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CHAPTER ONE
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Wednesday, July 10, 2019

MICA LIGHTS A CIGARETTE and inhales the sweet, toxic tobacco smoke. Her brother Ali rolls the last beer keg down the ramp at the back of the bar, swearing. Like this was just an average Thursday afternoon. Like either of them has slept at all in the past thirty-two hours. 

“I thought you quit for good last time,” says Ali.

Mica blows a messy smoke ring. “I thought you were getting sandbags at Lowe’s.”

“Fine, die if you want to,” he says with no venom. 

He makes a last trip out the back door and comes back with a Styrofoam take-out container, which he sets on the bar. “Lowe’s ran out of sand.”

“No surprise,” she says. 

Everyone in the city is looking for more sandbags. Last night wasn’t even a hurricane, but if the rain comes back, they could be underwater by the weekend, what with the Mississippi River running so high this summer and the usual state of the State of Louisiana.

She and Ali turn as one to look at the locked front door. It’s holding, for now. Their emergency security system, a piece of two-by-four wedged into upright metal brackets, has withstood half a century of hurricane-force wind and human folly. Still, water is leaking beneath the old doorframe, soaking through the towels laid along the threshold. Water’s a sneaky bastard. The morning light makes the darkening stain all too visible, wetness seeping out from the doorframe. 

The bar’s front stoop at North Rampart and Frenchmen Street is only one step up from the busted concrete sidewalk. And that sidewalk’s been two feet deep in rainfall since five pm yesterday. Last night, Mica waded out in rubber boots every hour, on the hour, to check the ad-hoc barrier of plastic sheeting, and bricks. So far, they’ve kept the flood out of the bar, but it's touch and go how much longer they can hold out. 

“Least the rain has stopped,” she says.  

Ali nods. “Glad you dealt with the storm drain. Now we just gotta wait.”

The long piece of rebar is still propped up by the door. Around midnight, she went out and stabbed at the grate over the wide storm drain at the end of the block, unclogging leaves, plastic cups, and other debris blocking the sewer. 

Ali reaches past her to pour himself a coffee. 

“It’s left over from yesterday,” she warns him. As if he’d forget there’s no electricity to make any fresh.

Pouring a shot of Captain Morgan rum into his cold coffee, he raises his cup in a mocking toast.

Ali is, by nature, sunnier than she is. Nowadays, he drinks about as much as she smokes, as in hardly at all, which makes the booze a dark indicator of his mood. She’s not going to criticize him. Living in New Orleans, she rarely feels optimistic about leading a long healthy life, and this is not the day to change her attitude. She takes another deep drag on the cigarette. She really has missed smoking, but she promised Ali, and she’s mostly held true. Being a twin is a responsibility, after all. 

Even if they’re not blood twins, that’s how everyone has always referred to them. Same age, raised together, sharing the same inherited responsibility of this bar. 

Ali glances at the blue and white Pabst Blue Ribbon clock, stuck at 2am—the time when the power went out. 

“It’s just past noon,” she says.

He nods. “We gonna open?” 

“Daddy woulda opened on time.” Their father had flaws, sure, but he was a proud barman. If he was alive, he’d be here, cleaning up the mess, same as them. 

“How’re the upstairs leaks?” 

“Rain’s still dripping in everywhere. Put a bucket any damn place, and it’ll fill. I can see clear to the sky in two big spots.”  

“Only two?” says Ali. “That’s good news.”

She lifts an eyebrow, but that’s Ali, glass half-full every time. She’s better at physical action. Buckets, tarps. That second floor was all her work, taking out the crappy apartment, tearing down the walls to install that beautiful curved bar, fitted just right by her friend Mariano, a cabinetry expert from Guatemala. She blows out a sigh. The place is wrecked, now. Just last week, Mariano came by the bar with his new, pregnant wife. Mica’s happy for him. Of course, she is. She’s not jealous. Nope. So what if she’d once dreamed of an adoring husband and three perfect children—it was just a fantasy, the same way she once dreamed of serving expensive wines in a classy restaurant because she didn’t know their Daddy was gonna die. Now, the beer and cocktails of Big’s Lounge is what she and Ali have got. And she takes pride in what they’ve created. They’ll keep the Lounge alive, whatever it takes. Even if she has to rebuild the whole damn second floor all over again.

“You eat yet?” says Ali. “I grabbed us po’boys.”

“Later.”

“Now. I brought you fried oyster.” He tilts his head towards the Styrofoam container. 

She makes no move to tuck into the food, even if oyster is her favorite.

