
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Author’s Note

The stories contained in this volume represent numerous time periods and locales. Some of the ideas in them are no longer considered appropriate, but were true to their time and place.
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Last Stop: Storyville
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There were few things Jimmy Arceneaux liked more than having his girlfriend, Cindy, touch his hair. 

He said as much while Cindy braided his shiny black locks as they sat under the Mardi Gras oak at Tulane University, where Jimmy was in his first year of pre-med. Jimmy’s hair hung just past his shoulder blades; he’d been growing it since his first day of high school, when he informed his hairdresser mother that he didn’t want a haircut for school that year. The agreement was that as long as he took care of it, that was fine. The end result was that Jimmy’s hair was the envy of just about every woman he met.

Jimmy stayed with his great aunt, Julie, who lived in a camelback shotgun house around the corner from campus. She was out of town, and the only company Jimmy had just then were her two cats, Teddy and Timmy. “They’re sweet cats, but not good at keeping their end of the conversation.”

Cindy promptly invited him to dinner that evening.

“I’ll catch the streetcar and come on over,” he said. 

The Landrys lived just off of Rampart on St. Philips Street. It was an easy trip on the streetcar; he would have to walk a couple of blocks past the usual dive bars and tourist voodoo shops, but that was the French Quarter these days in a nutshell.

Jimmy tapped on the Landrys’ door, hoping he didn’t look too sloppy. Jeans and sneakers were okay for goofing off on a summer’s day, but maybe not for dinner. He also hoped that the summer heat hadn’t left him smelling bad.

Cindy, wearing a flowered blouse and jeans, answered the door and gave her boyfriend a kiss.  “I can’t wait for you to meet the family!”.

“I probably should have dressed up more.” Jimmy looked down at the floor.

“Don’t be silly. They’ll love you.”

Cindy kept up a running chatter as she showed Jimmy around the house. Her father, Jack, had just put the salad bowl on the table, but stopped and shook the newcomer’s hand. Jack looked Jimmy up and down over the rims of his glasses.

“We’ve heard a lot about you, son. It’s nice to meet you at last.”

“My pleasure, sir. Truly.”

Helene Landry followed with a big dish of jambalaya. Like Cindy, she was blonde and petite.

“My daughter didn’t tell me her new fellow was so handsome. Please take this, would you? I’ll get the lemonade.” She handed the serving dish to Jimmy, and he placed it in the center of the table.

Dinner conversation was easy and light, which was a relief. After the meal, Jimmy insisted on helping with the dishes.

“All I have to do is load the dishwasher.”

“A good guest helps clean up.”

Helene and Jack exchanged a look; it was clear that they were impressed.

After visiting for another hour or so, Jimmy took his leave.

“It’s time I head back home. Thank you for dinner, and the great conversation. It was a real pleasure to meet all of you.” Jimmy hugged Helene and shook Jack’s hand, kissing Cindy on the cheek before showing himself out.

The clear skies had turned rainy while he was inside, as happened more days than not in New Orleans. Rather than walking over to Canal Street, Jimmy decided to take the Rampart Street line and connect to the St. Charles line from there to go home. He walked up to Armstrong Park and got on the red streetcar, number 13 emblazoned on the front disc. Settling into the mahogany seat, he realized how tired he was. It would be good to get home and get some sleep.

☙❧

He jerked awake when the driver announced “Last stop, Basin Street.” He let himself out of the green streetcar and shook his head. Everything looked different; none of the Canal Street hotels were lit up. He wiped his eyes and looked around, trying to get his bearings.

A voice came from the nearby alleyway. “Hey, Injun boy. You might want to get back of town where you belong.”

The next thing Jimmy heard was the snick of an opening switchblade knife. Out of the alley between a couple of one-room shanties came two men who had clearly had too much to drink. Their pants were held up by suspenders, and they seemed to be wearing long johns. What on earth was going on?

“I’m not Indian, I’m Cajun,” Jimmy replied.

“Even worse,” said the man who held the knife. “You need to get your coonass self back to the swamp.”

A third man grabbed Jimmy from behind and pushed him down on his knees in the dust.

Dust? It was raining just minutes ago. Why was the ground dry? 

“I’ll call the police.” Jimmy looked up at them, his eyes hard.

“Police? Here? That’s a laugh. Tom Anderson’s got them all in his pocket, and he don’t like Injuns or Cajuns or coloreds hangin’ around — unless the colored fella is playin’ the pian-y in one of the parlor houses. And you don’t look like no whorehouse pian-y player, neither. You look like an Injun to me, with that braid goin’ down your back.”

Whorehouses?

