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GIN AND GAMBLIN’


In the early spring of 1955, money sprang up from the ground for those who knew where to dig. Lively music commingled with cheerful chatter and cigarette smoke in the sprawling antebellum plantation home called Twin Cedars. The tables were hot and the beer was cold at Rudolf’s illegal gambling house, which was reeling in more money than his family’s cotton crops ever did. Six nights a week, the eight-bedroom gaming station in St. Bernard Parish, Louisiana, was open for business. Locals fluttered in, most of them from New Orleans. The allure of chance and fast times attracted blue bloods steeped in old money and pretenders who didn’t belong. Odds were always with the house. Only fools bet otherwise.


It was nearly half past midnight when Ivory “Bones” Arcineaux’s winning streak turned on him like a woman he’d done wrong. He’d had his heart set on breaking the bank when he stepped through the door in a dapper white tuxedo jacket and a fistful of money. Before Bones knew it, the wheels of misfortune relieved him of his wishful wad along with any chance of draining the bank. Nearly empty pockets relieved him of any hope to break even.


“Blackjack dammit!” Bones cursed, saliva gathering at the corners of his mouth. He tossed his fifth shot of gin down the back of his throat then wiped his sweaty forehead with a silk handkerchief from his breast pocket. “I’m goddamned due for a goddamned blackjack! Dealer, you ain’t worth a two-bit hooker and a dry hump!” Bones yelped, shaking his finger at the card shuffler. Despite how badly the gambler wanted to believe he was entitled to the Twin Cedars brand of entertainment, he wasn’t.


“Hey, pal,” a man’s voice whispered sternly. “Take it down a notch.”


“Get lost!” Bones snarled before discovering the bouncer with the soft voice was twice his size.


Two hundred and fifty pounds of muscle grimaced irritably. “That’s it, pal, I warned you!”


“Oh, oh… hold on now,” Bones grunted repentantly. He stumbled from the table with both hands raised then scooted out onto the broad cement veranda fearing a sound thumping. At age twenty-three, Bones didn’t appreciate the thought of getting reprimanded like an unruly child. Embarrassed to the point of making a stupid move, he clenched his teeth. “You wouldn’t be doing this if I had a silver spoon hanging out of my ass,” he griped. The bouncer looked through him as if his words didn’t warrant a response.


After a fleeting thought to pick a fight sailed past, Bones sneered at the gargantuan man as he casually strolled back inside the mansion. “If you wasn’t such a big hairy ape, I’d give you a run for your money,” Bones ranted hastily, once his adversary was gone. “And if you wasn’t…” he began to say, until something odd beckoned him to take notice. Bones witnessed a black man in a red valet jacket, the same man who’d been casing the joint through the window, sliding in and out of parked cars on the side lawn. While he didn’t consider a black valet with unlimited access to the white customers’ automobiles all that unusual, the way he went about it was. Bones studied him, rambling through one glove box after the next. He didn’t seem to be taking anything. Instead, the valet appeared to be jotting notes on a small tablet. “Hey, you! Hey! What gives, Slick?” Bones inquired with a healthy dose of suspicion. He was surprised when the black man, about his age, looked up nervously then gazed back with a blank expression. “Hey, come over here,” Bones ordered. “Come on, I ain’t gonna make trouble for you.”


The lanky, dark-skinned man huffed as if bothered by Bones’s demand as much as by his presence. “Yessuh,” the valet answered, obviously annoyed by the interruption. Reluctantly, he sauntered closer to the elevated cement porch, pushing the small tablet he’d been scribbling on into his back pocket. After sizing up the dapper fellow on the veranda, the valet was sure of a few things right off. One, the bossy white man swaying on that porch was drunk. Two, he didn’t try to conceal his suspicions of foul play. And three, his attempt at bullying the Negro failed miserably. While staring at Bones without trepidation, the car attendant’s eyes wandered over him vigilantly. Bones’s pasty skin and rusty red hair had the valet pondering a thought he dared not voice, just in case his assumptions were wrong. The gambler’s outfit was stylishly tailored and his two-tone shoes appeared to be handmade. However, in the pale moonlight, the valet couldn’t conclude with any degree of certainty whether the man who’d stopped him from carrying on with his business at hand was colored and passing for white or a white man with the worst head of cantankerous hair in Louisiana. Before he could mull it over any further, the wind seemed to howl out loud.


Suddenly, the nearby bushes rustled. The white man on the veranda staggered to the edge of it and peered out into the distance. His bloodshot eyes widened when he couldn’t believe what they saw. “Oh, man, it’s a raid!” he griped, then dove into the back of a brand-new turquoise Chevrolet convertible. “Grab baits, the jig is up!” Bones shouted. When a swarm of dark-suited federal agents ascended on the mansion like ants at a church picnic, he slouched down on the bench seat to hide. “Are you lame in the head, man? Git to gittin’ so we don’t get pinched with the rest of these suckers.”


“Sounds good to me,” the valet answered back. He swiftly leapt into the driver’s seat, snatched a set of keys from the sun visor, and nervously started up the engine. As the government agents cast a dragnet to snare the houseguests, the colored man mashed down the gas pedal. The fancy car kicked gravel in every direction. Clouds of thick dust rose into the night air as the whitewall tires spun furiously. Within seconds, that flashy convertible glided across the neatly manicured lawn like it was skating on ice. Agents hollered and sputtered when the car fishtailed, heading toward the back of the estate.


“Git gone, boy! Git gone!” Bones cheered. “Whoo-hoo!”


Bones’s getaway driver dodged a bevy of police cars moving in to surround the parking lot. He sped through the back pasture and onto a farm road, praying the lawmen were too busy rounding up Rudolph’s high-toned crowd to chase down a nobody Negro and his liquored-up passenger. When it appeared the coast was clear, the rattled wheelman flicked a wicked glance over his right shoulder. His heart pounded like a deep bass drum while the man in the backseat cackled riotously.


“Hey!” the driver yelled. “I’m glad one of us thinks almost getting nabbed is a hoot. Seeing as how this here was your idea, you mind telling me where we going?”


Bones eased back against the leather upholstery to catch his breath. “Huh? Oh, home, James,” he replied with a hearty yawn. “Make a left at the next fork and then keep on the back roads for about six miles. When you come to the bayou, take the bridge toward town. Wake me up when we hit Canal Street.”