Ali frowns. “Got you a side of mac ’n cheese, too. Eat up! You know it’s better hot.”

“Not sure I can eat.” She feels nauseous. The roof is going to take all the money they don’t have, what with the debts they inherited along with the bar. For the millionth time, she wishes their Daddy hadn’t been quite so footloose with his creditors. That film shoot was going to really improve their books. But that won’t happen now. The upstairs is toast. Film people aren’t going to like the damage. Even with no hurricanes on the horizon, film people are going to expect a roof of some kind. She closes her eyes.

“You talk to Magnolia and Napoleon?” Ali asks. “They gonna cancel?”

At least they have the musicians. 

“Magnolia won’t give up so easy,” she says, eyes still tightly shut. “She’ll be here. If we flood out, she’ll sing from a boat.”

Ali snorts again. “True, and Napoleon won’t let a girl outshine him. If Magnolia plays, he’ll be here for the weekend tips.” 

She opens her eyes. Nothing in the bar has magically changed. Maybe she should click her heels together.

Ali says, “Magnolia can play by the pool table. It’ll be easier than dealing with the buckets upstairs.” He frowns, probably thinking about the wrecked sound system up there buried in sodden ceiling debris. 

She takes a deep breath. “Magnolia has her own amp. She’ll bring that over.” 

Together, they’ve weathered five hurricane seasons, one armed robbery, and three official police visits. Through it all, the musicians have kept playing. The lower blocks of Frenchmen Street are full of music clubs, so it was a no-brainer to add music at the Lounge. Soon as she and Ali took over the bar, they fixed up some amps, mics, and lights, and Mica started booking live acts. Big’s has steadily acquired a cornucopia of new customers coming here for the music, along with their daddy’s regulars, who don’t care what happens upstairs so long as the beer stays cheap and the pool table stays smooth. Happiness—that’s what the music gives both her and Ali, especially this year because she stopped sleeping with the musicians. Life isn’t just worrying about bills and having vaguely dissatisfying sex. No, this year, she resolved to take better care of herself, take pride in her own personal accomplishments, learn to love herself—yeah, all the self-care words. And it’s been working. Until now. She straightens and reties her tignon tighter, as if keeping her too-heavy hair out of her face will hold back her troubles. 

“The movie people are gonna be pissed,” says Ali. “We try for years to get a shoot to film here, and finally, we get one booked, and the roof caves in.” 

She suppresses a groan. That movie money was going to pay off half a ton of debts. Their regulars were looking forward to the minor thrill of watching the movie people swarm for forty-eight hours, maybe even grab some work as extras, who knows? Mica forces herself to take another soothing drag on her cigarette and tries to rustle up some positive energy for her brother. “They can use the main floor.”

“They wanted the upstairs.” Ali swigs the rest of his fortified coffee. “What’s Plan D?” 

She manages a half-smile at their old shared joke. “This is Plan D, definitely capital D Débrouillard. You know it.”

“So, eat already,” says Ali. 

Plan D has been a code since their daddy died. Plan Débrouillard, i.e., the damn fool plan to survive whatever comes next. Don’t worry about the logical choice, just get on by. And they have survived, so maybe the French word does have some kind of magic, even out of context. “Plan D,” she murmurs. “First I empty the upstairs buckets, then I eat.”

“Promise? I’ll try Ace Hardware for more sand. Be back soon as I can. You better have eaten by then.”

“Yep. Soon as you get back, we’ll go full-on Plan D.”

Ali thumps her shoulder. “I never know if it’s Plan D for Disaster or D for Get’er Done.” 

“Y’know, it’s both.” Plan D is more MacGyver than any Plan B. A person summons Plan Débrouillard when everything else has seriously gone to shit because Plan D is shorthand for Up to your neck? Better start swimming ’cause no one’s coming to your rescue. Yep, Plan D has been their motto from day one with this bar. 

There’s a bang on the front door. 

She and Ali both turn. The door is still barricaded, with water seeping below the wooden frame. 

“Hello?” a man’s voice calls from outside. Somehow, he bangs on the door again

“Read the sign!” shouts Mica. “We’re closed!” 

At the exact same time, Ali calls out, “Come ‘round the back!” 

He smirks at her as she shoves his shoulder.

There’s silence for a moment. Then they hear splashing, followed by squelching footsteps on the wooden ramp that leads to the open back door. A tall thin silhouette appears in the doorway, framed by light. 

“‘Morning,” grumbles Mica automatically. 

