hadn't been gone long, maybe just a few days, when she ran into him, returning home, stumbling and reeking of smoke, sweat, and alcohol. He pushed past her, bursting through his front door, yelling incoherent sentences, knocking over anything that got in his way. 

      Following a few steps behind, she saw him shove Raymond so hard that he fell over backwards, knocking the left side of his head on the corner of the baseboard when he landed. Hearing Genevieve run toward him to make sure he was okay, Delphine hoped that would be the end of it, but before Genevieve could reach him, Walter lashed his fury at her. 

      A loud crash, followed by the sound of an open hand contacting the delicate skin of a face, shook Delphine out of her stupor. She saw Raymond peering around the corner of the doorway, her eyes then settling on the scene unfolding in the living room. Genevieve was stooped over, picking up the broken pieces of a what used to be a plate or maybe a record, though Delphine couldn't be certain from this vantage point. Walter was just out of his line of sight, but she could still hear him stomping through the house, huffing, and muttering under his breath.

      "Damn, woman! How many times do I got to tell you? One more time and you and that no good brat can just go. You hear me?" 

      "Yes, sir."

      "What? What you say? I can't hear you! Speak up dammit!" 

      "Yes. I hear you. It won't happen again." 

      "A'right then. Get back in the kitchen an' finish making my breakfast. I need to go soon, and before you go naggin' again, I don't know how long I'll be gone this time. Make sure you pack my good clothes, too. I'm gonna need them where I'm going."

      As Genevieve turned her back, Delphine couldn't see the pain in her eyes or the bruise rising on her cheek. What she saw was Genevieve straighten up and return to the kitchen. Sounds of pans being placed on the stove, the smell of bacon and eggs frying, and Walter settling back down at the table were all she could distinguish now. Feeling like an intruder, she crept quietly back onto the steps, as she saw Raymond pass by the window, beginning his morning chores. She was torn whether to return home or stay and make sure things remained quiet.

      After a beat, she heard Raymond come back out of his room and head toward the kitchen, when she heard Walter bark.

      "Boy, you need to step it up around here. You hear me? You should've been up an hour ago. What you think this is a vacation home?"

      "No, sir. I got my morning chores already done, sir. I'll get to working on the porch just as soon as I finish my meal, sir." 

      Hearing the sound of the chair being pushed back, Walter grunted and lumbered out of the room. 

      Deciding that all was calm for the moment, Delphine stepped down to the sidewalk, vowing to return later to make sure her friend and son were okay.
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      When Raymond heard the slam of the front door, he knew it was finally safe to come out of the kitchen. 

      Putting on a brave face, he asked, "How long you think he'll be gone this time, Momma?" 

      "I don't know, dear. He says he's got a job over in Texas. But there's no telling." 

      He could hear the resignation in her voice, telling him that the conversation was at an end, and no more questions would be answered. 

      "I cleaned up my breakfast dishes already, and I'll get to work on the painting now, Momma. Why don't you go sit for a minute?" 

      "Thank you, dear. I think I will." She quietly replied as she continued to stare out the front window. 

      He paused, wondering if there was something more he should say or do, but decided it was probably just best to let her be and go about doing what needed to be done. After all, what could a ten-year-old boy do? He knew this wasn't how daddies were supposed to treat mommas, but if he dared to speak up, he too suffered found himself on the receiving end of his father's temper and large hand. 

      He was reminded of this as he set the paint bucket down, his left ear ringing and the latest scars across his back still stinging from the last belting he had taken at daddy's hand. 

      His father had come home late one night when the following morning Raymond apparently was making too much noise for his father's liking. Having finished his breakfast, he came around the corner, heading back to his room. Entering the doorway, his father grabbed him from behind and whipped him with the ferocity of an overseer lashing a runaway slave. When his daddy slammed his left ear against the wall, his mother stepped in and took the remaining punishment. 

      Without saying a word, Daddy grabbed Momma by the arm, dragging her into the living room, and throwing her onto the couch. He then picked up and smashed as many records as he could get his hands on, followed by destroying the record player that had just been playing "Darktown Strutters Ball". The force with which he tried to destroy everything his mother loved caused Raymond to run and take cover under the sink for fear of being hit by the flying wax and wood. He heard his mother protest only once, followed by the sound of her body hitting the floor. He peeked out from his hiding spot to see her awkwardly lying on the floor, not moving, but her chest slowly rising and falling, letting him know she was still at least alive. 

