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For all y’all at Bienville Hall.

Crunch Mooney, Breathe Fire.

* * *
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Full acknowledgments and notes may be found at the end of the story.
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NEW ORLEANS, 1994

Nathan took one look at the naked woman’s ass, inexplicably draped at the top of a shiny silver slide, and fled right back out the door of Big Daddy’s onto the crowded brick sidewalk of Bourbon Street. 

“Hey!” Peter caught his arm before he could get more than a few steps. “You promised!” 

Peter’s three friends had already disappeared inside, which wasn’t surprising. They were all more than a little drunk, and like Peter, they hadn’t been especially discerning when they were sober. Peter’s multicolored Hawaiian shirt was practically a manifestation of the strip club’s over-the-top aesthetic. 

Just as Nathan’s plain white button-down—far too warm for the humid night—was a manifestation of...something. Anxiety? He’d been on edge since Peter had laid out his plans for the evening, caught himself tugging on his hair over and over, that nervous habit that appeared when he was out of his comfort zone. His cowlick was probably sticking up in the back already, helped along by the steamy air. 

He needed a break before he actually ripped his hair out.

“I promised to come with you and your friends to New Orleans,” he said, plastering on a fake smile. “And you promised we’d go places with music, not”—he gestured at the club’s doorway, or more precisely above the club’s doorway, where a pair of plastic mannequin’s legs were moving in and out in a creepy simulation of sex—“whatever the fuck this is.”

“They have music. The girls dance to it. Dude, you can’t come to the Big Easy and not go to titty bars.” Peter’s eyes were wide and bulgy, and not a little glassy. Probably from the Hurricanes he’d sucked down at the last place he’d said they couldn’t not go to. “It’s your last chance to do this shit, man. Once you leave college, spring breaks are over forever.”

Thank fuck for that. “Sorry, I draw the line at butt-on-a-slide.”

Peter turned to look through the club door at the clearly visible ass. “What’s wrong with it? I like a good juicy—”

Nathan interrupted before that horrifying sentence could reach its end. “Didn’t you promise Mom a T-shirt?” He cast his eyes frantically around the crowded street, finally landing on the wide-open doors of the souvenir shop across the way. “I think she’d like that one, don’t you?” He pointed vaguely, hoping Peter cared as little as expected. 

Fortunately, Drunk Peter was even more predictable than Sober Peter. “You want me to go shopping? Now?” He dragged out the word shopping the way their asshole deadbeat father always had, as if going to a store was a fate worse than death. Yet another sign that Peter had learned all the wrong lessons from their childhood.

“No, you go enjoy the juicy...” Nathan gave Peter a slap on the back, propelling him back toward the slide and its improbably draped human butt. Or no, wait, now that he looked closer it was an angled mirror reflecting a woman who was on... Was it a table? From what he could see, she hadn’t moved once during their conversation. How much did that poor girl get paid to have her barely G-stringed ass displayed to the whole damn street? Probably not enough. Did she just lie there all night? “You go do your thing. Make sure you tip, and don't be a dick. I’ll take care of Mom’s shirt. And Grandma, too.” How many relatives did they have that he could feasibly ply with souvenirs? “I’ll get two things for each of them, and then you can pick one to be from you. Then you won’t have to shop at all.” And Mom might actually like her shirt.

Peter frowned but then nodded in bleary gratitude. “Thanks, man. I fucking hate shopping.”

“What are brothers for?” Nathan gave Peter another shove toward the hypnotic plastic feet. “I’ll meet you guys out here when you’re done.”

With a final confused shake of his head, Peter disappeared into the red-lit interior of Big Daddy’s, and Nathan heaved a sigh of relief. Though the next moment, he wished he hadn’t. The aroma of Bourbon Street had not been mentioned in the tourist guides he’d paged through on the trip down, and he could understand why—it was indescribable, in the worst of all possible ways. A muddy melange of booze, weed, and river water, with a piquant underlying hint of vomit.

But at least he was free of Peter’s idea of a good time. And hell, he might as well do what he’d promised and take care of the shopping, even though Peter was drunk enough he’d probably forget their entire conversation. Probably wouldn’t even miss Nathan once the lap dance portion of the evening had begun—another experience that Nathan really, really didn’t want to share with the younger brother he’d once taught to ride a bike.

He had faith Peter would grow out of it eventually, remember the lessons of their mother more than the vague memory of their deadbeat dad. He just wished it would happen sooner.