Studying the rearview mirror, the valet frowned angrily. “That rusty-headed skinflint sure do bark out orders like a white man,” he said under his breath. “I’ll grant him that.”


For three miles, the brand-new convertible floated along the dusty unpaved pathway. Dense fog began to rise from the marsh as the Chevrolet rounded the bend. The colored man stopped the automobile to survey a crusty patch of southern Louisiana he hadn’t set eyes on before. He raised himself up to sit on the top of the front bench seat. Herds of mossy trees cast a canopy over the road, stifling their path. Other than the high-beam lights shining straight ahead, pitch-blackness seemed to be closing in. Bullfrogs bellowed in the distance. Crickets chirped insistently. The scene was eerily unnerving, even for a backwoods country boy. When the driver considered turning the automobile around, he glanced at the passenger, who was asleep, stretched out, and snoring like a three-hundred-pound baritone. “I can’t see up ahead through this swamp gas, mistah,” he admitted wearily. “This can’t be the way you told me and I can’t hardly make out the road or nothing.”


“Stop bothering me now,” Bones mumbled slovenly. “Just keep straight and make a left. Hurry up. Be quick about it. I’m hungry and…” he added before falling off to sleep again.


The valet shook his head. His eyes darted back and forth across the field of uncertainty stretched out in front of him. “This some bullshit,” he smarted back, “got me out here in the middle of nowhere. I’d be a might better off going to jail.” He grunted and huffed, easing his skinny butt back down into the front seat. “Hell, I might as well go on up yonder another mile or so, but you got to wake up, mistah. Mistah?” he called out again, only to be answered by another chorus of snores and snorts.


Against his better judgment, the colored driver followed Bones’s instructions to the letter. He kept on up the road then took the first left he came to. It wasn’t long before he realized that was his second mistake; agreeing to go along with the irritating gambler was the first. “Ohhh, mistah? Missstaaah!” he yelled, clutching the steering wheel with both hands as the shiny convertible sailed off a wooden embankment. The Chevrolet splashed nosefirst into a shallow pond.


Bones slammed against the floorboard with a powerful thud. His eyes flew open wildly. He craned his neck to peek over the rise of the back passenger-side door. “What’s the matter with you?” he complained irritably. “You done wrecked this fine classy car, and we ain’t even close to Canal Street.”


“Sorry I tore up your car, mistah,” the driver apologized halfheartedly.


“This wasn’t none of my car,” Bones quickly informed him.


“Good, ’cause I wasn’t really sorry.”


Bones panned the area cautiously. “You could’ve kept it dry, though.”


The black man casually untied his shoes then began to roll up his pant legs. “Oomph, tell me something I don’t know. You was the one who talked us both right into the middle of the damned swamp. It was you who got us dumped waist-deep in gator piss.”


“Yeah, but it was me who got us both out of those feds’ mitts, too, remember that?” Bones fussed.


“Yep, I do, and that’s why I’m willing to let it pass. Seeing as how I ain’t locked up in no parish jail tonight coupled with the simple fact that this here ain’t none of my damned expensive anchor parked in the water, I’m in a frame of mind to call it even.”


Bones shot a stinging glare at him before the man’s audacity forced a smile onto his thin lips. “Huh! Call it even?” he bellowed. “You’re some kind of different pal, some kind of different, indeed.”


“We’d better get out of this tuna can,” the valet reasoned as he balled up his red jacket and flung it farther out into the water. He sighed when he heard it splash.


Finding it a peculiar way to shed his uniform, Bones questioned, “What’d you do that for?”


“To distract the alligators whilst I make a run for it,” he answered, dipping one leg into the pond. “They’s out there and they’s onto us by now.”


After Bones watched his chauffeur’s quick jaunt toward the shore, he gulped then pulled a black long-barreled pistol from his belt. “Hey, fella, wait up!” Bones pleaded anxiously. “I’m allergic to alligators.”


Both men tramped down the dirt farm road en route to New Orleans and away from the stalled Chevy. Bones didn’t happen to see any bayou wildlife to speak of, but that didn’t stop him from following closely behind this headstrong Negro he was growing fond of. “Hey, fella, what’s your handle?”


“My which?”


“What’s your name?” Bones cackled.


“Name’s Hampton Bynote,” he answered rapidly with a tinge of French dripping from his tongue when he said it.


“A tough guy like you must have a street handle,” Bones concluded. “So, what do they call you?”


“They call me who I am. Hampton Bynote,” he answered again, failing to understand why he had been asked the same question twice.


“Okay, Hampton. That last name of yours, how you spell it, case I want to look you up later?”


“B-y-n-o-t-e. They say that there t near the end is silent.”


“They’re right,” the white man agreed. “That there t don’t say nothing at all. Where you from, Hampton Bynote? Wait, let me guess. Tremé, Backatown, Marigny?” Bones mentioned three of the four major neighborhoods where most blacks had settled in New Orleans.


Confused by his companion’s compulsion to chitchat, Hampton cut his eyes sharply. “ ’Round about Newberry,” he offered cautiously.


Bones’s smile returned when he heard that. He was familiar with the small farming community about fifteen miles west of town. “Yeah, I knew they grew tall cane in Newberry, but now I see they raise high-minded jigs with a keen sense of swagger, too.” He hadn’t noticed that Hampton was carrying two fists then. “Ahh, that’s it. Swagger, that suits you down to that t that don’t make a peep,” Bones announced with a great deal of pride. “My friend Swagger. How’d that sound to you?”


Hampton continued his lengthy stride in damp trousers, broken-in leather shoes, and squishy cotton socks. “How’d you feel about this jig thumping you down to the dirt?” he answered sharply.


“I’m sorry, I meant no offense. I thought we’re friends or at least on the mend,” Bones said, smooth and regretfullike. “What you say we forget it and let bygones be bygones?”


“Don’t matter to me. I don’t plan on setting eyes on you no more after tonight. I’m done with you, mistah. Ever since you called on me, feels like I stepped in quicksand.”


“No, no, don’t say that, Swagger. No way,” Bones fussed. “I found you and I’m keeping you, as a friend, I mean. There’s a ton of money to be made in Nawlins. I’m all but certain that my know-how put together with the tablet in your back pocket can help fetch us a pile of it.”


