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         ‘Gothic, deliriously dreamlike and beautifully written’

Joseph Olshan
         


         


             


         


         ‘Sugar = money = power = religion: A wonderful, connected chain of events and people, captured with an extraordinary sense of magic. This book keeps you on your toes and begging for more’

Tim Gosling
         


         


             


         


         ‘Ingenious, interesting, poetic’

Fay Weldon
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         ‘Lois Walden’s One More Stop reminds you how to live again. How to make love, how to feel pain and joy and be a woman … amazing’

Miriam Margolyes
         


         


             


         


         ‘A stunning piece of literary fiction’

Diva
         


         


             


         


         ‘In One More Stop, Lois Walden introduces you to a friend you do not want to lose. By turns hilarious, aggressive and touching, Loli Greene drags us in her wake as she crosses the US on a journey of self-discovery for her and for us. A terrific first novel’

Maria Aitkin
         


         


             


         


         ‘Funny and fierce and passionate … a remarkable first novel’

Rebecca Gilman
         


         


             


         


         ‘Just the kind of book I like: quirky with characters that leap off the page’

Jenn Ashworth
         


         


             


         


         ‘A perfect example of pithy, punchy 21st-century fiction’

Rose Collis
         


         


             


         


         ‘In her brilliant first novel, Lois Walden demonstrates a sharp eye, a mordant pen and an empathy for those women who sometimes find themselves on the edge of society’ Gillian Freeman
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            AFTERWORLD


         


         Where are we? We are in the place before thought, before you were you, before you came into form. We created this place for you, for you and your family. I am your dreamer. You are my dream. I dreamed you into being. You are not in the image and likeness of me. You are very much you, whoever you are. I am but the beginning of you. All that has been, all that is … includes you. All of your ‘The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want’ is what you think I need to hear. I do not need to hear any of it. I am too busy dreaming you. You want to know how it works? How can I answer unanswerable questions?
         


         Rheta’s questions: ‘Why did I give away my son? Is he dead or alive?’ Doreen’s question: ‘Why do I drink?’ Doreen is here with us, still trying to get over her psychological stupor; years and years after her death … a difficult transition for her. Steven’s questions, which have everything to do with Doreen’s drinking: ‘Why boys? Why Theodore?’ Winston’s question: ‘Why did Charlotte have to die?’ How many times do I have to listen to that one? Melanie’s heartfelt question: ‘Why? Why my baby girl. Why did they take her so soon?’ Understandable. Then there is Charlotte. Charlotte. Melanie’s daughter, Winston’s wife, Charlotte, who has been driving me crazy with her moods and never-ending questions: ‘Why can’t we fly like the peregrine falcons? Why can’t we be like the cypress trees? Why, why, why?’ Do not ask me. I haven’t the faintest idea. Finally, there is Theodore and his questions: ‘What do I want? Will I ever be content?’ Who is content in any world?
         


         There are so many individuals, dead and alive, seeking answers. I have better things to do with my time than answer every single one of their questions, thoughts and prayers. Have I made myself clear?


         Let me explain. When I created you, and I did create you, I dreamed you into form. My dream was your awakening. I chose your family, chose your fate, gave you the life that you call ‘my life’. When you call it ‘my life’, it is as if you believe there is some personal purpose to your residency on earth. Your ego is my greatest frustration. If only you understood that I dreamed you up in the first place, maybe you would be less resistant during those final moments when I am finished dreaming you. So what if you no longer exist? If you did not exist in the first place, why should it matter? Why wouldn’t you want to time travel on your iridescent silver thread back into ‘My Kingdom’, as you put it, which sounds a bit grandiose, but you need to call it ‘A Kingdom’ and I cannot stop you from calling it that, can I?
         


         Imagine my frustration? ‘Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.’ There is no heaven! There is no hell! And Purgatory is the most peculiar notion you have ever invented; a purification process for all who have sinned? There is simply not enough time to purify each and every soul who aspires to achieve the holiness necessary to enter the joy of some imagined heaven. Sometimes, I wish we had never started this experiment. I could stop dreaming, but that wouldn’t be any fun. I like the drama, too.
         


         The Duvaliers are but one example of my infinite manifestations. When I came to the end of my dreaming Charlotte, she was relieved. She thanked me. She travelled on her silver thread without any resistance whatsoever. She left Theodore; her beautiful infant boy. The family wept, they moaned, they asked so many questions of me, I wondered if I had misunderstood the directive. Charlotte asked nothing. She knew it was the end of my dreaming her. She understood it was an even trade. I do not understand why Charlotte has been so petulant since she arrived. After all, it was she who was so anxious to get out in the first place.


         I hope Lily awakens soon. Maybe she can help with Charlotte, talk some sense into the girl. When she was alive, Lily never asked anything of me. Never. She never complained about her marriage to Carter. What a mess that was. I wonder which world has got a hold of him? I am delighted he is not here.
         


         I seldom know when I will awaken, when I will call you home to be with me, when it will be your time to leave. There will come a mysterious moment when I have no choice but to dream you back into life, only to wonder when we will be together again.


         
         


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            RHETA B.