The silhouette takes shape as a tall white guy. As he comes inside, she sees that he’s wearing a canary yellow shirt with a tan-and-white striped seersucker suit, his pants rolled up to the knee, feet bare, shoes held in one hand. For some reason, she gets fixated on the bright red cloth of those shoes. Espadrilles. Straw soles and everything. Why the hell does anyone wear espadrilles?

“Oh,” says Ali. 

The man stoops to unroll his trousers, his brown hair falling in a heavy shingle across his eyes. He carefully puts on his espadrilles and straightens. As he stands, he flicks back his hair. His face is all high cheekbones, a straight nose, and a lush, too-wide mouth. When she manages to look away from his lips, she notices his dark eyelashes, as if he is staring right back at her. 

She blinks. “We’re not open.” 

The man says, “I am sorry to disturb you! Ali, very nice to see you again.” 

“You’re shitting me,” Mica murmurs. Because she recognizes this stranger’s accent like her own personal form of kryptonite. Her handsome ex-from-hell, upper-crust asshole of a Parisian that he was, sounded just like this. The kind of voice that lights her fire, then destroys her self-confidence, her job, and anything else that might be precious to her. The kind of voice that reminds her why she’s given up on relationships.

Ali elbows her so hard she has to put a hand on the bar to stay upright. Like maybe the world will steady around her, and this vision of a French guy will evaporate, poof. 

Ali knows exactly how much she loves and hates France. Before they inherited Big’s Lounge, back when Ali was studying in Atlanta, and she was fresh off her sommelier certification, she interned in Paris. It was her first trip overseas, and for a hot minute, she was happy. She fell in love with French culture, then she fell in love with her Parisian boss. This stranger’s voice is the worst kind of trigger for all that went wrong back then, a reminder of everything she had to let go. 

The man turns the full impact of his bedroom eyes onto Mica. His lush lashes frame surprisingly pale blue eyes. Like the sky at the start of a sunny day. And here it is, that predictable moment when the most annoying part of her anatomy leaps up and points like a dog. She narrows her eyes and waits for her nipples to calm the heck down. She hasn’t gotten laid in at least three blue moons, and now is not the time—no more sky-eyed Frenchmen, she reminds her nipples. Been there, done that.

The man smiles at her and says, “Forgive me. We have not met.” Mister French Kryptonite holds out his hand. “I am the location scout for the movie Bar Snacks. My name is Ludovic de Tally—please, call me Ludo. Lovely to meet you.”

She takes a step back, and after a moment, he drops his hand. 

“This is my sister, Micaela Williams,” says Ali, using his professional, friendly voice. The kind of bartender voice she personally has never bothered developing. 

“Mica,” she says and side-eyes her brother. “You didn’t tell me the movie guy was French.” 

“Yes!” Ludovic smiles even wider, like his face might split in half. “I am French, indeed, but the film is an American co-production with the English Netflix.” He reaches into the pocket of his seersucker jacket and brings out a gold case, which he clicks open to delicately retrieve a business card. He sets it down on the bar, apparently not noticing the slick of dampness oozing out of everything. 

The card begins to soak up water even as she glances down to read his name: Ludovic de Tally, Locations Assistant, with a phone number and an email address. Like he’s a real person and everything, though he’s obviously a handsome French demon, conjured from her sleepless, horny imagination. She takes another deep drag on her cigarette and tries to focus on that slow smoke burn. Doesn’t help. She really thought she was over her bitterness about her French ex, but apparently not. Disgusted with herself, she exhales smoke through her nose, knowing it’s a repugnant habit that should effectively deflect any Frenchman’s smile.  

Ali says, “How ‘bout you drop by tomorrow, Ludo? It’s great seeing you, don’t get me wrong, but right now...”

“Yes!” Ludovic lifts his hand to gesture around the bar. “What I am worrying about, you see, is whether the location is still correct? I must send pictures today for the cinematographic team to confirm the shots. To maximize the most excellent angles of this décor.” 

Mica follows his gaze around the bar—their so-called décor, messily visible in the thin shafts of sunlight coming through the shutters. The walls are a mishmash of powerless neon beer signs and tattered band posters. Her daddy’s dusty taxidermied alligator, Miss Enid, hangs over the pool table. 

“We would love to show you ‘round properly,” says Ali. “Y’know, when the power’s back on, in a coupla hours.” 

Mica wonders if the Frenchman can hear the frantic goodwill in Ali’s voice or if it’s just familiar to her—the sound of Ali bullshitting as best he can while she glares. 

The Frenchman keeps smiling. 

“It’ll be way nicer this afternoon,” says Ali.