      After destroying what he felt were all the things music related, Raymond's father took one last look around and stormed back out of the house again. He barely said two words, giving no sign as to why he found it necessary to silence the one thing that brought Raymond and his mother joy and happiness. 

      Returning to his present chores, he looked around. 

      "Maybe being dead would be better than living this life," he mused to the bird that had taken a perch on the rafters to watch over his work. The dove, not caring one way or the other, replied with a song before flying off, leaving Raymond alone with his chores and thoughts. 

      Days soon passed, and Raymond finally stopped asking his mother when she thought his father might return. This time, it felt like things were different. He knew that no money was being sent home as promised, yet there always seemed to be food on the table, though he noticed momma didn't seem to eat as much as she once did. He noted she must have had picked up some extra work too, as there always seemed to be more mending needing to be done. 

      To the casual observer, life appeared to continue as it always had. Momma was there in the mornings when he woke up, she was there to pick him up after school. What he didn't see were the hours she spent away from the house during the day, cleaning up after someone else's messes, and the hours she spent late into the night, after he had gone to bed, sewing until her fingers bled and she could barely bend her wrists anymore. 

      This had become their life now. Until that day, she didn't show up to pick him up from school.
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      Ever since that day daddy hit him in the head, Raymond had a hard time hearing on the left side. He tried to hide it from momma as best he could, but it became painfully apparent in school one day, when a little girl hit him with a ball on the left side of his head. 

      She claimed she had yelled at him to get out of the way, but since he couldn't hear her, he thought she did it on purpose. He retaliated and threw the ball back at her, resulting in them both getting sent to the teacher. It was then his hearing loss became clear to others and he could no longer hide it. 

      Momma tried to console him at home, making sure when she played music that it was positioned so he could hear it on the right side, even moving his music box to the other side of his room so he could still hear that at night.

      It wasn't until a couple of weeks later, when the little girl told some of her friends about his inability to hear, that things took a turn for the worse. He saw a group of them gathering on the other side of the playground, the girl obviously the ringleader of the bunch. She was pointing at him, laughing as she did, then whispering in each child's left ear. 

      One by one, they came by him, taunting and teasing, always on the left side, knowing he couldn't hear what they were saying. All he could hear was their laughter afterward, resonating across the playground. It wasn't until finally the little girl came by, just as Raymond was about to walk away, when she stuck out her foot and tripped him, then bent over, pretending to offer help, instead announcing loudly that he was just a deaf dummy, who was a momma's boy and would never be anything more. 

      Despite his telling the teacher what had happened, no one ever received any punishment, and this torment continued until the kids grew bored with him and went to their next target. But Raymond didn't forget. He vowed he would get revenge against Simone, the ringleader of the group. How he would go about it, he had no idea. But somehow, he knew he'd get back at her.

      The day his mother disappeared was when the silence began to turn to voices, although at the age of twelve, no one would have guessed then what those dark voices would later lead him to do. 

      It had been like any other day, he went off to school, and nothing at home was out of the ordinary. When momma wasn't there to pick him up that afternoon, he didn't know what he should do. Sure, there had been days she had missed before, but typically it was because she had been sick in the morning and he knew that before going to school. But this morning, she was fine. There had been no indication she wouldn't pick him up, so he continued to sit on the steps and wait.

      Fifteen minutes later, his teacher came out and inquired, "Raymond, why are you still here? Is everything all right?" 

      Looking up at his teacher, Raymond shrugged. "I think Momma must be running late. I'll wait here a little longer and see if she shows up." 

      "I'll check back in five minutes. But if you leave before that, please be sure to let someone know."

      "Yes ma'am. Thank you." 

      Sitting and waiting, Raymond looked up and down the street, hoping to see Momma approaching. Not seeing her, he kept himself busy observing the crawling bugs going about their work and listened to a bird singing its song while perched in the cherry tree. Another ten minutes passed when he decided it was time to head on home. As he was leaving, he spotted the janitor picking up rubbish and asked him to please let the teacher know he had left so she wouldn't worry.

      Reaching the house, he noticed it was unusually quiet. The front door was closed, he didn't hear any music playing, yet a breeze or some other movement seemed to stir the front room curtains. He sprinted up the steps to the door. Trying the handle, he found it locked. That's not right either. Momma never locks the front door when she's home, and she's always here when I come home from school by myself. His heart pounded faster, a light sweat breaking out across his forehead. 'Where's Momma,' he thought. 

      Not having a key to the door, he had to find another way in. Stepping over to the front window, he peeked in through a break in the curtain. There must have been an open window somewhere around the back, causing it to rustle. He moved further down the porch, trying to hear or see any signs of his mother, or anyone else, that may have been in the house. 