         


         Fourteen. I was fourteen years old when Minister Cleveland had his way with me. When it comes to bein’ taken down by your minister in The House of The Lord, who you gonna tell? Nobody. You don’t say nothin’ to no one. You let yourself swell up like a hot-air party balloon; ankles swell, fingers swell, bosoms swell, until everyone around you realizes you are swollen with child. Such shame don’t come free. You pay. And the minister, he don’t pay a penny for what’s happened behind his altar. He don’t even know that this future bastard is his child. He’s too busy sleepin’ with the female population in his congregation to consider whether or not this bastard is his bastard. Pardon me for saying so, but his dick has been in just about every woman’s hole in the Church of Heavenly Saints. Heaven help all the bastards seeded by Minister Cleveland.


         Cleveland Alexander was born on a wet spring day in May of nineteen hundred and fifty-four. Baton Rouge clinic was a haven for fallen women. They greeted me with open arms. They didn’t care whether I was black, white, red or yellow. No one asked me who was the father of my child. I was one of many black, unmarried women who walked through those green wooden doors.


         When my water broke, which took me by complete surprise, they drugged me. When I woke up, they put Cleveland Alexander in my arms. He was smaller than a white rabbit, cuter than a Kewpie doll. His hands were two-toned; the inside milky white, the outside chocolate brown. I remember his smell; syrup, maple; sweet sweet sweet. Nobody visited. My mother wanted to visit, but my daddy wouldn’t allow it. It was when I gave birth to Cleveland Alexander that my daddy made a hard and fast decision to disown me. Nothin’ quite like bein’ disowned; no place to go, no one to call on the telephone, no one to help me through the most important decision of my wicked life.
         


         ‘Why me?’ I asked myself. ‘How do I deal with this helpless infant, who the good Lord has placed under my watchful eye?’ Soon after his birth, I put Cleveland Alexander up for adoption. Never went back home. Never saw my daddy again. Spoke to my mama once or twice on the telephone. But, I never saw her kind eyes again. There are some disappointments that break your heart. That was the biggest disappointment of ’em all. One misstep in an unforgivin’ direction forever changed my life. But, was it not for that one misstep, I might never have known the other child I call my own: Theodore Faulkner Duvalier.
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         Mr Steven Duvalier is a gentleman. Did you ever see the movie Gone with the Wind? Mr Duvalier looks like the Mr Ashley character: slim, quiet, easy on the eyes; a good man with a sweet heart. When I look at him, I see a deep wound; an enormous ache that he can’t shake. His brother has the same kind of ache. I understand his brother’s ache; what with his wife, Charlotte, dyin’ so young.
         


         Mr Steven Duvalier’s wife, Doreen, was a strong-willed woman with a mean-ass temper. When she screamed, the sugar-cane lost its sweetness. I mean, you could hear her bitterness resoundin’ throughout the sugar-cane fields for miles and miles. I don’t like a hot temper. Reminds me of my daddy. And I don’t need to be reminded of him, especially by someone who is my employer.


         When you clean houses, you want to feel confident. If you don’t get any praise, you don’t feel like you’ve done the right kind of a job. That’s how I felt when I worked at Mr Steven and Miss Doreen’s house; like I was walkin’ on eggshells. One misstep and the whole damn job would crack apart and I’d be out the door, on my ass, with egg on my pretty little face. What would I do then? Now I know the answer. Clean. I can cook and I can clean. There’ll always be a job for me. Have to keep remindin’ myself that things are goin’ to work out. ‘Things are goin’ to work out’. I will land on my two feet. I can clean. I don’t mind gettin’ my hands dirty. I can be of service to those folks who don’t know the first thing about pickin’ up after themselves. I pick up for them.
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         Every evenin’ I anxiously waited for Mr Steven to come home from work. His calm presence quieted down Miss Doreen. She was a handful. But, from the moment he walked through the front door, she was a very different person; on her best behaviour, almost a human bein’. Almost.


         When Miss Doreen drank her bourbon on the rocks, which was every single afternoon, she became another person altogether. At around four o’clock, she would kick off her shoes, sit in the recliner and ask me to bring her the bottle. I did what she asked. It seemed awful early to be gettin’ tight. Not to her. She wanted her liquor. Now! After a couple of bourbons she’d be hurlin’ insults at every corner of the room. Nobody was listenin’. Maybe there were things in that great room that never revealed themselves to me. She certainly had some deep-seeded resentments bubblin’ up inside of her. I’m tellin’ you. Those chintz curtains got quite an earful.


         Chewin’ ice. She had a talent for chewin’ large cubes of ice; like a cow chewin’ its cud on a hot afternoon. Never broke one tooth. Wonder what she was thinkin’ about while she chewed away her afternoons. Never chewed at night. Miss Doreen is no longer with us, rest her soul. Fortunately, long before she died, I was already workin’ for Mr Steven Duvalier’s brother, Mr Winston Duvalier. I didn’t have to watch Miss Doreen drink herself into the grave. Mercy comes in many ways; that timely change of employment is but one example of mercy’s watchful eye. I’m on loan. It’s permanent. Glad of it. Mr Steven knew the situation was dire at Mr Winston’s house. Mr Winston’s wife had passed away durin’ childbirth leavin’ Mr Winston with a five-year-old girl and a newborn baby boy. Charlotte Duvalier gave her young life so that Theodore Faulkner Duvalier could enter the world. That’s how Mr Winston saw it. He didn’t want anythin’ to do with Theodore. Whenever he looked at his son, he thought about his wife. Sugar-cane fire burned out of control in his heart. Even though he married two more times, he’d never forget her. Even though the child needed his father’s love, the father couldn’t give it, because he wouldn’t forgive his son for changin’ his imagined future into an unimaginable nightmare.
         