She’s impressed by how convincing he sounds. 

Ludovic’s smile crinkles slightly at the edges. “Quand-même, since I am here now, might I visit the upstairs? The roof looks a bit... I would like to reassure the team about the feasibility. Yes.” He looks down for a moment. His long dark eyelashes fan down onto his cheek, making him suddenly delicately pretty.

She can feel rather than hear the air go out of Ali’s body as if his confidence is a popped balloon.

“Better watch your step,” she murmurs. “Floor’s wet. Don’t need the hassle of you breaking your leg.” 

The Frenchman makes a funny snort as if he’s stifling a laugh, the bastard.

Striding forward to get upstairs before he does, she pauses at the top step, surveying the mess. Strips of plasterboard hang down from the ceiling. The polished wooden bar came through okay, but the little tables and chairs are all jumbled to one side, away from the main leaks. She takes the last sad drag on her burned-down cigarette and flicks the stub into the bucket nearest her as Ali joins her at the top of the stairs. 

The ember sizzles as it hits the brownish water. Ali side-eyes her before raising his head to look at the sky visible through the holes in the ceiling. The rafters are exposed below the gashes in the roof. The wind peeled the shingles off. Back when Katrina ripped up the place, whoever their daddy got to fix the roof did not put in any wooden underlay. No, they nailed shingles right into the rafters, no wooden support at all. Amazingly, the thing lasted fourteen years. If only it had held a little longer, maybe they’d be able to afford to fix it. Goddamn, this wasn’t even a hurricane, only storm-force winds that hit at the wrong angle. Bad luck, is all, a bad night, especially round about three in the morning when Ali held a flashlight so she could set up tin pie plates to funnel water past the ceiling fan. That was before they discovered the wires for the upstairs electricity were soaked. 

She looks around and groans.

“I see,” says Ludovic, joining them. He cranes his neck one way, then the other, obviously examining the roof damage. He makes no comment about the tin plates, the buckets, the soaking-wet towels jammed at the window frames and the jumble of chairs. 

“It looks worse than it is,” says Mica, stepping in front of the chairs as if that might help, though nothing will make this mess look better. Maybe she should push the Frenchman down the stairs for distraction. Might improve her mood for a half-second. Then Ali would kill her, so at least they would be spared the roof problems, the debts wouldn’t matter anymore, and—yeah, that won’t help. What she ought to do is convince the guy to come back later. Ladle on some charm. 

Ludovic looks sideways at her and very obviously dials up his smile. Goddamn, he has a mouth big as any Muppet. Ridiculous. Not at all attractive, that’s the way to think. Yeah. Big mouth like Kermit. She sighs. Convincing her libido to look away, calling him silly names, maybe that’ll distract her from the fact that the guy’s a full-on French custard pastry temptation she wants to devour. She tries to smile encouragingly, but Ali looks appalled at whatever her face is doing. 

She straightens her shoulders. “Come back tonight. It’ll be great.” 

Ludo looks at her, then back up at the roof. “Yes,” he says thoughtfully, holding his phone as if trying to decide how to best photograph the mess. “Of course, I must check other locations today, also. I could examine them and return later.” 

She clenches her fingers to keep herself from grabbing his phone and throwing it into the nearest bucket. She needs to get hold of these violent tendencies. 

Like her brother can read her mind, Ali gives her a fierce look. 

She says, “We’ll just clean up a little. Then you can come on back.” 

Ludo nods. “These things happen.” 

“Really?” grumbles Mica, because her libido’s making her even more pissed off than she already is. Fuck this guy, and no, not that way, no matter what her lady parts think. “Shit like this happens to locations when you’re around? Maybe you’re in the wrong business.” 

But instead of sniping back, Ludo sniffs. “Quite possibly,” he says. 

Ali glares at her and says, “We’ll be back to normal tonight.”

She snorts. “And for our next trick, we’ll turn water into wine. Cheap wine, though, won’t be good enough to impress a Frenchman.” 

Ludo grins at her. “I like cheap wine. I hear also that you make good martinis.” Then, miracle of miracles, he pockets his phone without taking any photos. “I look forward to returning this evening.” 

Unable to believe her ears, she gapes at him. “Really? You’ll come back later? 

“It was a pleasure to meet you.” Ludo lifts his hand and waves with a sort of professional slow-motion elegance as if he’s a Fabulous French Prince of Fuck-Off, directly related to the Queen of Fucking England, then pivots with a dancer’s grace and glides down the stairs, his footsteps light. 