“All but certain, huh?” Hampton questioned. “I ain’t been all but certain about a damned thing since you dove into the back of that Chevy and started sparking loud for me to burn out of that lot. Only thing I do know is some kind of different fits you like a pair of broke-in shoes.”


“Who, me?” said Bones, shrugging his narrow shoulders. “No, I’m as regular as rain. Ivory’s the name, Ivory Arcineaux.”


Hampton eyed the man curiously then smirked. “I knew a fella once with the same name. What, a tough guy like you got no street handle?” he chided, using the same reasoning thrown at him earlier.


“Bones,” he said quickly, as if being quizzed. “People who know me best call me Bones.”


“Bones, now that suits you right fine.” Hampton nodded assuredly because of the man’s fair complexion. “Answer this for me, Bones. See, something I’ve been figuring on hadn’t added up since the minute you hollered down at me from that veranda back at Twin Cedars.”


Bones grinned knowingly. “Go ahead, shoot.”


Hampton stopped on a dime. “Like I was saying, I’ve been stuck on it so I hope you don’t take no offense. Can’t say I ever seen many men quite such as yourself. My question being… is you colored or is you white, ’cause I can’t rightly factor out either account.”


With a thorough appreciation for Hampton’s unabridged candor, Bones laughed before answering. “Swagger, the honest truth is, I’ve always found myself caught somewhere between the two.”


Considering the man’s answer carefully, Hampton nodded again, only slower than before. “Well, ain’t that something, you and me got the same problem,” he replied, guessing how the man’s unusual complexion must have drawn considerable unwarranted attention his way as well. Hampton extended his hand to seal their acquaintance. “I don’t like people trying to tie me down to what they think I ought to be, neither. Glad to know you, Bones. Glad to know you.”


Bones gripped Hampton’s palm then quickly dipped into a moneymaking proposition. “All right then, it’s like this. We hit a few of those spots you have written down in that book of yours before they get sprung from the clink in the morning. We split everything down the middle, minus my expenses, of course.”


Hampton had no idea what expenses were, but it sounded close enough to even so he agreed with a heavy disclaimer. “It’s a deal, but just in case you all breath and britches I’ma need you to hear me clear. If you ever crawfish on a caper we pull together, white man or not, it’s gonna get real gritty between us.”


Bones swallowed hard. He understood how deadly serious the Negro was so he took him at his word. “All right, and you can expect the same in return. Agreed?”


“Yeah, agreed.”
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BAYOU BLUES


The morning sun peeked over the Mississippi River when Bones pulled his car onto the soft shoulder of the dirt road leading back to the Twin Cedars Casino. He didn’t have to explain why it wouldn’t bode well to be seen giving a black man a lift in his car that early in the morning. Besides, Bones was aptly concerned about being publicly connected to his new protégé in the presence of other white people, on general principle, not to mention their unlawful business association. After he and Hampton had robbed three of the homes on the list using the car registrations he’d gathered the night before, Bones yearned for a familiar bed to crawl into with his share of their score, plus expenses, of course. Hampton agreed to take his cut in loose cash and silk handkerchiefs he’d stumbled on during the second heist. Bones had no problem with fencing the lion’s share of their loot with a number of shady pawnshop owners near the French Quarter. Since Hampton wasn’t allowed to transact that sort of business with the unscrupulous white men dealing in fencing stolen goods, he didn’t care how much money his new partner received for his bag of diamond rings and assorted fancy jewelry. Cash in hand was his perfect idea of a sure thing. He waved good-bye to Bones with a wad of folding money. In one night, Hampton came into enough of it for two months’ rent if he had half a mind to sit on it awhile. However, a swollen knot of greenbacks had a way of burning a hole in his pocket.


Hampton climbed into his secondhand jalopy parked at the rear of the mansion. He stretched his long arms then yawned toward the sky. Bones left a trail of dust down the winding road toward the city. Hampton frowned, wishing he was headed that way as well. The one thing stopping him was the phone call he’d received from his sister, Pearl Lee, demanding he make his way out to see her as soon as he was able. There was something she had to tell him, something that needed to be said in person. Hampton pulled onto the same road Bones traveled along, only he was driving off in the opposite direction to a place he despised almost as much as he cherished it, the Delacroix Plantation he once called home.


During the fifteen-mile drive along the scenic Terrebonne Bayou road, Hampton’s mind traveled back in time to an era when his entire family shared a one-room shack and his life was in an incomparable and continual state of bliss. He felt good about seeing his folks when racing along the bayou. Hordes of mighty oak and moss trees lined the waterway where he’d spent countless hours swimming as a rambunctious child. Before learning that his father had been crushed to death in a sugar mill accident, Hampton imagined running just as wild as the Terrebonne. As a twelve-year-old youth, suddenly fatherless and alarmingly fearless, he couldn’t manage to sit still for the time it took to catch his breath. In the midst of a difficult time deep in the tumultuous South, his mother’s unrivaled love kept a roof over his head. A brutal attack at the hands of the only white man he ever truly respected kept Hampton’s chest swelled with hate. Like a moth drawn to a flame, he often returned to visit his family and to a constant reminder why he had to leave them when he did.


Hampton maneuvered his rusty old blue clunker down a farm road separating mountainous two-story homes with monumental columns, extending from the ground upward of forty feet, supporting vast sprawling roofs and broad piazzas surrounding the entire second floor. He hadn’t once taken the time to notice the magnificent splendor along the corridor of mansions because, although a mere stone’s throw from the former slave village where he’d lived for most of his life, they weren’t ever a part of his world. Palatial homes, black servants, and wealthy white landowners lording over them wasn’t nearly as picturesque from the inside looking out. The Delacroix estate wasn’t any exception.


Hampton always got a knot in the pit of his stomach when he soared over the wooden bayou bridge leading to the five-hundred-acre plantation where Spanish moss draped over trees nearest the water, flowers bloomed in the gardens of the eight-room mansion, and calm winds sighed ever so gently. The scenery changed severely as Hampton traveled a quarter mile past the main house. Rows of old one-room shacks in poor condition greeted him. Then unrelenting poverty turned a blind eye.