         Alice, Theodore’s big sister, was tickled pink to have a newborn baby brother. She loved him to pieces.
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         The Duvalier family has been in sugar for over a hundred years. Mr Steven, who runs the business now, ran the business with his father, Carter Duvalier, who inherited the business from his father, William Duvalier, who inherited the business from his father, whose name I don’t remember.


         When the pressure from a hurricane blew a manhole cover sky high in New Orleans, it hit Mr Carter Duvalier in the head. Killed him in an inhale. Carter Duvalier’s wife, Lily Duvalier, the mother of Mr Steven and Mr Winston, insisted that the sugar-cane business remain in the family. Without missin’ a beat, Miss Lily called a meetin’ with her two sons and their respective wives. She informed them that it was her intention to take over the affairs of Pine Grove Plantation. Miss Doreen was pretty pissed off. She hated Miss Lily’s strong will. Miss Lily never liked Miss Doreen much either. She could not tolerate her daughter-in law’s drinkin’ indulgences.


         The brothers knew there was no changin’ their mother’s mind. Mr Steven was delighted to keep the business intact, so as to have a job that made him feel useful. Mr Winston, who at the time of his father’s death was married to his second wife, Miss Francine, had become a successful heart surgeon in Baton Rouge. He didn’t much care who ran the damn sweet mess, as long as he kept his beautiful home, which was situated on the edge of one of the sugar-cane fields in Vermilion Parish. Miss Francine, who was from the north, didn’t know the first thing ’bout sugar, except that the family’s successful business made her life just a little sweeter.
         


         Miss Lily reminded me of Scarlett O’Hara. She fought with all her strength to keep the land in the family. Unlike Miss Scarlett, Miss Lily got what she wanted. Miss Lily always got what she wanted. Though she’s no longer with us, her iron-fisted ways play a big part in how the business is run. Even from her grave, she’s still the boss of Pine Grove Plantation.
         


         Couldn’t have been nicer to me. Grateful that I took care of Theodore. She loved that boy. ‘Rheta B.,’ she said, adoringly. ‘He is different than the rest of us. This boy’s got the soul of his mother. Look at those eyes. No one can escape his charm.’


         Only time I ever saw Miss Lily cry was at Miss Charlotte’s funeral. She loved Miss Charlotte. Everybody loved her. Mind you, Miss Charlotte was not easy. She didn’t take any bossin’ around from anybody, not even from Miss Lily. Miss Charlotte came from a fine southern bankin’ family. Didn’t put the slightest financial demands on Mr Winston. If she needed somethin’, she had her own personal fortune at her disposal.


         Miss Lily liked that about her daughter-in-law. Miss Doreen, on the other hand, came from a poor family without a cent. She never stopped complainin’ for one minute about not havin’ enough of anythin’, ’cept an overabundance of heartache. I could have given her a few lessons in heartache. I didn’t. Not my place to give her a lecture on life.
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         Theodore was magical; even when he cried, there was somethin’ special ’bout his tears. They fell in perfect circles. Whenever I held him in my arms, I thought ’bout my son Cleveland Alexander. Where was he? Who was takin’ care of him? Did I do the right thing by givin’ him away? But when I looked into Theodore’s eyes, I knew I was meant to be where I was; takin’ care of Miss Charlotte’s little boy. Were it not for me, no one ’cept Miss Lily, when she had the time, which wasn’t very often, would have taken care of Theodore. That is until Miss Charlotte’s mother, Miss Melanie, moved from Atlanta to Baton Rouge. She wanted to be close to her only grandson.
         


         Every other week she visited her husband, Bud, in Atlanta. He didn’t seem to care one bit about the arrangement. I thought it peculiar. But, Miss Melanie was different, just like Theodore; unusual, independent. She did what she wanted when she wanted. Nowadays, we’d say she’s a free spirit.
         


         Charlotte was her only child. I can’t imagine how painful it was for her to lose her only child like that. I just can’t. When Miss Melanie first arrived at Pine Grove, she refused to talk about the girl. She buried her sorrow in the curves of her heart and the marrow of her bones.


         She loved Theodore like he was her own. Come to think of it, he was her own. Any child born into a family belongs to every generation of that family. Theodore belonged to everyone but his father. Miss Melanie found Mr Winston’s prejudice against his own child unforgivable. Often, there were harsh words between them. I disappeared during those confrontations. Don’t stick around when the dirty laundry is bein’ hung out to dry; one of the tricks of my trade.


         The boy had three women takin’ care of him. But, I was the one changin’ his diapers, burpin’ him, throwin’ him high up in the air every single day of his early life. I am still the woman who takes care of that boy. Every blessed Sunday he calls me from New York City.


         I ask him, ‘Are you takin’ care of yourself up there in that mean ol’ city?’


         He laughs. ‘I always take care of myself, Rheta B. You, Melanie and Grandma Lily taught me how to do that better than you will ever know.’ The boy tickles me no end. But, I do worry ’bout him. He seems so restless. Wish he’d settle down. Now that would be a true blessin’. Amen.
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         Durin’ those every other weekends, when Miss Melanie was in Baton Rouge, Theodore begged his daddy, ‘Please let me visit Grandma! Please!’ He made a pest of himself. Sooner or later, after he’d pestered his father to the point of absolute annoyance, he got his way.