      Realizing there was no way of getting in the front, he made his way around the side and to the back. The window above the kitchen sink was wide open, but how was he going to hoist himself up there? Finding a few bricks and a piece of wood, he made a ramp that gave him just enough of a boost to grab hold of the windowsill and pull himself up. Looking in, he saw nothing. The kitchen was clean, no pots on the stove, all the dishes from breakfast had been put away. There was an orange on the counter, but no other food had been left out, something else odd, because Momma always had a snack ready for him when he came home from school.

      Dropping back down to the ground, pacing and contemplating how he would get in, he tried the back door, surprised when it opened. Trepidatiously stepping inside, trying to be as quiet as possible, he kept listening for any sounds showing Momma was home, or that someone else was there. The only sound he could hear was the pounding of his heart filling his ears. 

      Calling out "Momma! Momma, are you home?" Nothing, no response. Again, "Momma! Momma, where are you?" his voice rising, his fear becoming more palpable. He ran from room to room, finding nothing out of place, and still no sign of his mother. He knew something wasn't right, but with no definitive evidence, how could he even begin to know where to look or who to contact? He ran next door to a neighbor's house, but no one had seen his mother since he left for school that morning.

      Unsure of what to do next, he returned home and decided to wait. Maybe she was just out running errands and lost track of the time. 'She'll be home soon,' he thought. 'I'll just go ahead and get my chores done. That way, when she does come back, everything will be in its place and she won't have to take care of anything. '

      Concentrating on doing his homework and chores, the afternoon turned to evening and still Momma hadn't returned. This was very much out of the ordinary for her. Since it was just the two of them now, she always made sure he knew where she would be, for how long, and when he could expect her to be back. As the evening wore on, his thoughts grew darker along with the night sky. Maybe his father had returned and made good on his one of his many nefarious promises of harming her he so often hurled about when he was home.
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      The morning Raymond went off to school was just like any other day. Genevieve had prepared breakfast and made sure he had all of his school work with him. She knew she had a full day of work outside the house, and a stack of mending that she needed to finish that evening, so she was in a hurry to get her day started. 

      When Walter came strolling in the front door, just after Raymond had left, she knew her plans for the day were shattered. 

      "Walter? What are you doing here?" She demanded.

      "What do you mean, what am I doing here? This is my house woman. I can come and go whenever I please."

      Genevieve stood her ground, glaring at Walter. He hadn't been home for over a year now, and the last thing she expected was for him to return. She had been providing for herself and Raymond that entire time and had come to the decision that if Walter were to ever come back, she would kick him out once and for all. She knew she didn't have the law on her side, being a woman, even in a city like New Orleans, but she was determined to set a better life for her son. 

      Walter pushed past her, making his way to the kitchen. "Get in here and fix me some breakfast. I'm starving." He shouted as he settled into what had been his chair at the table. 

      "No. You want something, you fix it yourself. Then you can get your belongings and get out. I'm done with you, Walter. I'm done with your abuse. Thanks to you, our son has lost his hearing in one ear and has had to suffer the consequences ever since."

      "That no good boy. Serves him right. You always did coddle him anyway. And in case you forget, my name is still on the deed to this place. So I don't know what you think you are doing ordering me around. If anyone is going to get out, it will be you and that brat of yours." Walter announced as he starting grabbing food from the cupboards, throwing dishes on the table. 

      Unable to control her temper any longer, Genevieve shrieked. "I am done with you. Get out. Now. Tell me where to send your things and I'll make sure you get what is yours."

      Walter stopped, turning toward Genevieve, and picked up the cast-iron skillet that was drying on the counter. "You think you can talk to me that way?" he yelled as he threw the skillet at her. "Woman, you don't know nuthin'." 

      Without another word, Walter picked up whatever he could lay his hand on, striking out at Genevieve, knocking over the armchair, breaking a glass figurine from the shelf, and finally shoving her into a wall. 

      Holding her there, he leaned into her face, his breath reeking, and muttered, "I am taking my things and going back to the boarding house. I have business I need to tend to tonight. But I expect you and Raymond to be gone when I return tomorrow. You are no longer any concern of mine." 