Hampton pulled behind a large cargo truck with an assortment of household furnishings tied onto it. Suddenly, the truck began to roll back toward him. Hampton leaned on the horn. “Hey, man, watch it!” he yelled from the driver’s-side window. He wiped his brow when the truck jerked forward, then he squinted at the dust-covered license plate. “South Carolina?” Hampton mouthed quietly. “Oomph, they must be lost.” Hampton drove onto the grass beside the monstrous vehicle loaded with stained mattresses, bed frames, end tables, and chairs stacked nearly one story high. The driver was a colored man who appeared to have fallen asleep at the controls. A small child sat on his lap wrestling with the steering wheel. He didn’t pay any attention to the man parked on the lawn. The boy was too busy pretending. “Hey, mistah!” Hampton yelled, hoping to wake the older man too tired to keep his eyes open. “Hey! You lost? Hey!”


Eventually, the truck driver shook off the sleep he’d longed for in order to investigate what all the noise was about. “Yeah, what is it?” he shouted back.


Hampton crawled out of his car then walked to the front of the truck. A closer look revealed that the narrow-faced man had not only packed everything his family owned, he’d loaded up the family, too. It appeared that the man had uprooted his wife and four children, all the shade of coffee beans and flat worn-out from their journey. “Seems to me you’s lost,” Hampton told him. “You’s a might far from South Carolina, too. Take a wrong turn?”


The fellow shot a cautious stare at the young man standing near everything he held dear. He noted Hampton seemed to have an easy way about him, but his clothes were meant to be worn within the city limits. “What makes you think I’m misguided?”


“Well, most folk who pick up and haul down here from the Carolinas are usually bound for Nawlins. That’s another dozen miles or so.” Hampton almost smiled when the little boy on his papa’s lap sneered at him with his tongue poking out. “Nice youngun you got there.”


“Don’t mind him, he don’t cotton to strangers much,” answered the father.


After considering how he might have felt after being on the road for days on end, a bright smile burst through Hampton’s lips. “Can’t say I blame him,” he admitted. “I’d be glad to point you back to the main road if you like.”


The older man’s face softened for the first time following a bit of Louisiana hospitality. “Much obliged, but this here is where we’s headed. We come down to work the sugarcane crops. We heard tell there was free room and board at that. I got this letter from a man named Trotter Delacroix saying we’s welcome to sharecrop as long as we want.” He flashed a wrinkled handbill to authenticate his claims.


Because of what Hampton knew about the sharecropping institution, he took pity on the man whose luck had obviously forsaken him. “Well, I’d debate you over the free room and board, but as you can see, there’s a heap of work to be had. I’m Hampton Bynote. My people stay on the back row nearest the big house. When you get settled, ask around for Toussaint Baptiste, he’ll give the lowdown. You can trust his word.” Hampton deliberated over coming right out and telling him that he’d probably be better off heading the other way. A truck overloaded with desperation and six mouths to feed convinced Hampton to keep his two cents to himself. He couldn’t know the things that family had left behind, but it was obvious that hope wasn’t one of them.


“Much obliged, Hampton,” the family man told him. “It’ll be good seeing you around. Name’s Buck Ravenell.” Before he’d given Hampton a chance to tell him how unlikely that would be, Buck cranked the motor and rubbed his boy on the crown of his head, then he casually started on his way.


Moments later, Hampton pulled off the dirt road in front of his mother’s cottage and tried to relate to Buck’s handful of responsibilities. The knot in his belly tightened when he realized it was despair he saw on the man’s face. He was resolved never to wear the same expression on his. Hampton kept that in mind while dealing with his own immediate concern, an urgent summons from his older sister, Pearl Lee.


Before climbing the wooden steps to the front door, Hampton rubbed his stomach. The anxious knot was still there, only now surrounded by a powerful hunger for the grits and pork sausage he knew would be awaiting him. The bowed planks creaked as he landed on the raised porch sitting atop a wooden frame hammered into the ground. “Come on in, Hamp,” his sister’s voice beckoned from the inside.


Hampton turned the rusty metal knob then pushed the door open. “How’d you know it was me?” he asked with a labored smile.


“It couldn’t be nobody but you driving that loud jalopy out there,” she answered. Her beautiful eleven-month-old daughter squirmed restlessly to be put down.


“See what you done?” Pearl Lee snickered. “Odessa loves your dirty drawers. Go on to him then, ungrateful child.” Pearl Lee, twenty-four years old and married for more than three of them, was taller than the average woman with a rich complexion the color of molasses. Thick wild hair ran halfway down her back. She wasn’t all that particular about styling it because of the work she did in the plantation’s washhouse. Heat, sweat, and humidity fought mightily against any hairdo she did manage. Ultimately, it proved futile to fight back, so Pearl Lee quit trying altogether. Her eyes were big, brown, and set close together. Her lips were full and perfectly shaped. There was nothing pretty about Pearl Lee independently but everything came together nicely, making her an oddly attractive woman. “See if you can get her to eat, Hamp,” she said, gesturing at him with a carefree flip of her hand.


“Sure, I’ll give it a try.” Hampton held out his arms when the baby took one calculated step and then another. “Heyyy, Odessa. Come on over here with Uncle Hamp. How long she been wobbling around like this, Pearl Lee?”


“Near about two weeks, but you’d know better if you was to come by more often,” she quipped.


“I come by enough to know who this child’s favorite uncle is.”


“Because you’re her only one. Now hold her a spell. She’s been fussy since…” she started to say then held her tongue. “Just try to put something in her mouth that don’t get spat out.” Pearl Lee wrung her hands together nervously.


Hampton caught the tip of her thought but waited until she was ready to come out with the rest of it. “That sounds good to me. Is there enough grub for the feeder, too?” he asked, sniffing the air.


Pearl Lee glided to the right side of the front room where the wood-burning stove, sink, and kitchen table were situated in a cramped space. She reached above the stovetop to get a plate covered with wax paper. “Now tell me, have you ever come around not expecting to shove your face in some of my good cooking? If this don’t get it, I made groceries so there’s plenty to be put on.”


The plate she slid on the table was stacked high with scrambled eggs, grits, and sausage patties. Hampton grinned. Odessa grabbed a handful of eggs, stuffed them in his mouth then did likewise to her own. “Pearl Lee, this child is a mind reader. She must have picked it up from Toussaint’s side of the family.” Hampton’s brother-in-law came from a long line of fortune-tellers, voodoo priests, and charmisses. Although he never claimed to possess spiritual powers himself, it was widely believed that Toussaint’s gift was charming the ladies. “To speak of, where is that slick husband of yours?”