         I packed his cardboard suitcase, made sure he had plenty of clean underwear, ironed and folded his shirts and slacks, packed his penny loafers, placed ’em on the bottom of the bag, handed him his Bible, took him to the Greyhound bus station and sent him on his way. Missed him when he was gone. Hardly knew what to do with myself. But it made him so happy to be with his grandma, so I gave up my missin’ him for more productive activities.


         Miss Melanie spoiled Theodore like you can’t imagine; gave him coffee milk every mornin’, peanut-butter sandwiches for lunch, cookies in the afternoon and pulled pork for dinner. Every evenin’, before he went to bed, she pulled out photo albums filled with pictures of his mother. Often she’d tell him stories ’bout Miss Charlotte that would bring tears to her eyes. ‘She’s watchin’ over us, son. God took the sweetest girl to heaven so we could have the sweetest boy on earth.’


         Other than walkin’ through the sugar-cane fields, there was nothin’ that made Theodore happier than spendin’ time with his grandma.
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         Before Miss Charlotte died, Mr Steven promised her he’d be there for the boy. He promised. It was sweet how much time he spent with Theodore. When Mr Steven wasn’t visitin’ with Theodore, he was out on the road sellin’ sugar. Seemed like he focused on the business with a vengeance. Had no time for his family. His children, Carter Jr and Daphne, practically raised themselves without a father. And then there was the problem with Miss Doreen, their mother. The more time Mr Steven spent away from home, the more time Miss Doreen hit the bottle. I’m tellin’ you, poor Miss Doreen just up and disappeared into her drink. So sad; sad for everyone in the family, ’specially for poor Miss Doreen. Fortunately, I had switched households by then.
         


         Things got worse and worse with Miss Doreen. When Mr Steven finally came off the road, some days he would walk for miles through Pine Grove’s sugar fields, come over to Mr Winston’s and beg me to do him a favour. ‘Rheta. Go over to our house and put Miss Doreen to bed. Please, Rheta B. Please! I need your help. I don’t know what to do with her any more.’ He looked so unhappy. It broke my heart to see such a good man in so much pain.


         Miss Doreen wouldn’t let any of the other help bring her upstairs; threw glasses full of ice cubes at every single one of ’em. As soon as she saw me, she smiled, let down her guard just a little bit. ‘Rheta B. Things aren’t goin’ right with me. I am so unhappy.’


         It broke my heart, but not enough to leave Theodore. I’d never leave him. When he was grown up, ready to face the grown-up world, he’d be the one to leave me.


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            THEODORE


         


         You can bet my white, male, sweet as sugar, southern ass I love to travel. Packin’ is the most pleasurable part of life. Getting’ where you’re goin’ is the saddest.


         I loved my black mammy, Rheta B. I still love her. In truth, she had been my cousins’ mammy. She came to help Daddy after my mother died, which was soon after I was born. Rheta B.’s parents threw her out when she was fourteen. She must have gotten herself pregnant. If that be the case, I never met her children. My father would not allow such minglings in our house. When I was but a small boy in my hometown of Napoleonville, Louisiana, Rheta B. packed my bags, got me on the Greyhound bus to wherever I was goin’. I loved the Bayou. I loved travellin’. Most of all I loved walkin’ in the sugar-cane fields. I felt like they were my fields. I owned them. Actually, they owned me. As a boy, I never loved anyone or anything more than I loved that sugar.


         Sometimes, when I was on school break, I would ride the bus for a very long time just so I could look out the window and gaze at the sugar-cane in the most southern part of my home state. I loved it when Rheta B. packed my bags, got me ready for the journey. She took care of every little detail down to my socks and underwear. No matter where I was goin’, she took that brown cardboard suitcase down from the shelf inside my closet, made sure I had my Bible in tow, sent me on my way to whatever great adventure was in front of me.


         Day in day out I begged my daddy to let me visit Melanie, my grandma on my mother’s side. When he got good and sick of my persisting, he’d let me go. I took the Greyhound bus to Baton Rouge all by myself; one hour, just one hour from home; alone lookin’ out the window. I could not wait to see her. She showed me pictures of my mother. She loved my mother. I could tell from lookin’ at the pictures why everyone loved my mother.
         


         I am always ready to move. Home is my suitcase. There is not a place in the world that makes me feel at home any more. Not lookin’ for that in this life. Be damned if it ever happens. You know things don’t happen if you don’t want them to happen.


         I have a couple of cousins: Carter Jr and Daphne. I like ’em a lot. When we were kids, we played games, played doctor, had oral sex, bent-out-of-shape sex. I always liked that fuck-me-upside-down crazy kind of sex. I’m not afraid to admit it. I’m not afraid to admit anything. It doesn’t mean I’m proud of it. I am not proud. Shame is in this here bag I carry.
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         When you’re at an airport, there are millions of guys waitin’ for it. You see it in their eyes. Follow the suitcase boy, boys. Passengers get ready. Married commuters, I advise you to take the latest flight you can book. Let me give you a thrill before you get home to see that little missus who’s keepin’ your dinner warm in the microwave. Before you get on the plane, look my way. I’m there waitin’ for you; ticket counter, baggage claim area, to the left of the security check, I am there. Look me in the eye. Where do you want to go to? I know a corner. Where do I live? Right here in this bag. That’s enough about this here geography lesson.
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         Rheta B. was a rock. She rocked me on those big black bosoms of hers. She was estranged from her family, I was estranged from my father, even though I was living in his house. Rheta often asked me, ‘Theodore Faulkner Duvalier, what you day-dreamin’ about now, chile?’