      Letting her go, Walter stomped off into the bedroom while Genevieve gasped for breath. "You no good, son of a... I'm not going to let you tell me what I can and can't do anymore." A plan was starting to form in her mind, she knew she would have to find someway of keeping him from returning, but how? Maybe Delphine could help? She had offered her help in any way Genevieve had needed. Would she still hold true to that promise? She would have to find out once she got to work that day. 
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      Genevieve arrived at work half an hour late, but at least she was there. She didn't think Walter would leave as easily as he did, but he held true, gathering up a few belongings and departing once again. 

      She quickly cleaned up the house, knowing that if Raymond came home after school and saw the mess, he would know something was amiss. She didn't want him worrying that his father might be back and what that could mean for them. They had finally settled into a normal life, and even though he had troubles at school with his hearing, he seemed to be finally adapting. 

      Finding Delphine at lunch, she pulled her friend aside and filled her in on the details of what had happened that morning. 

      "I have to go to the boarding house and get this taken care of, but I'm afraid of what he might do when I get there." 

      "You can't go there alone. Are you sure you can't just drop the stuff off while he's not there?"

      "I don't know when he'll be there and when he won't. But I have to take care of this before Raymond gets home from school, too. He can't know that his father is back. Not now."

      "Alright, listen. I will cover for you this afternoon. I'm sure Mrs. Batiste won't mind. But you get there and get back home. Don't do anything foolish now. You come find me after I get home from work, too. Then we'll figure out what to do next."

      Genevieve hugged her friend, thanking her for understanding, and asked that if anything should happen, that Delphine would keep an eye on Raymond.
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      Raymond knew Delphine's house was just across the street from their house. She lived alone, with no family in the area that she ever spoke of, but she didn't seem to mind. Raymond often heard others whisper behind her back, speculating about why she was still single and what sort of woman must she be. He couldn't understand why people would judge her so. She kept her home neat and tidy and always had a kind word for anyone passing by. More importantly, she was Momma's friend. She had helped them when daddy had attacked momma, and even found her a job, when she realized daddy wasn't coming back. 

      Jumping down the three stairs from the porch to the sidewalk, he quickly made his way to her house. Approaching the front door, it dawned on him that she was still at work and wouldn't be home. "Right, well, I guess I'll just have to come back later," he told an ant, crossing his path. 

      Later in the afternoon, when he heard the bustle of people coming down the road, returning from their jobs, he quickly cleaned up his books and papers and went out onto the front porch to wait. Sitting on the top step, he kept watching for Miss LeClaire. After what felt like the longest ten minutes of his life, he spotted her walking down the street, her distinctive gait giving her away. She was a tall woman who always took long strides when she walked.  

      Raymond saw she was carrying her usual workbag slung over her shoulder, in addition to what appeared to be grocery bags as well. Not wanting to waste any more time, Raymond ran up to her and offered to carry the bags back to her home. He didn't want to tell her right away the real reason for his chivalrous offer, so he politely answered her questions about school and friends until they had reached the inside of her home and the comfort of the kitchen. 

      "Miss LeClaire, I?" he started. He wasn't exactly sure how to begin or even explain what he thought might have occurred. 

      "Yes? Raymond, what is it?" she asked with a note of genuine concern in her voice. 

      "Ma'am, I'm not sure where momma is," he blurted out. "She hasn't been home since yesterday morning when I left for school. She usually meets me at the end of classes, and we walk home together so I can tell her about my day, and we can run some quick errands on the way. I thought she would be home by suppertime, but then she wasn't, and I waited all evening until I couldn't stay awake any longer. When I woke up this morning, she still wasn't home, so I thought it best to go to school, but when I got home again today, she still wasn't there. Miss LeClaire, I'm scared. I don't know what to do." 

      He sputtered out his story out so rapidly, it was difficult at first to understand what he was trying to say. But she pieced it together fairly quickly and told Raymond to sit down at the kitchen table. She poured him a glass of milk and busied herself with preparations to make supper, not wanting to let on her shock at hearing what he had shared. 

      While chopping vegetables, Delphine told Raymond, "First thing we need to do is get a good meal in you. Then we'll figure out what to do next." 

      Turning her attention towards him, looking him in the eye and making sure he was hearing her, she continued. "I get why you haven't gone to the police just yet, but you are going to have to let them know soon. Especially considering the disappearance of your father, too. I know he's been gone a while now, but you can't stay on your own for long."

      He was about to protest, but before he could say anything, she held up a hand to stop him and added, "But I will go with you to tell them what's going on, and I will offer to take responsibility for you. This way you can stay close to home, continue to go to school, and be here when your mother does return." 