He wove his way through the cheerfully drunk crowds of college students toward the shop across the street, a brightly lit beacon of merchandise. The carved wooden sign out front had a stylized logo of a cheerful crawfish lounging in a stewpot under the words Bouquet Garni in a lavish script. In the window were an array of funky, bright T-shirts, a few of which said Spring Break 1994, and none of which had naked breasts as part of the design. Which was already a step up from the other stores they’d passed tonight.

There was a literal step up to get into the store, too, and once inside, Nathan felt like he’d stepped into another world entirely, though the music and hubbub of Bourbon Street was still going on behind him. The shop was narrow and deep and clean, most of its space taken up by cubbies and long central tables of neatly folded T-shirts. One wall held a display of cookbooks and CDs, and another had shelves of mugs and other tchotchkes. A hand-lettered sign over a basket of jumbled fabric proclaimed Mardi Gras Shirts 75% Off! 

A few spring break revelers were wandering around the edges, giggling and stumbling, but other than that, the shop felt breathtakingly normal, and Nathan moved deeper into the shop, which thankfully smelled more like cajun spice than stale puke. Now that he was farther from the door, he could hear music coming from discreet speakers, fiddles and drums and a man singing in French.

“Are you lost?” The voice was friendly and sweet, with a laugh tucked inside it, and when he turned, his first impression was glasses. Big funky horn-rimmed glasses with a pair of wide hazel eyes behind them. 

He blinked, unable to look away. “Why would I be lost?”

The eyes crinkled in a smile. “Most guys ditch the button-downs for spring break. I thought maybe you missed a left turn at Albuquerque.” The woman had mousy medium-brown hair pulled back with a headband and freckled cheeks barely dusted with makeup; she was wearing a nametag with the shop’s crawfish logo and the name Jennifer printed on it. “Or is there a really poorly timed physicist convention in town? They have a seminar on slide rules?”

“I wish,” he said fervently, surprised into a laugh. “No, my brother dragged me here. He’s off—” He waved vaguely at the door. “With the feet and the...feet.”

Jennifer nodded sagely. “Big Daddy's gets the spring breakers every time.” She tilted her head. “Not you?”

She reached out toward him, and for a moment he thought she was going to touch his cheek, but instead she tucked something in his breast pocket. He frowned downward but her fingers had already moved away.

“Don’t mind me,” she said. “Part of my job is making sure everyone who walks in that door has a business card in their pocket when they walk out. That way when you sober up in the morning you know where you saw the best shirts in town. Nobody wants to buy when they’re out partying.” Jennifer grinned, pink lip gloss shining under the bright track lighting. She was a few inches shorter than him and curvy under her T-shirt—one of the spring break designs from the window. 

“I’m not drunk,” Nathan said. He’d had one drink earlier—he wasn’t a total stiff—but part of being a big brother was, well, being the big brother. Even now he had half an eye on the street outside, watching for Peter to spill back out of Big Daddy’s having traded most of his cash for blue balls and a future hangover.

“I noticed.” She took a step back and started to fold a shirt that someone had carelessly tossed across a table. “But it’s still my sacred duty, the card thing. Is there something I can help you find?”

“Probably.” He glanced around at the merchandise. “Though I guess what I really need is recommendations. A place to go next.” Chances were Peter wouldn’t have enough brain left to even remember the rest of his planned itinerary. Thank god.

She nodded. “Well, if you want the classics, probably Café Lafitte. They’re the oldest gay bar in the Quarter, and—”

“Whoa!” Nathan laughed. “I’m not gay.”

She gave him a sidelong glance. “You just said Big Daddy’s wasn’t your thing.”

“It’s not. I—” He sighed. “I’m straight. I’m just...private. And not into the butt-on-a-slide thing.”

Her eyebrows went up and her voice went down. “You don’t like butts?” She leaned over the table to grab another shirt in need of folding.

“Not when I have to wonder if they’re happy to be there. I like consensual butts, attached to...” He cleared his throat, managing not to ogle Jennifer’s ass, which was not at all naked but had stretched her jeans nicely when she’d bent over the table. Definite curves. “Anyhow, I was thinking more where we could go for music.”

“That narrows it down not at all,” she said. “There’s dozens of music places just in the Quarter. Any particular kind of music?” She held up a finger, then scurried over to the door, where a few giggling co-eds had just entered. Nathan watched her as she smiled and handed them each a business card. No pocket-tucking, he noted. She laughed with the women for a moment, pointing off down the street, then returned to Nathan’s back-of-store haven as the newcomers departed.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