         I always gave Rheta B. the same answer: ‘Travellin’, Baton Rouge, Grandma Melanie, pulled pork, gettin’ the hell away.’
         


         I wanted to go to boardin’ school so bad. I wanted to look at those pretty boys in their skin-tight underwear. But, Daddy wouldn’t let me go. No. No. No. The son of a bitch ran our house like it was the military. Funny thing is, he was never a soldier, sailor, pilot, none of those fightin’ hero types. He just had it in him to be meaner than a coiled snake in a bad mood. He had rules for this an’ that and every itty-bitty thing you could imagine. He watched me like a hawk. It seemed to me he didn’t like me very much. Rheta B. said he missed my mother. That’s what was botherin’ him. I was too young to understand his missin’ or his meanness.


         Daddy’s mother, Grandma Lily, was a killer. She didn’t let him get away with anything. When he was a boy, any time he took the Lord’s name in vain, she washed his mouth out with borax and castor oil. Can you believe that lethal combination? Only a very strict person could come up with such a wretched punishment. Over time, he learned never to mess with her during her pre-, post- or menopausal years. She couldn’t have been sweeter to me. I got the best part of her. He got the worst.


         My daddy was a hunter. Even in his dotage, he is still a hunter. He will shoot at anything that’s killable. The fact is, he believes every day is huntin’ season. On Easter Sunday I have seen him shoot a rabbit with a sawed-off shotgun from at least two hundred yards. Bang. Right through the heart. Daddy is a doctor. He is a heart surgeon; a heart surgeon without feelings; one of the great ironies of life.


         He and I have a mutual understanding. We do not hug, never did, never will. We shake hands. Like it’s some kind of contract of obligation to say hello. We are gentlemanly about it. Civil. Even now, when I get home after this flight, I will walk into his house, the house where I lived during my formative years and we will shake hands.


         Daddy will say, ‘Hello T.F. How was your trip? Glad you had it in your heart to see your poor old father.’ That’s what the son of a bitch will say.
         


         I’ll carry my bag up into my room, store it on that top shelf inside my closet. Won’t unpack. Why bother?
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         My father’s brother, Uncle Steve, is more like a father to me than my own father. His son, Carter Jr, is one of the cousins with whom I had oral sex. When we were children, Uncle Steve’s daughter, Daphne, and I played for hours and hours in the sugar fields. We laughed and laughed and touched each other in those forbidden places. I adore Daphne. She’s more like a sister to me than my own sister, Alice. My Uncle Steve molested me when I was but a child. Of course I never told my father about Uncle Steve’s shenanigans. You don’t squeal on family members. You live with the memory. You try to understand why things happen the way they happen. You forgive. You try to forget.
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         Gettin’ back to the Bayou. I love fishin’ and water skiin’ in the Bayou. Freedom is what you feel when you are out beyond civilisation’s reach. The Bayou is not about civilization. It’s about playin’, ridin’ motorcycles on the water’s edge, gettin’ hard from thinkin’ you don’t have to worry about tomorrow or the next day. It’s about jerkin’ off while fishin’ for red fish, almost fallin’ in the murky waters when you hit orgasm and a fish pulls on the line, laughin’ out loud, laughin’ till your belly aches. It’s about nobody tellin’ you what to do or where to go. No father to make you feel like you don’t belong in his family, like you don’t belong in the world.


         ‘Your mother would be saddened by your reckless behaviour, son.’ My mother, they say, was the sweetest girl. She was his goodness.
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         Louisiana State University (LSU) is my alma mater. It’s hard for me to believe I have a college diploma, but I do. In those years of later learning, though I felt trapped and confused, I felt it was my obligation to complete a business curriculum. I knew it would lead me nowhere. But, since it was the single most boring major I could find, I assumed business studies would allow me the endless opportunity to ask myself the same unanswerable questions I had been asking for years. ‘T.F., what the hell do you feel? What do you want? What in the name of the good Lord are you lookin’ for? What?’
         


         Now I understand that what I wanted was to find somethin’ better than what I had at home. I wanted to believe that somethin’ luminous was waitin’ for me, somewhere … somethin’ would assuage … assuage … beautiful soundin’ word … my symptoms of unrest, my shame.
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         Have I ever been in love? I have been close to that feelin’. It feels so good, then suddenly I feel a pressure in my intercostal muscles, right in front of my heart and I think I’m gonna suffocate from feeling. When these symptoms occur, I fall apart. Too much feelin’ causes me to recognize all that I am missin’.


         Because I had so much longin’ inside me during my college years, I drank copious amounts of the finest twelve-year-old bourbon day in and day out. I drank to forget where I was, what I felt, what I feared, what I wanted. I became a loner. I played sports to work out my aggressions: tennis, basketball. I was good. My father was proud of my athletic accomplishments. He didn’t have a clue about my other extracurricular activities. In my freshman year of college, an older man groped me after a tennis tournament. Unsolicited. Uncle Steve always showed up for the games. I love you, Uncle Steve.