“I think this Injun needs to be scalped,” the second man said, taking a swig from a flask. He grabbed Jimmy’s braid and held it up. “What do you fellers think?”

Please, God, don’t let them kill me. He jutted his chin out, determined not to let them see his fear.

“Well, I reckon we can help him look decent by givin’ him a haircut,” the man with the knife sneered. “You hold him still.”

Two of the men held Jimmy while he tried struggling to his feet. They pushed him back to the ground. In seconds, Jimmy’s braid was thrown down in front of him, raising a puff of dust.

“Now get back to where you belong,” the third man said, shoving him toward Rampart Street. He picked up the braid and said “Reckon this’ll make a nice fob for my Sunday watch chain,” and they all walked away, laughing and patting each other on the back.

“Are they gone?” A young woman stood in the door of one of the cabins. She wore nothing but a one-piece undergarment and a pair of flat shoes. She looked a little like Cindy, blonde and petite, but careworn.

“Yes, they are.”

“You’re lucky that they didn’t do more to you than just haircuttin’. The men who come around here aren’t the nice ones who go to Josie Arlington’s to hear Professor Jellyroll Morton play piano, if you catch my meaning.”

“I’m Jimmy Arceneaux,” he said, offering a hand to her. “And you are?”

“Lucy. Just ... Lucy.”  She took his hand. “Come on in here. It ain’t much, but you can at least brush your clothes off and I can maybe fix what they done to your hair. I used to cut my daddy’s and my brothers’ hair when I still lived at home.”

Jimmy entered Lucy’s cabin, just one room with a bed, a pitcher and ewer in a stand, a table and a chair. An oil lamp on the table was the only light. A faded calico dress hung on a wall peg. His jaw dropped. Where were the electrical outlets?  Where was the bathroom?

“What’s the matter, Jimmy Arceneaux? Ain’t you never seen a whore’s crib before?”

“What year is it?” Jimmy asked.

“Are you sure they didn’t hit you in the head or somethin’? It’s 1916.”

Lucy pulled a carpet bag from under the bed and rummaged around until she pulled out a comb and a pair of scissors.

“Have a seat,” she said. “You’ll want to take off that fancy shirt or there’ll be hair all over it. We’ll worry about the knees of your pants later.”

Jimmy took off his shirt and Lucy hung it on the peg next to her dress. 

“You’re a beautiful woman,” he said. “Why ...”

“Never you mind why. Let’s just say that I need to eat, same as anyone else.”

She combed and cut, swaths of dark hair landing on the floor and on Jimmy’s shoulders. He was pretty sure his hair was going to be shorter than he wanted. Hell, with the braid gone he had to do something. Still, it felt just as good when Lucy touched his hair as when Cindy did it ... and it would grow.

“You’re a nice-lookin’ fella yourself,” Lucy said as she trimmed the hair around his ears. “Don’t know why you had your hair like that.”

She looked at him again, hard. “How old are you?”

“I’m 19, ma’am. I go to Tulane University, studying to be a doctor.”

“Boy, you surely are on the wrong side of the tracks, ain’t you? What the hell brought you to Storyville?”

Jimmy had no answer.

“Well, anyway, you’ll pass in decent society again.” 

Lucy pulled a little mirror out of her bag and handed it to Jimmy. He hadn’t realized until that moment, with his hair cut short, how much he looked like his favorite uncle.

“Thank you, Lucy.” Jimmy brushed ineffectively at the knees of his pants, but the dust and dirt were ground in. “I need to be going.”

“No, sir, you do not. Take off them pants and I’ll brush them later. Then, as long as you’ve got your pants off, you might as well come on over and get your two bits’ worth from me ...”

“I’ve never ...”

“Been with a whore?”

“No, ma’am. Been with a woman.” Jimmy could feel the heat creeping up his neck and ears.

“Lay off that ma’am nonsense. I’m just Lucy, hear? And take off them pants. I won’t even charge you the quarter; I ain’t never had the chance to teach a pretty boy like you. You wash yourself in that basin; the blue stuff in there’s disinfectant. Then you come on over to this bed.”

Jimmy fell asleep after surrendering his virginity. He was embarrassed when he woke up and found Lucy sketching him. Still, he craned his neck.

“You can see when I’m done.” She took a few more minutes to complete her drawing and then turned the pad around to show him.

“Lord-a-mercy.” She’d captured his cheekbones and slender nose perfectly, his hair mussed as he slept with an arm under the pillow. “You sure made me look like an uncle of mine.”

“He must be one helluva handsome man,” she laughed.

“The ladies always seem to think so,” Jimmy smiled. Then he turned serious. “Look, Lucy, you’ve got talent. That’s a beautiful drawing. Haven’t you ever thought about making a living from your art?”