“Trotter Delacroix come by this morning asking all the men over to the sugar mill. Said something about fixing a new filter or strainer or something ’nother he bought.”


“Hmmm, fixing it? I thought you said it was new.”


“Uh-uh, those was Trotter’s words.”


Hampton forked sausage into his mouth then chewed on it awhile. “Maybe it’s just new to him,” he reasoned. “He’s the one man I know who’ll spend a thousand dollars on a fine automobile and less on secondhand tools that put his workers in harm’s way.” Hampton didn’t care for the plantation owner’s son. He despised the fact that Trotter tried to bed Pearl Lee when they were younger. He actually meant to beat every ounce of the lust out of the white boy once. Hampton figured the sound trouncing must’ve taken hold because he hadn’t seen Trotter making eyes at his sister since. But it was like Pearl Lee said, Hampton would have known better had he come by more often.


Pearl Lee thought it necessary to share what she’d been holding back and the reason she’d begged him to make the trip. “Hamp, I thought you ought to know that Mama’s been sickly lately. She hadn’t rested enough to serve this morning. I didn’t know how to tell you, but it’s awful bad.” Rayletta, Hampton’s mother, had served breakfast to the Delacroix household just about every day since she was sixteen. She was very proud of it and often made a fuss when anyone suggested she take a day off.


“She ain’t at the big house?” Hampton asked as his chest swelled with anxiety. Since wild horses couldn’t keep Rayletta from looking after the head family’s meals, he reasoned she had something stronger than wild horses holding her down. “Where is she?”


“Still at home in bed, I expect.” Hampton sat the baby on the floor then leapt from his chair. “Don’t get riled up,” Pearl Lee said to calm him down. “I checked already. She was asleep.” Watching her brother deal with their mother’s unexpected illness was just as painful as it was for her. Because Hampton had no wife or children, Rayletta was the most important thing on earth.


Hampton fought off several nasty accusations all crowding his throat. Panicked flames of emotion danced in his eyes. “How long you known?”


“Hamp, I didn’t stumble on it until the other day when I found a pill bottle from one of those colored city doctors in her stocking drawer. I called and talked to this lady over there who told me that sort of medicine was for soothing terrible pains. I saw Mama hunched over a few days before that, but she told me it was just something she ate.” Pearl Lee didn’t know what cancer was or how to explain that it was eating at her mother’s intestines.


Hampton paced the worn and uneven floor with his head bowed. “Why didn’t she just call on Toussaint’s great-aunt, Madame Baptiste? She took care of our ailings since I can remember.”


What Pearl Lee had to offer next took the most to say. “Uh-uh. Can’t no medicine woman voodoo priestess revile Mama’s sickness. It’s deep down in her gut. Mr. Delacroix carried her over to Nawlins hisself. He sat in the colored waiting room half the day until the test came in.”


“Delacroix? That devil did what?” Hampton couldn’t believe his ears. “I can’t see him sitting in no doctor’s wait room, much less a colored one.”


“You know how him and Mama was close when they come up together. Grandpapa was friends with the Mister’s daddy just like you and Trotter used to be. Our families have been together since the beginning of Broussard Parish.”


“Yeah, them in that big house and us in these matchboxes,” he argued.


“Matters not what you think about my home. I’m happy here. I was born here and I’m gonna die here like our daddy did and his before him.”


“Well, that might suit you, but it ain’t near about good enough for me.” Hampton was breathing fire. His mother was prescribed pills to curb her pain. He had just been reminded that his family was still living the slightest cut above slavery. Fire within his chest stoked when someone knocked at the door. “If that’s Trotter Delacroix doubling back to catch you alone, so help me I’ll kill him on the spot!” Hampton raced to the door and flung it open. There was a teenage girl standing there with an armful of books. He eyed her long plaid skirt and two-tone saddle shoes.


“Sorry to bother y’all,” the shaken girl said, rocking back on her heels. “I’m here to study with Pearl Lee.”


Hampton stepped aside to let the young lady pass. He shrugged his shoulders at Pearl Lee as if to ask for an explanation. His sister marched over to welcome her pupil inside. “This is Magnolia. She’s down here to work from Virginia, a place called Prince Edward County, what’s like a parish.” His peculiar leer begged for additional information as he focused on the girl’s books. “They decided to close school up there for a while, so Magnolia’s catching up on her learning.”


“She look a touch too old for book studying,” Hampton challenged. “How long they close them schools up there, anyhow?”


Pearl Lee looked at Magnolia for an answer. “Shoot, girl, I don’t know everything.”


“Since 1953,” Magnolia replied in a timid voice. “They ain’t, I mean they haven’t, had schooling for colored children going on two years now. When I heard Pearl Lee taught others to read, I figured she could help me do better, too.”


Hampton didn’t know what to believe then. “You saying a whole parish cut out learning for colored children all that time?” Magnolia nodded shamefully that it was true.


“Yes, sir.” She reasoned that the national news about her hometown had somehow skipped the Newberry Gazette.


“Don’t waste your sirs on him,” said Pearl Lee. “That’s just my li’l brother, Hampton.”


“Pleased to meet you, Hampton,” Magnolia offered in a coy schoolgirl manner that had something else lurking behind it. That embarrassed Hampton. She didn’t have the wherewithal to be carrying on like she knew what she was doing.


“Yeah, nice meeting you, uhhh…?” Just that quickly he’d forgotten her name.


“Magnolia,” she replied cheerfully. “Holiday, like the famous singer.”


Hampton cut his eyes at Pearl Lee then back at her youthful pupil. “Like Billie Holiday? I don’t see no resemblance. Y’all do whatever. Pearl Lee, I’ma be over at Mama’s. I’ve got to try and sort this out.”
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SECRETS TO KEEP


Unwittingly, Hampton slammed the door behind him. He was frustrated and unsettled. Other than an occasional head cold, his mother was as healthy as a horse. The mere thought of her being ill to the point of seeking conventional health care from an authentic doctor floored him. Roots, herbs, voodoo charms, and prayers from the local Catholic priest had served as sufficient remedies up until then. As if that wasn’t enough to cast credible fears, Mr. Ransom Delacroix having taken the day off to personally drive Rayletta into town suggested she was near death or worse.