         I hid in the swamp after Uncle Steve jerked me off. I was confused. I knew I wanted more where that came from. For that matter, I wanted more from any male who would do me the honour of takin’ my dick in his hand or his mouth and givin’ me pleasure. To this day, I have not given up that hope. Every bus station with a glory hole gives me hope.
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         Do you want to know what I think about gay people? There are gays who don’t want anyone to know they’re gay. Hypocrites. I don’t like them much. Then there are flamers who flaunt it. I could care less about them. Then there are the hot guys, like my best friend, James. If he weren’t already taken, I’d be on his back like a monkey. Cuban guys are hot. I hardly know what to do with myself when I hook up with a Latino at the check-in line. Eyes. It’s right there. Eyes are the soul’s door. We all know what we’re lookin’ for, so why waste time. Sex is like a drug. When you know it’s available, you gotta have it. One rule of thumb; never see them again, whoever they are. Don’t tell them where you come from or where you’re headin’. Zip and leave. No tears in these eyes.
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         Daddy was a doctor. Didn’t I tell you that already? I didn’t like either one of his other wives. Of course he got married a couple of more times after my mother passed away. He is one of those types who do not want to be alone. Ugly, cunning, whining gold-diggers those women, his wives, my stepmothers.


         My mother was a looker. My grandma, Melanie, says she looked like Carole Lombard. Melanie wants me to settle down. I am her son. By no fault of my own I am hers. Her love lights my heart.
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         Have you ever been to Riverside Park in Manhattan? That park is a park for strangers to meet and become fuck-buddies. The front of the park is for straight guys lookin’ for girls. Usually, everyone is walkin’ a dog. Damn! You see more dogs tied up to trees in that park than you could imagine. And why are they tied up? Their owners are busy gettin’ it on in the bushes. That’s why. The back side of the park is for mysterious men; men addicted to other men, men looking for blow jobs, hand jobs, ass jobs, men at the end of a day’s job, straight men going home to Connecticut, not quite ready to go home.
         


         I ride my motorcycle to Riverside Park. I don’t need a dog to sniff out the action. I have never come home empty-handed from that West Side sex haven. I am extremely interestin’ to men on foot. I just sit on my bike real nonchalant like, peruse every single guy that walks by. Sooner or later, someone gets on the back of my cycle with a hard-on. I turn around, see if I want him. When our eyes meet, if my heart races and my dick hardens, off we go. Sometimes we go as far as the Palisades. I love New Jersey, especially at night when the lights from the George Washington Bridge light up the sky like it were Christmas or a Fourth of July celebration. I have heard that my mother loved Christmas. I would have liked to have celebrated just one Christmas with her. That would have been a fine memory to carry with me through life.
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         I believe in safe sex. What do you think? I’m some kind of animal because of my proclivity? Look at your own proclivity. When I was ten or eleven years old, I read an article about HIV that changed my life forever. After reading that article, I decided I would never have unsafe sex. Never. I did not, do not, will not end up a statistic because of my desires. Desire is holy. Desire is its own temple; the temple of temptation.


         My strict upbringing has taught me to be a man of manners. I am very careful about how I say what I say to any person I meet. This suitcase boy will never be rude to any man because of his accent, the colour of his skin or his socio-economic status or lack thereof. Black is beautiful, so is brown, baby so is white trash. I believe in the rainbow coalition of sex appeal.
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         It is true that I am forever tryin’ to get somewhere. When I get there, I am forever disappointed. When I am disappointed, I need to disappear by having sex with myself or with some other lucky so-and-so. I think sex is a great stress buster. Give me one last splendid orgasm before this world blows up, this plane goes down or this body gets sick with some incurable disease; one majestic masturbatory farewell.
         


         Transient. I am that word. I live that life. Transient is hot and sexy. Anal sex is hot and sexy. We are primal beings. We are on a quest, one that continues long after we settle down. So why settle down?
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         ‘Hey! I thought you understood the rules. All right. I’ll tell you one more time. Do not tell me you love me when you’re comin’, just come. Do not tell me your name. I don’t want to know where you come from, where you’re goin’, where you’ve been. The truth is I don’t want to know a damn thing about you. And I don’t think you need to know a damn thing about me. You got the rules. What’s not clear? You want to know where this tattoo came from, do you? I told you no questions. But, since you are so pretty, I will answer this one question. My mother gave me this tattoo. On my twenty-first birthday, she took me to a tattoo parlour in Baton Rouge. This tattoo was her gift to her favourite son; this heart on my ass. She watched while the tattoo artist needled my skin. She cried so hard. She thought I was in pain. I stopped the tattooer, got up from the table, walked over to my mama, hugged her, swore on my life it didn’t hurt. I lied. She left the room, waited outside. Mama never liked to see anyone in pain, especially her favourite boy …


         ‘Damn! Didn’t I just explain the rules? Never mind. I’ve gotta go. Gotta make a phone call. Tell ’em the flight’s delayed. I’ll see you on the plane … It’s crazy we’re on the same flight. Maybe we’ll check out the bathroom. I said … maybe.’
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         The boy is a faggot. He had too many women fawning over him as a child. ‘Isn’t he the most beautiful baby? Who’s the best boy? Who’s the sweetest boy? Have you ever seen such beautiful tears?’ I tried making a real man of him, a straight man of him. But, you cannot straighten a bent man. You cannot change certain unassailable situations in this life. It’s like open-heart surgery; either you get into those arteries, ream them out real good, so they are clean as a whistle, functioning to the best of their abilities or the patient is never quite right in his body or his mind. If things go completely haywire, the patient dies on the table. It is better to die than to be gaga for the rest of your life. That is a terrible burden on the entire family. Nowadays, it is rare that a patient dies on the table. In the old days it was a different story. In the old days you never knew who was going to make it through surgery. When I started out, I told my patients, ‘You have nothing to worry about. You are going to have a fine outcome.’ Bullshit.