      Upon hearing her suggest this, relief spread from his face to the rest of his body, feeling as though he could relax for the first time in two days. While she continued to whip up a hearty meal of greens, cornbread, and black-eyed peas, he told her he had kept up with his chores and schoolwork since Momma disappeared. He knew that was what she would have expected him to do, and he didn't want to disappoint her when she returned. Eating ravenously, he gladly accepted seconds when she offered. Her cooking was as good as if not even a little bit better than his mothers, not that he would ever admit that to anyone. 

      After dinner, Delphine suggested they walk down to the police station. "Let me explain to the officer what is going on. I will tell them that I will take responsibility for you until either your mother returns or we can find any family who can take you in." 

      The desk sergeant took her statement and told them, "Son, there isn't much we can do tonight. Most likely your mother will return by morning. If she doesn't, then stop back by the station tomorrow and let someone know." 

      The sergeant also agreed to Miss LeClaire looking after the boy until his mother returned or other family could be contacted. With a note of finality, he placed the paperwork on top of an already overflowing pile, indicating it was time for them to leave. 

      On the walk home, Delphine suggested Raymond stop by his house, pick up a few clothes, his schoolwork, and anything else he might need. He should also leave a note for his mother as to his whereabouts, just in case she came home that night and found him gone. "And please, call me Delphine. Miss LeClaire is just too formal, and that's not me." 

      He took one last look around the house before closing the door behind him. "Come home soon Momma," he said into the emptiness. 

      Joining Delphine on the sidewalk where she was waiting for him, they didn't speak the rest of the short walk back to her house. Raymond was lost in his thoughts, mostly not good, worrying with each step about what could have befallen his mother. 

      Since her house was small and there wasn't an extra bedroom, Delphine quietly made up a bed for him in what would have normally been a storage room. It was just big enough for him to keep his things and sleep, as it was only meant to be a temporary solution. 

      "It's not much, but I hope you'll be comfortable at least," she said as she showed him his bed. 

      On the verge of tears, he choked out, "I'm sure it will be fine, Miss Le'... er Delphine, sorry. I really appreciate you doing this for me, I honestly don't know what else I would have done." 

      It was then that the past couple of day's events caught up to him, emotionally, as well as physically. Delphine gave him a hug, a gentle kiss on the head, and left him to have his privacy, allowing him to process what he needed to get through. Later, when Delphine returned to check on him, she found him sound asleep on top of all the blankets. Covering him with one last blanket, she left him alone to sleep through the night. 

      Raymond awoke the next morning, slightly disoriented, wondering where he was for a moment when it all came rushing back. The smell of breakfast cooking reminded him of the meals his mother would prepare, triggering another round of tears. 

      He held them back, telling himself, "Be strong, be a man. Everything will work out in the end." Momma will come home, they'll have a good cry, and then eventually in later years, this will become something that they'll laugh over. 

      He went to the bathroom to wash up and get ready for the day. As it was the weekend, he didn't have to worry about school or questions from his teachers. He would go home, tend to the chores needing to be done, making sure the last of the broccoli, greens, and onions, growing in the fall garden were taken care of, and then walk around seeing if someone, somewhere had seen his momma. He knew Delphine would be heading to work soon, but he would ask what he could do around her house as well, to at least try to repay some of her generosity. 

      The weekend passed without a sign of his mother, or even any sign that the police were looking into the case. He managed to contact an aunt and uncle, who had a farm just north of the city, but no one had heard from her, and they had no idea where his father could be either. As far as they were concerned, his father could be dead and they wouldn't care. 

       "You'll stay with me then. It's not an imposition, it's just a temporary solution," Delphine declared that Sunday evening at dinner. "Besides, I'm still certain your momma will be home soon. And I won't take no for an answer." 

      "Thank you, ma'am, er, Delphine. I don't know how I'll ever repay you. I hope you're right about Momma. But I don't have a good feeling about this at all." 

      Delphine shook her head as she placed a plate of food in front of Raymond. She hoped that the positive face she was putting on for him wouldn't betray her sense of unease that was running swift below that facade.

      The following Monday afternoon while Raymond was at the house taking care of chores inside when a knock at the door interrupted him. A police officer came bearing news, but not what Raymond was expecting. 

      When Raymond answered, the officer asked: "Is your mother home, son?"

      Shaking his head, hoping the officer wouldn't catch on to his lie, he replied, "No, sir, she's still at work. Can I take a message?" Hoping the officer wouldn't suggest coming back later.

      "Yes. Please tell her that according to a new report, your father managed to get into a brawl at a local bar and gambling establishment. It seems he upset the wrong people and wound up on the wrong end of a knife fight. I'm sorry to say, son, he didn't survive. Being next of kin, it's my duty to inform her of his death."