Hampton opened the door and called out for his mother. When she didn’t answer, concern devoured him. “Mama! You here, Mama?” he hollered again, his heart racing. Hampton was beginning to feel light-headed until he saw a new pantyhose wrapper sitting on top of the trash pile in the metal pail by the old wooden table in the kitchen. Immediately, he rushed to the large washtub sitting beside the stove and looked into it. There was a single drinking glass and a small saucer with crumbs from a piece of pound cake. Hampton didn’t have to speculate on what all of it meant. He was sure as the sun was shining, his mother had gotten dressed, drunk her customary glass of milk, and eaten a slice of cake before climbing the grassy hill to serve someone else their breakfast.


Suddenly, the door flew open. Pearl Lee stood there with her hand over her heart. “I heard you shouting,” she bellowed, scared to ask what all of his fussing was about but feeling compelled to nonetheless. “Where’s Mama?” she whispered, much softer now. Pearl Lee barely heard the words she’d given life. Hampton didn’t reply. Instead, he stared right through her before heading out the door. “Where you going, Hamp?” Pearl Lee begged, recognizing that hauntingly blank expression saddled on his face.


“Move now,” he barked, shoving his sister aside. “That man’s got my mama working in that house of his and you saying she’s been sick as all get out.”


“What you gonna do, Hampton?” she squealed desperately.


Magnolia eased behind her tutor after watching their awkward exchange. She watched Hampton’s powerful strides as he marched up the hill toward the enormous plantation house. “Where’s he off to?” she asked quietly.


Pearl Lee folded her arms across her full breasts and sighed heartily. “More than likely to get all of us into some big trouble,” Pearl Lee answered. “Come on. We got to find Toussaint.” The ladies skirted up the dirt road leading to the main warehouses used for housing a commissary and heavy machinery.


Hampton was huffing mad by the time he reached the top of the hill. As he approached the rear of the mansion, his brother-in-law came running through the tall grass a few hundred yards off. Toussaint’s voice was so faint in the distance that it had little effect on Hampton, who barreled through the back door. He stomped past several female servants catching a snack between chores in a room no bigger than a closet.


“Hey, boy, where you think you goin’?” fired one of the older women from the house staff. Mrs. Kittleston was over seventy years old. Her duties had dwindled to pouring coffee and juice in the main dining hall. However, she felt it her responsibility to save the young colored man from himself. Black men were never allowed in the big house, under any circumstances. The Mister didn’t want to be concerned with having colored men near his wife and daughters.


“Don’t go getting in my way, Mrs. Kittleston,” Hampton replied harshly. He searched the rooms frantically until overhearing familiar chatter emanating deeper within the vast dwelling. Hampton found Rayletta in her full working attire, doubled over in the dishwashing nook off the main kitchen. He noted her white stockings and black serving skirt, blouse, and apron. He paused to catch his breath when nothing he saw made a lick of sense. “Mama, what’s going on?”


Rayletta was so shocked to hear her son’s voice in that house, she popped straight up in the middle of the biggest laugh she’d had all month. “Hampton? Boy, what’s gotten into you? Ain’t no colored men supposed to be in here. You knowed that since—well, since forever.” Her wide eyes darted back and forth to Mr. Delacroix and her foolish man-child. Rayletta was only forty-five and usually very fit, but she had begun packing on pounds lately. There were also flickers of gray sprouting at her temples.


Hampton measured her sudden changes as if he hadn’t seen her in years. He had also heard what she said and the tone she’d used, but none of it registered. “Mama, I heard you was carried all the way to Nawlins to see a doctor, then I find you putting on for,” Hampton ranted before Rayletta’s pleading eyes warned him to stop talking altogether.


“Sorry M-m-missstaaah Ransom,” she stammered nervously, using the man’s first name as she did on occasion. “The boy’s just scared for me is all. He’ll be going now.”


“Hampton,” Ransom Delacroix said in a manner void of emotion. The Mister was a farmer, tall with spindly legs and a thickening trunk. For a man in his early fifties, he was still as tough as nails and twice as rigid when he felt the need to be. He stood three feet from Hampton in his faded blue jeans and cowboy boots, waiting on him to heed his mother’s advice. “She’s right, son, ain’t no colored men nor any other have a right to be in my house unless I say so.”


“See there, Hampton, all is forgiven,” said Rayletta. “I’m not as sick as I thought. I’m fine, really. Let’s talk about this outside.” The woman smiled sorely then began pushing her son toward the direction he came in, through the back door. “In all my life,” she screeched, “I ain’t never seen such a willful child.”


“I made twenty-two last year. I ain’t been a child in a long while, Mama,” argued Hampton as they passed by the colored cooks and dishwashers. Rayletta wasn’t in the mood to continue their argument. She drew back her hand and slapped the taste out of Hampton’s mouth.


“Don’t you ever disrespect me or Mistah Ransom like that again! You hear me?” she growled. “He’s been good to us, you and me. Don’t you forget that. You owe him at least the respect of not barging in his home uninvited.”


“I don’t owe the Mister a damned thing, Ma.” Before Hampton managed to finish his thought, Rayletta had gone across his face again with the back of the same hand as before.


“Lawd, please help me before I hurt this boy,” she cried, viewing Hampton’s actions as incorrigible and ungrateful. “Son, you got to learn.”


“She’s right about that, Hampton,” Toussaint agreed. He cut his eyes at Mr. Delacroix’s on the other side of the kitchen window. Toussaint had sprinted the distance of two football fields after getting word from his wife that Hampton was liable to start an uprising.


“Hell, naw, man. Let me be!” Hampton barked furiously. “I got to know what business my mama got bowing and shuffling with a doctor’s drugs running through her.”


Trotter Delacroix roared up in his pickup truck then slammed on the brakes. He hopped out and strutted to the rear entrance with a rifle in hand. He hadn’t seen black men that close to his house unless they were repairing it. The scene was extremely unnerving to him. “What’s going on?” he yapped, like a small dog pretending to be a much larger one. True to form, Trotter was playing the big shot. Next to his father, the spoiled young man couldn’t cast his own shadow.