         Let me tell you a secret: back then, I didn’t know what I was talking about. I was scared out of my pants. I learned medical facts from cutting open cadavers. I learned from reading textbooks until my brain was crammed with so much information I thought my head would explode. I had learned enough to understand that the human embryonic heart begins beating almost at the identical rate as its mother’s heart. I learned when the human embryonic heart begins beating, around twenty-three days after conception, it was a true miracle. I knew there was a region of the heart called the sinoatrial node, the pacemaker, which is wholly and completely responsible for the rate and time of all cardiac muscle contraction. I knew the heart was the centre of emotion, that feeling deeply made a hollow man whole. My darling Charlotte taught me that significant piece of information. I knew you could have your heart broken. She taught me that, too. She taught me so many wondrous things. She was my sweetness; dear, dear Charlotte. She was the most beautiful, complicated woman who ever walked the earth.
         


         Of course I knew where the heart was situated. Imagine if a heart surgeon didn’t know that? I knew the cessation of any man or woman’s heartbeat meant he or she was in a critical emergency. Critical. I remember many of those critical emergencies like they were yesterday; blood spurting every which way, nurses handing me that cold clamp, nurses wiping my forehead dry, nurses scurrying around the operating room, beeping noises, clocks ticking, heart racing, racing against time, trying to breathe, trying to think straight, trying to save a dying man; too much pressure for an anxious man … I do not perform heart surgery any more. Where was I? I was talking about the heart, wasn’t I?


         The boy! I was talking about the boy, my son, Theodore. Theodore Faulkner Duvalier is my only son. I have a daughter, Alice. She’s a lovely girl; nothing at all like her mother, but she is a good girl; practical, down to earth. Alice is married to Rob, who is a doctor. He makes plenty of money. They seem happy. They have two crazy kids, Lily and Billy. Those twins are inseparable, just like Alice and Theodore were when they were kids.


         From the moment he was born, Alice loved Theodore. She loved having a baby brother. She wouldn’t let him out of her sight. The boy was surrounded by nothing but women; my mother, mother-in-law, his sister, his black mammy. Lord! I know that was the problem. What else could it be?


         What is a father to do with a son who has no real mother?


         You take him to the swamp, teach him how to love nature and her seasons, teach him how to hunt, how to be a man. When you spend time in the Atchafalaya, the seen world disappears. That seen world has a way of tearing your heart into a thousand pieces; lost pieces, pieces of how you hoped life was going be. The swamp and its unseen world have a way of giving you back most of what you are missing.
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         Charlotte loved the swamp. She sat for hours upon hours on the green and grey woollen blanket her mother, Melanie, knit for her; peering through her high magnification binoculars, watching the peregrine falcons circle high above her head. She wanted to fly with them. She wanted to climb the cypress trees, stand on their uppermost boughs and dive into the swamp.


         ‘Winston,’ she said. ‘Why can’t we fly? Why can’t we grow as tall as these glorious trees? Why is man so puny in comparison to the natural wonders that surround him? Why?’
         


         There are some questions you simply cannot answer. They are unanswerable. Charlotte asked those questions. Melanie told me that even when Charlotte was a little girl, she asked big questions. She desperately wanted to understand the ins and outs of how this world worked; what came after this world and what came before it? That was my Charlotte.


         Charlotte’s father, Bud Brickman, was the top tax attorney and financial wizard south of the Mason-Dixon Line. His firm Brickman & Stein had business offices in Atlanta and New Orleans. Bud ran the Atlanta office. Though he lived full-time in Atlanta, somehow he became a great friend of my mother’s father, Daddy. Daddy worked for my grandfather, William Duvalier, and that is how Bud came to work for my grandfather and finally ended up working for my miserable father, Carter Duvalier. To this day, I have no idea how they met. But, it is an undeniable blessing for the Duvalier family that they met.


         After my father’s untimely death, it was Bud who saved my mother’s ass from a thousand land-infringement litigations and at least that many business catastrophes. He was, single-handedly, responsible for my brother’s and my mother’s acquisition of thousands of acres of untouched farmland, so they could expand the family sugar business into a lucrative, albeit, back-breaking enterprise, which I had and continue to have absolutely no interest in, except for the financial remuneration.
         


         Bud figured out how to manage the family funds and where to invest the family funds. He kept the books squared away. He kept the Duvaliers informed. He made sure every member of the Duvalier clan received a quarterly report on the developments involving the family business; even those of us who weren’t the least bit interested. On numerous occasions Bud rescued the Duvalier’s from the grip of the corrupt Louisiana government. He created loopholes out of fertile soil. Bud charged as much as he could honestly get away with; always with a smile on his face. Bud Brickman is a Jew, so is his wife, so was Charlotte.


         Bud’s wife, Melanie Brickman, was and still is the biggest pain in the ass I have ever known. Their daughter, Charlotte Brickman Duvalier, was and still is the love of my life; rest her soul. It was Bud’s idea that Charlotte and I should meet. I am sure Melanie had something better than me in mind for her clever, cultured daughter.