“In case you ain’t noticed, jobs are few and far between right now,” she replied. “That’s exactly why I came here in the first place. Thought I could get me a job drawing for the Times or something. That didn’t exactly turn out. I ran out of money, and I had to leave the boarding house. I wasn’t pretty enough for one of the fancy houses, but I can rent me one of these cribs from Tom Anderson for twenty-five cents a day. All that takes is one trick, so anything else is gravy.”

“How much is rent at the boarding house,” Jimmy asked

“Five dollars a week.”

Jimmy got out of bed and pulled on his pants. He took his wallet out of the back pocket and pulled out some bills, which he put on the table without even considering whether they’d be any good in 1916. Then, he put on his shirt and shoes.

“Here’s eight weeks’ rent, Lucy. Get out of this life.”

He walked out the door with just one backward glance. Lucy stood in the door, a sad expression on her pretty face as Jimmy caught the green Canal Street streetcar. He took it as far as Common, where he switched to the St. Charles line and went home.

☙❧ 

Jimmy awoke in the attic bedroom of Tante Julie’s house, shaking his head as though it would loosen memories of that peculiar dream. He thought Cindy would get a laugh out of it.

​He padded down the hall to the bathroom, splashed some water onto his face, and looked up into the mirror. His hair was cut short, a trifle uneven ... as though someone with no training had taken the shears to his black locks.

His shocked cursing awoke the cats.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Yellowjack and the River Man
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Fever Dreams

New Orleans

1844

Alcide Devereaux had no idea what day it was. He lay under the mosquito barre, tossing and turning. Sometimes he slept, but his dreams were passing strange.

The day he vomited brown, Alcide sent the entire household out to the plantation and tacked the yellow card on the door of their Rampart Street home himself. He left the plank out over the gutter so the undertakers could get his body out.

Yellow Jack. Bronze John.

No matter what they called it, Alcide had it. He was sure he’d join his beloved Evangeline soon. She’d died giving birth to Victoire, their four-year-old spitfire of a daughter. At least she would be well cared for by her grandmother, Jeannette Devereaux and, eventually, her older siblings.

To prevent infection in the house to which his family would return, Alcide removed himself to the garçonniere where he’d lived as a young man. The narrow, iron-framed bed creaked as he squirmed, sweat pouring from his fever-stricken body. The chamber pot was barely used except to catch his vomit.

He’d given up wearing anything but a linen night shirt, and lay atop the moss-filled mattress with only a sheet beneath him. Bedclothes were tossed on the floor at the foot; the weight of even the lightest quilt was unbearable.

Alcide was, in a word, waiting to die.

The universe, however, had different plans.

☙❧ 

Marie Laveau had passed so many houses with yellow tags on the door that she no longer paid them any mind. The writing was irrelevant; she couldn’t read. Besides, the color of the card told her everything she needed to know; someone inside was dying of yellow fever.

Still, seeing a card on the Devereaux house drew her up short. There wasn’t a person of color in the Quarter who didn’t know about Michie Alcide’s work on their behalf. In fact, there were no small number who had gone North with his help, some with forged free papers or new identities that allowed them to pass.

Marie was one of the few who knew what they called the steamboat pilot turned lawyer on the Underground Railroad: River Man.

Marie knew the latch would be open; eventually, undertakers had to get the bodies out of fever houses. So, she wasn’t shy about opening the door. She’d gone to the house many times to fix Madame Evangeline’s hair before the poor woman passed, and knew her way around.

Both the men’s and the women’s side of the house were empty, so she went out to the courtyard. The stove in the cookhouse was still warm, although the fire was almost out. There was a stack of good wood to stoke it, should the need arise, but there was no one in the yard.

A low moan issued from another little outbuilding; Marie didn’t hesitate to walk in.

Might have known there’d be a garçonniere. Works good as a plague house, too.

She pushed the mosquito barre aside, and didn’t even bat an eye. Neither Alcide’s near-nudity nor the stench of the sickroom were a deterrent.

“Michie Alcide, it’s me, Mam’zelle Marie. I imagine you don’t know me right now, but you will.”

She went back out to the cookhouse and put some tinder and kindling in the stove to get the fire going again. Water pulled from the covered well proved fresh and clear, with no bugs in it. Marie put a kettle on to boil and added more wood to the fire. Rifling through the cook’s cabinet gave her grains to make a thin gruel.

Back into the house to search the men’s armoires for a clean nightshirt and the shaving things. 

Eventually he’ll want them and best he not have to walk far. 

She also pulled a few washcloths from a stack on the stand and took the pitcher, bowl and soap with her when she went back to the garçonniere.