Hampton forced Toussaint out of his way like he’d done to Pearl Lee. Her husband was stronger but she had him on the stubborn end by a long shot. “I know you’d better get that goddamned rifle out of my face if you don’t want it broke over your head,” Hampton grunted at Trotter. “I come to see about my ma, but now that I’m here, we can pick up that game of uncle we never got around to finishing.” Hampton grinned when it appeared that Trotter took the bait. He was prepared to hand his weapon to Toussaint. It had been four years since Hampton goaded the white boy his age into a bare-knuckled street fight then commenced to beat him to a pulp.


“Trotter!” his father yelled from the now raised window. “Get in here, and I mean right this minute!” Mr. Delacroix’s son was a handsome young man. At twenty-four, thin and fair-haired, he had become engulfed by the privileges provided by his family’s wealth. The Mister loved his son and once held a special place in his heart for Hampton as well. That lopsided game of uncle, and the excessive cuts and bruises Trotter endured, changed all that. “Hampton!” Mr. Delacroix yelled from the rear doorway. “You’re no longer welcome here. Rayletta, Toussaint, and Pearl Lee, they’s all abiding and can stay as long as they like, but you got to go!” Mr. Delacroix grabbed the gun from his son’s hands. His nostrils flared like an angry bull’s. “Don’t make me have to say it again or we’ll all be sorry.”


Hampton didn’t back up. The elder Delacroix was different from his son. He had the look of cold-blooded murder in his eyes. To save face alone, that white man would pull the trigger if the staunch Negro didn’t back down. Hampton was a lot of things but not the kind of man who’d suffer to have his own mother watch him get splattered all over the back porch.


“Go on now,” Rayletta said in a subdued tone. “You heard Mistah Ransom. This is his land. We all got to abide by what he say.” As Hampton passed her, Rayletta grabbed his arm. “What’s gotten into you? You just like your papa.”


“I remember when that used to mean something to you.” Hampton jerked his shirtsleeve away from her grasp. He was certainly out of line, but he’d concluded the way Rayletta stuck up for her boss was inexcusable. “And I can do without you choosing another man’s side over mine,” Hampton added bitterly. He took one step toward the cottages where his car was parked when a gunshot sounded off behind him. He glared at a puff of dust rising near his shoes. Having hunted with the Mister, Hampton was sure that the bullet didn’t miss him accidentally. He kept his feet planted while peering over his shoulder.


“If you ever treat your mama like that again, I’ll put one through that black heart of yours,” Delacroix promised him. “She’s too good for that, even from her own son.”


“Ransom!” a woman’s voice shouted in a way that gave him pause. It was the Mister’s wife, a pleasant woman with light-colored hair and attractive features. She was rarely seen outside the house unless she was entertaining on the veranda or going to town for department store shopping. She valued her alabaster complexion above most everything else, except for tall glasses of mint juleps on ice, spiked with an extra shot of brandy. The Louisiana sun had proven to be hell on both. The Missus gathered herself then stepped over the doorway threshold. “Enough, Ransom. That’s enough for today.” Like a trained puppy, he returned to the house without voicing a single utterance in opposition to her demand.


Hampton didn’t have to witness it to be assured that his mother’s eyes were cast toward the ground when Mrs. Jennifer Ann Delacroix was addressing her husband. He’d seen it countless times as a child. Some things would never change, Hampton thought, speeding from the plantation.


With that in mind, a strange idea picked at him. For just how long he couldn’t tell, but something stood between Mrs. Jennifer Ann, her husband, and Rayletta; something deeper than an occasional laugh in the dining hutch. Perhaps it was Mr. Delacroix’s personal interest in Rayletta’s health. Whatever the case, a disturbing predicament had reeled each of them in and hadn’t begun to let go. All three were snagged on the same fishhook, pretending not to notice the other two.


Toussaint paced furiously around the small living room area of his cottage. He’d seen his share of men fighting over everything from dirty looks to borrowed money and he didn’t care two ways about either. The episode he witnessed behind the big house had him stirring on the inside. He was at odds with the man he was and the one he knew he’d never amount to. Angry and envious, Toussaint understood why Hampton put his life at risk by standing up for the only woman worth turning his whole world upside down. Toussaint was admittedly jealous because of his own lack of selfless admonition. Hampton was made in his father’s image, Toussaint was cut from a thinner cloth altogether.


Pearl Lee sat at the table with Magnolia. They attempted to continue with the young woman’s studies of state capitals, but Toussaint’s excessive stomping made that impossible. “Toussaint!” Pearl Lee shouted finally. “We can’t get nothing done over here as long as you keep striding a path in the floor.”


“What else can I do, Pearl Lee? Your brother stood up to them Delacroix like we all should have been doing for years. He’s got some kind of fire, that Hampton. Maybe I shouldn’t have held him off of Trotter’s ass.”


“Toussaint Baptiste, if you don’t watch your mouth in front of this girl…” Pearl Lee protested.


“I’m eighteen,” Magnolia quickly asserted, her eyes locked onto Toussaint’s mouth. Pearl Lee’s husband was twenty-six, had an average build, a tanned complexion, soft Creole features with thick black wavy hair. He was easy to look at, all of him. “What Toussaint’s saying ain’t of no offense to me. I’ve heard a heap worse.”


Pearl Lee snapped back with her hands raised. “Well, that ain’t no excuse. You get back to your lesson.”


“I already know the capitals of mostly all the states in this book,” said Magnolia, like a child who wanted further into an adult conversation. “What I don’t know is why Hampton jumped up against a white man with a gun. Isn’t he scared of dying or nothing?”


“Hush, girl,” Pearl Lee warned. “Toussaint’s just making a racket over nothing when he ought to let it pass.”


The steam building up in his throat came hissing out. “You only saying that because I won’t go up against that jackleg agreement they been holding over us, if I had to.”


Magnolia’s mouth watered then. “Was it because of some agreement? Is that what got Hampton so mad?”


“I thought I told you to hush,” Pearl Lee insisted. She was wringing her hands again but had no idea how disturbing it looked. Magnolia knew that whatever agreement Toussaint complained of caused his wife just as much bother. “Hampton is just mule-headed. Ain’t no old plantation law got anything to do with it. Anyways, Magnolia ain’t from around here, Toussaint. She wouldn’t understand how things is done in Newberry.” She glared at her husband, strongly suggesting he shut his mouth about family business.