      Raymond stood there, unsure of what to say. 

      The officer continued, "There are a few personal possessions that need collecting. You or your mother can stop by the station to claim them."

      Not wanting to let on that his mother was still missing, he simply said, "Thank you, officer. I'll give her the message when she gets home." 

      Closing the door, Raymond sank down to the floor. Even though he was glad his father had been gone, life had been better without him there, a part of him was still sad that he was now dead. What would this mean for him? Especially since Momma was still missing.

      That evening over dinner, he told Delphine the news. Unsure of what could happen next for him, she tried to console Raymond, noticing that he wasn't expressing much emotion when telling her of the news. 

      "I'm sorry to hear that, Raymond. Your father was, well," she paused, trying to find the right words. Unable to, she continued, "after school tomorrow, you go down to the station and pick up his things. The longer you wait, the more questions it will raise. And you don't need that right now."

      Arriving at the police station the next afternoon, Raymond approached the secretary at the main desk. He lied, saying his mother couldn't get off work, and that he was there instead. She called over another officer, who had him sign paperwork, then handed him a brown paper bag. It contained clothes and a set of keys. "Your old man had been staying at a flop house down the street. If you don't want to be charged another night, I suggest you high tail it there and collect the rest of his belongings."

      "Yes, sir. I'll take care of that right away. Thank you." Raymond said with a wave, turning to leave before any suspicions could be raised. 

      He found the boardinghouse just a few blocks from the station. The proprietor led him to the room, explaining even though his father had paid through the month, he hadn't been seen in a few days. Since the police had been by to tell him of the death, he was eager to rent out the room again, so if Raymond would please hurry to clean out the belongings, he'd much appreciate it as he left Raymond alone.

      Opening the door and stepping into the room, Raymond found his father had little in the way of belongings. A couple more shirts, another pair of pants, assorted matchbooks with numbers scribbled inside, a half bottle of whiskey and a notebook. Raymond stuffed the whiskey, matchbooks, and notebook into the paper bag and tied up the remaining clothes in one of the shirts. It wasn't much, but maybe something in there would give him an idea of where his father had been and maybe, hoping against hope, that there might be an indication of where his momma might be too. 

      Returning to Delphine's house, he started going through the pants where he found a pocket watch and wallet that he would hold on to. The matchbooks weren't of much use, most of them were empty, save the numbers written inside. He couldn't figure out what those could have meant. They weren't phone numbers, at least he didn't think they were based on the way they were written. Dollar amounts maybe? A secret code? Something his father used in his gambling habit? Not understanding, he decided he would take them back to his house later and shove them in the bottom drawer where he was keeping other assorted items that weren't of much use. 

      The notebook, on the other hand, he hoped might hold some clues. Flipping through the pages, he saw a few sketches, one of his mother, another of a mystery woman, and others of what appeared to be buildings. He had no idea that his father had such artistic talent. He tore the picture of his mother out and set it on his nightstand, then continued to look through the rest of the book.

      He found stuck in between pages were a couple of unfinished letters his father had written to him and his mother. Raymond read and reread the letters, hoping it would give him more insight into the man, but it was mostly just long-winded blather, not making much sense. Raymond suspected it had written during a drunken stupor, the handwriting was sloppy, and the book reeked of alcohol. Still with no other clues to the whereabouts of Momma, he resolved to keep the journal with him, even though it was only adding it to the ever-growing pile of mysteries and unanswered questions. 

      As one week passed into the next, Delphine and Raymond found themselves falling into a routine of work, school, and him continuing to pick up odd jobs around the neighborhood. No one seemed to question the living arrangements, most people were unaware or just didn't seem to care. 

      Fall became winter, which soon turned to spring, and before long, summer was upon them again. While no one may have noticed his mother being gone during the previous months, her absence would be more noticeable during the summer. Not wanting to raise suspicions, Delphine suggested maybe it was time to get back in touch with his extended family. 

      Delphine wrote to Raymond's aunt, his father's sister, and fabricated a story that his mother had been called away to take care of a family member up north. Due to an illness in the family, she didn't take Raymond, for fear of him getting sick as well. Yes, it was all rather sudden, and he had been staying with her until school ended, but now with summer upon them, he needed another place to stay, she had explained in the letter.  






OEBPS/images/fleur-de-lis-outline.jpg





OEBPS/images/rtx-269c.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/betweenthebeatsmecooperebook.jpg