Pulling scissors from her basket, she cut the nightshirt away from Alcide’s body. She found sheets in a cabinet and changed the one beneath him as deftly as a hospital nurse. Sheet, shirt, and chamber pot contents were disposed of in the outhouse and covered with quicklime from a nearby bucket.

Marie poured some of the warm water from the kettle into the china pitcher on her second trip to the cook house, and mixed some more of it with the grain in a smaller pan. By the time she was done washing down Alcide’s pale, muscular form, it was ready to eat. She carried a gourd and wooden spoon with her into the room.

“Michie Devereaux, I’m going to help you sit up.” She positioned pillows against the bedframe.

Alcide stared blankly at the copper-skinned woman with her seven-pointed tignon.

“Yellow Jack,” he gasped. “Go!”

“No, Michie Alcide. I’m here to help you.”

She was surprisingly strong, and Alcide greatly weakened. Marie slid him up the clean sheet to a seated position and fed him the gruel tiny spoonfuls at a time.

“You tell me if you need to make sick and we’ll stop.”

Somehow, everything stayed down.

“Maybe we should call a doctor.” Alcide could barely speak.

“And let them fill you with that calomel poison? Michie Devereaux, that mess kills more people than it cures. Anyway, I think you may be through the worst of it. We’ll see. But your skin and eyes aren’t yellow, so that’s something. Now put on this clean nightshirt and lie down. You need to keep this quilt over you, too.”

Alcide obeyed without hesitation. Once he was under the covers, Marie promised him the she or one of her children would be by to check on him every few hours.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because, River Man, you been good to my people. I am not afraid of Michie Bronze John, but we are all afraid of what might happen if we lose Michie Alcide Devereaux.”

Marie was true to her word, and before long Alcide felt better, if still weak. Eventually he wrote to his family and asked them to come home.

On that same day, he asked Marie to cut his hair and help him shave. Though she usually only did ladies’ hair, she agreed.

“Do you know anything about dreams, Mam’zelle Marie,” he asked as she snipped at his black locks.

“Some.”

“I kept dreaming that Evangeline was next to me in bed, except her hair was brown and short like a man’s. She was with child and I could see my hand touching her belly ... only it didn’t look like my hand. It had on a heavy gold ring covering a tattoo. I knew we were in New Orleans, but it wasn’t this house. And I knew she was having a hard time with her pregnancy but that she’d make it. I dreamt it over and over; it was like I was looking through someone else’s eyes.”

“How did you feel when you dreamed that?”

Alcide considered for a while before answering. “I felt satisfied.”

“Then I think it was a good dream, Michie Alcide. A dream about future days.”

Marie cleaned up the hair-cutting things and put them away. Alcide pressed several bank notes into the voodoo queen’s hand and wouldn’t take “no” for an answer.

The River Man

Vacherie

April 1863

Alcide Devereaux rubbed the grizzled stubble on his chin. He mentally apologized to Evangeline; she’d always preferred him clean-shaven. Even though she’d been gone for more than twenty years, Alcide still kept his face smooth, regardless of the fashion.

There was only one exception. At 57 years of age, Alcide still worked as a conductor; when there was a delivery to make, he avoided his razor for several days in advance. His craggy, unshaven face, greying dark hair, and a ragged old hat with a red turkey feather proclaimed him an aging riverboat tough. The strip of black-dyed fabric tied around his shirt-sleeve declared him a man in mourning.

Alcide had worn a band of black around his hard-muscled arm since the day Evangeline died giving birth to Victoire, their youngest of five living children.

At 23 years of age, Victoire managed the Devereaux sugar plantation. With men dead left and right, including her eldest brother Henri, Victoire’s prospects for marriage were few.

Henri’s death still rankled. None of the Blacks on the Devereaux place were slaves anymore; Alcide had freed them himself. Henri and his valet, a free-born man named Guillaume, were shot out on the River Road by a gang of poor whites who wanted their mounts.

When Alcide’s famous black horses were recognized by the sheriff, he was more than happy to press charges. Then, he stood quietly and watched his son’s murderers hanged for the lesser crime of horse theft and wondered at the strangeness of the world. He could never have foreseen people going to war over the right to own other human beings.

It was for that reason that he took up his role with the Underground Railroad again. He’d given it up when Henri was born, content to stay home with his family.

Now his first-born and his wife were both gone. The Railroad was all that gave him purpose. Alcide spent several days restoring his old, false-bottomed wagon. He bought a raw-boned sorrel jack mule he called Bill, and filled the wagon bed with all kinds of junk. With the ragged clothes he wore, and his scruffy appearance, even long-time friends would be hard-pressed to recognize the elegant Creole widower beneath the raggedy tinker.
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