After a moment, Ali slumps against the narrow upstairs bar. “You couldn’t be nice?” he mumbles.

“I was nice,” she says. 

Ali puts his head in his hands. 

Mica picks up the two nearest buckets and sloshes them out in the upstairs toilet. Repositioning the buckets, she swaps out the two soggy towels lying along the windowsills in case the rains come back. Trying not to breathe in the stench of mold and dirty rainwater, she holds the used towels over the bar sink and twists them to squeeze the water out. 

“Okay, let’s go for Plan D,” she says, trying to get Ali to smile, but her brother doesn’t even look up. He’s rubbing his thumbs against his temples. She adds, “That’ll teach you—Daddy always said, if ya gotta drink, stick with the good stuff, top shelf only.”

He takes a ragged breath. “Without the movie guy, we can’t replace the sound system. Or the ceiling. Or the roof. You know the bank’s gonna...”

“Ali,” she says firmly, “we’ll figure it out. We’ll get the downstairs open. Magnolia’ll play tonight. It’ll be okay.” 

Who knows how, but she needs enough conviction for the both of them. Sure, she gets mad and swears too much, pretty much on a daily basis. Her brother’s the gentle, happy sibling most of the time. But when he gets sad and silent, his mood goes dark for weeks. Today, he’s going to need jostling along to keep them both on the good side of functional. 

He whispers, “Movie shoot was gonna pay off our debts. Now we don’t even have a roof to keep our debts dry.”

Can’t argue with the truth. Without the upstairs lounge and the sound system, the musicians can’t play even if they want to, and without live music, they don’t get a full house, and without a full house of enthusiastic drinkers, they can’t pay the mortgage on the bar, let alone finish paying off their daddy’s other debts, because Big’s Lounge was always his collateral, and if the bank takes the bar?  She squeezes the wet towels one last time as if she might strangle someone with her bare hands. Not like that would help, even if she had gotten her hands around the Frenchman’s neck.  
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CHAPTER TWO
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LUDO STEPS OFF THE delivery ramp outside the bar, straight into a slimy puddle. 

“Ugh, what a turtle!” He forgot to remove his espadrilles, and now he hovers on one foot for a second before giving up and setting down his other foot in the black muddy water because otherwise, he’s going to fall over on his still-healing leg. “Turnip! No...” Still not the right word, but no one is listening, so what does it matter? He can shout random English words at the empty street. No one cares.  

Shaking his head, he sloshes across the street to step up onto a raised rectangle of concrete, maybe the old stoop of a long-demolished house. He needs to find a new bar location. 

“You need boots, child,” says a voice behind him.

He laughs because a lack of boots is the least of his problems. He turns.

An elderly woman stands on her own stoop, her dress a bright orange against the worn wood of her battered front door. 

“Good morning,” says Ludo. 

Letting the door bang on its hinge, the woman takes a step down, her small face shadowed by an oversized yellow satin hair bonnet. “Haven’t decided if the morning’s any good, as yet.”

Ludo says amiably, “I hope your house came through the rain with no damage? Your street corner is badly flooded.”

“House came through alright. She always does.” The woman studies him. 

“Of course,” he says. He looks back at Big’s. 

“You helping at Big’s?” 

“No, no, they have the situation under control,” he says diplomatically. 

“Those two,” she sniffs. “You can’t never believe them when they say they’re alright. If you’re a friend of theirs, you better help.”

He nods. He would like to offer a hand, but that has always been his problem—according to his mother, his ex-lovers, and his fellow workers, he helps people because he wants everyone to like him. He has never understood why that is such a bad quality, especially considering his current job is entirely about “making it work”—it being the locations list for this medium-budget coproduction. He will make the locations work by photographing and confirming them. He will set up the filming permits, and then his control freak of a boss, Chief Locations Manager Amy, will be happy when she arrives in New Orleans next week.  

Frowning at the flooded intersection, he takes a last picture of the bar’s worn white-painted walls, framing the shot so the roof damage isn’t too obvious. 

“I am working on a film called Bar Snacks.” He winces a little whenever he says the working title. Hopefully, the title will be replaced with something more inspired when the movie is released, but truly, that is not his problem. He is a lowly temporary employee of a contractor. 

Big’s is the perfect bar, but the roof is going to be a huge problem. Also, the woman bartender seems to dislike him. Why? He was nothing but polite. Ali Williams seems a good man, but the sister is grumpy. So curvy and annoyed, and even her name is interesting to pronounce and repeat, Mica—no, this is not relevant, obviously not. He sighs. 
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