         I can hear Melanie reading Bud the riot act. ‘I don’t want my baby having anything to do with the likes of those sugar-cane people, those greedy rednecks without an ounce of culture in their perverted souls. Louisiana isn’t fit for the swamp. Honestly, Bud Brickman,’ I’m sure she moaned, as she gave him that condescending look of hers, ‘The one and only thing you have any sense about is numbers. My mother warned me about you.’
         


         Bud brought Charlotte to the plantation. For once in his hen-pecked life he refused to kowtow to his wife. When we met, Charlotte was finishing up her senior year of college: Emory University. I was finishing up medical school: LSU. When I fell in love with Charlotte, which was the moment I laid eyes on her, it was the first time in my life I believed in God or fate. It was the first time I believed I could love somebody forever.
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         As a child, my mother dragged me by the short hairs, kicking and screaming all the way to our local church; every single Sunday morning. I hated it worse than having my mouth washed out with borax and castor oil for taking the Lord’s name in vain. All that changed when I met Charlotte. Charlotte was my religion. Because she was Jewish, she didn’t go to church. Because she wanted our little girl to be part of a religious community, I took Alice to church. That made Charlotte happy. My children still follow the Catholic faith. When he comes home, even Theodore goes to church.
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         Before Theodore was born, Charlotte, Alice and I spent as much time as possible on Gran’ Isle. Because my medical practice was thriving, I made arrangements for another doctor to be on call. September was my favourite month down there. It still is. On the way down we drove by hundreds of oil platforms and drilling rigs in Port Fourchon. I hated those rigs. I still hate them; three miles from the shoreline. If those rigs were up north, those smart ass Yankees wouldn’t allow those rigs within ten miles of their shoreline. How we hard-working people are treated in this state. It is not fair; not fair at all. What good is a government that steals from its people?


         When Charlotte, Alice and I drove down to the Gulf, the roads were a mess from one hurricane or another. But, when we got to Gran’ Isle, we were glad to be there. Even if the roof had blown away during the latest hurricane, we were happy. We considered it free air-conditioning. I love getting something for nothing. Our camp, a wooden house on stilts, overlooked the Gulf waters.


         Charlotte unpacked, got Alice situated with her toys, went food shopping and visited friends. I had my ritual: walk out the door onto the wooden deck; smell the ocean and gaze at the soft brown waves in the late September sun; like nothing or nowhere in the world. It was paradise.
         


         Everywhere else in the Gulf of Mexico the water is blue, but in southern Louisiana the water is brown. It is rare to see anything blue here, except a roof that will most assuredly be blown away in the next storm. So what if the water’s brown. It is our water. Those oil companies, they don’t own our water; the rigs yes, the water no. Here in Gran’ Isle the women play cards, the men fish and everybody drinks.


         On those memorable weekends, I would take the fishing boat to Queen Bess Island, watch the pelicans dive for their afternoon meal, the seagulls glide and the blue heron pose for us fisherman who wished we could catch what those birds had already eaten. At night, after Alice was tucked in and the babysitter was positioned in front of the television, Charlotte and I went dancing. We danced to the music of Ray Conniff and his orchestra; cheek-to-cheek, close my eyes, smell her sweet perfume, rest my hand on the crook of her back and pray the night would go on forever.


         When the weekend was over, we made a point of leaving at the most beautiful time of day. We followed the sky’s incredible sunset all the way home. Winston and his women chased the magical creatures in the sky. Alice saw dragons and giants. Charlotte saw dragons, giants and some mystical world beyond my imagination. I saw the sky change from one colour to the next. That was enough for me.
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         Sixty-five years old! Why have a birthday party!? At my age, there is nothing to celebrate. Social Security! Social Security will be gone soon enough. So will I. The family mausoleum will be a nice resting place. I hope my father isn’t there. When I am dead and gone, who the hell is going to visit me? Alice, maybe? She loves her old man. Maybe the kids? Certainly not Theodore.
         


         I have quite a bit of money hidden in various places. I don’t have as much money as my brother, Steven, but I have more than either one of my children might imagine. Money! That’s all anyone talks about these days. Money. Poor Doreen. She came from nothing, she felt like nothing. She never got over her poverty mentality; ashamed of her parents, hated her father, hated all of us Duvaliers, especially my mother. Doreen hated the world. But, she loved Charlotte. Charlotte treated her so kindly, accepted her for who she was, demons and all. It never bothered Charlotte that Doreen chewed those damn ice cubes.
         


         My other wives, those fat cows who took me to the dry cleaners, they never missed a chance to criticize Doreen’s upbringing, her drinking habits or her chewing habits. You would have thought those ornery second and third conniving wives of mine were from royalty. Why did I ever marry them? … I was out of my mind from missing Charlotte. I started talking to myself, talking to the walls, finally, I started talking to Charlotte.


         I said, ‘Charlotte, you don’t want me to be alone for the rest of my days on earth, do you? A man needs a woman to take care of him, his needs and his family.’ The next thing you know, I end up marrying two fat, money-grubbing, no-good, northern harpies, one right after the other; the two biggest mistakes of my life. Charlotte must have had a hand in those marriages. She knew I couldn’t bear to be alone … I still hate being alone.
         


         Late at night, when I’m sitting in my chair, reading Field & Stream, thinking about Charlotte, my mind plays funny tricks on me. My heart beats so loud, it sounds like someone is knocking in my head, calling my name. ‘Go to sleep, Winston,’ it says. ‘Don’t be afraid, son. Go to sleep.’
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         I have got more money under my mattress than most people have saved in a lifetime.
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