Toussaint grabbed his hat and hit the door when his chest tightened all by itself. He had to force his lips to do likewise. There was so much he wanted to say but thought better of it when faced with his wife’s pleading expression not to divulge a major strain affecting the life of everyone on the Delacroix Plantation and many other sharecroppers on surrounding farms. The wealthy landowners called it a gentleman’s agreement, an unwritten understanding instituted during slavery. Poor black servants called it an abomination before God and a declaration of hell on earth.
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WHISKEY AND WOMEN


Later that day, Hampton sat on the iron-frame bed in the room he rented on LaSalle Street. The apartment building was situated in Tremé, which was the oldest colored neighborhood in the country. A thriving black community north of the French Quarter, it was inhabited by skilled laborers with good jobs, teachers, physicians, and the like. There were other sections of town available to Hampton, but he liked the idea of being around Negro men and women who’d dreamt of being somebody and also had the kind of grit it took to chase down those dreams and nab them. Hampton often dreamt of buying a home and paying it off before the bank could come up with an excuse to take it back. It was just a dream but it was his.


After sleeping off a hard night of criminal activity with Bones and the subsequent physical reprimands from his mother, Hampton glanced at the circular windup alarm clock resting on the nightstand near the bedpost. It read 4:17 in the afternoon, and he couldn’t remember if he told Bones he’d meet up with him at half past four or at five o’clock. Too tired to think straight, he crawled back beneath the sheets. In what seemed like the blink of an eye, someone was banging on his door at five-thirty.


“Hey, wake the hell up in there!” a man’s deep voice bellowed from the hallway. “Someone’s on the phone for you. Sounds like a white fella.”


Hampton went to the door in his boxer shorts and not much else. “What?” he asked, opening the door. While rubbing one eye and focusing on the dark hallway with the other, Hampton didn’t see hide nor hair of the man with the heavy fists and the boom in his voice. His eyes found a small circular table in the alcove across from his room and a phone with the receiver off the hook. “Hello. Yeah, Bones, I just woke up. I’m dragging kinda slow. Uh-huh, that the place on North Peters Street and Canal? Okay, give me another hour. I got to get cleaned up. All right, I’ll meet you outside.”


Bones wanted to meet with Hampton to check his oil. Having recently formed an alliance, Bones needed to feel more comfortable with Hampton’s state of mind before cashing in on a few dreams he’d been carrying around in his pocket. Where Bones wanted to meet was a whites-only establishment in the toughest part of the Quarter near the Jax Brewery and the riverfront. Thugs often hung out by the park where the trees provided natural cover for shady deals they’d rather not make out in the open. On the sidewalk in front of the Montrose Moon Bar, Hampton looked over his teal blue sharkskin suit, one of two he’d purchased for special occasions. Saturday evening in the Crescent City was as good a time as any. Now that he expected money to blow in like a storm, he decided to dress like a man who didn’t mind that kind of rain falling down on his head.


“Now, that’s a suit,” Bones hailed. He exited the social club with a long unlit cigar hanging from his mouth. He wore a very stylish jacket, hand tailored in a soft shade of blue. His black lace-up pointed-toe shoes shined like glass. “You’re late as hell, Swagger, and right on time. Good to see you.”


“What’s so damned good about it?” Hampton growled. He hadn’t completely gotten over the trip he made to Newberry. The odds were stacked against him shaking it off anytime soon.


Bones cocked his head suspiciously. “Hold on a minute. Let me knot my laces. Damned things won’t keep hold. Too much wax is my guess.” Hampton frowned while the white man put his right shoe on a raised step next to an alleyway.


“What’s eating you?” Bones asked. “Where’s that Newberry grit and country wit from last night?”


Hampton didn’t answer right away. He had a bit of oil checking to do on his end, too. Sure, breaking into homes and taking what valuables they could make off with was one thing. Trusting Bones with his personal issues, that was something altogether different.


“All right, Swagger, go on ahead and keep it to yourself, then,” Bones teased. “I’ll bet there’s a girl involved. When a man gets that big of a crook in his face, it’s always behind a woman.” The surprised expression Hampton put on confirmed Bones’s theory. “Is there anything else you don’t want to talk about?”


“Naw, I’m open for pret’ near anything else, like where I can get some grub close by. And I don’t want to shuffle to nobody’s back door for it, neither.” Hampton made that proclamation to inform his partner of his disinterest in second-class citizenship, as long as he could help it.


Initially, Bones stared at the black man like he was trying to figure out something, then he burst out laughing. “I don’t blame you, Swagger. Not at all. Back doors are meant for breaking into and sneaking out of.” When Bones walked past his sporty Cadillac parked at the curb, Hampton hesitated.


“What’s wrong with taking your wheels? I took a cab hurrying to get here.”


“I thought we’d see some sights, plus I don’t like everyone I deal with to know what I drive.” While that was partly true, Bones still had reservations about white people seeing him chauffeuring around a black man. Friendships worthwhile came hard, but challenging old traditions and prejudices was even harder.


They walked in a westward direction along North Peters Street, looking at the pretty girls while rehashing the jobs they’d pulled the night before. Hampton was appreciative of the additional two hundred dollars Bones gave him after fencing some of the fancy items they’d snatched. Bones kicked in the extra money for another reason he wouldn’t readily share with his partner in crime, not unless he had to. Until all of their cards were on the table and nothing but the truth stood between them, lies and secrets remained. Each one had plenty of both.


After traveling a few blocks, Bones pulled on Hampton’s jacket at the Canal Street streetcar stop. Hampton was confused. “What we stalling here for?”


“The next lady in red.” Hampton hadn’t heard the term before so he peered to the left then to the right for women dressed in varying shades of crimson. When the streetcar pulled up and then idled for them to step on, Bones chuckled. “And here she is now, on time and fine as wine. Get on her, Swagger, before she leaves us standing here holding our tally whackers.” Again, Hampton missed the metaphor entirely. Bones laughed. He took a seat near the streetcar conductor, two rows from the front, in the white section. His black companion held the leather strap, feeling awkward about bucking Jim Crow laws forbidding him to sit there. “Rest easy and take a load off, Swagger,” Bones suggested. “Ain’t nothing gonna happen whilst you’re with me.” His words came out even and steadily, like a dare he knew Hampton would gnaw on.
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