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Preface to the Second Edition

This book did not turn out like I intended it.

When I sat down to the first blank pages that would become the book you are now holding, in the late summer of 2001, I intended to pen a coming-of-age tale about a young boy in a city so foreign it would shock his senses. I chose as my protagonist a young boy from a large mid-Western city, transplanted to the most foreign locale imaginable, the city of New Orleans. That it was a straight shot down the Mississippi River only added to the symmetry and symbolism. During the first months and year or so of writing, I spent a considerable number of days wandering the streets of the Big Easy, re-acquainting myself with the sights, sounds and people that make New Orleans unique among American cities.

I finished the rough draft of this book in the spring of 2004 and, as I didn't know exactly what to do next, I let it languish in a drawer for a few months before dusting it off for an edit. Then, just as I was breaking ground on editing Anything But Ordinary, the city I had labored to capture was hit by a hurricane. I did not set out to create a portrait of New Orleans, but that is what this book has become. For contained herein are glimpses of a New Orleans that no longer exists.

This realization remained lost to me until Carolyn Meinel, whom I consider a close friend and literary confidant, suggested this potential connection in the days following the storm. As the waters of Pontchartrain receded and the world saw the devastation in the Lower Ninth Ward, I knew the city I had come to love had been forever changed.

The writer and philosopher Barbara Branden once told me a book is never “finished.” Instead, writers just stop working on books and, if they're lucky, the books get published. Looking back over this story in advance of the second edition, I see myriad things that I would, today, write differently. But that's to be expected. I'm a different writer today than I was back when I first pecked out “I am a writer” all those years back. But changing these things would, I believe, make this second edition a different book. And that's not what I want. So, instead, changes have been limited mostly to minor typographical errors and the kinds of mistakes that have a tendency to creep into a book when it's in the final stages of pre-production. What you are holding is a faithful and true representation of the original novel, but with different art and better grammar. On the topic of grammar, there are people to thank.

To Carolyn, I am forever thankful for connecting the powerful images from the cable news networks to the places and people in my story. Without that tearful phone call during the Katrina aftermath, I might have left this book collecting dust in that drawer for even longer. My friend and editor Ann Bloxom Smith's eagle eye always catches the misspelled words, the missing commas, those word choice errors that plague even seasoned authors, and more than a few problems with continuity. Without Ann's work, this book's second life would seem not much different than its first. For both Carolyn and Ann, I am grateful.

Most of all, I am forever indebted to the citizens of the great city of New Orleans for living lives responsible for creating a city of such grace, power and ageless beauty.

 


Laissez les bon temps rouler toujours.



 

Michael DeVault

Monroe, Louisiana

May 18, 2014
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“Things may not be immediately discernable in what a man writes, and in this sometimes he is fortunate; but eventually, they are quite clear and by these and the degree of alchemy that he possesses, he will endure or be forgotten.”

 

Ernest Hemingway

Address to the Nobel Committee

Stockholm, Sweden, 1954







Chapter 1

I am a writer.

Regardless of how many times I say it or in how many reviews I read “William Northrop Bradshaw, author,” I never grow accustomed to seeing my name accompanied by that title. Those words are instead my link to a time and a place far removed from book tours and the minor literary celebrity that comes with publication.

I'm not sure how that gossip columnist discovered my “dark secret” of a hidden, lost summer spent in partial confinement at the Liberty Street Home for the Elderly and Infirm, but the story–or at least versions of it–have found their way into print. Now I am forced to confront not only my past, but also the myths that have evolved. Some have speculated that I was a delinquent, a miscreant in want of firm parenting. Others write that I was a sociopath barely diverted from a subversive lifestyle by the heavy hand of justice. One intrepid if somewhat creative reporter suggested that I was a murderer.

All of these things, these “facts,” are false. Yet, in some subtle way, I admit that they are all true. Regardless of which version of the truth you choose to believe, the fact remains that, were it not for a fateful day almost twelve years ago, I might never have been a writer, diverted by chance or necessity to some other career, perhaps a shopkeeper or a bureaucrat or a teacher.

My story doesn't begin with a bang, a letter from a publisher or even with a brilliant idea. Instead, the march that led me here began in a city so fantastic, so foreign, that to a boy of twelve, for three short months, magic was still possible. The summer of 1990 marked the passing of the final vestiges of my innocence and childhood.

The extraordinary people I met during those brief months took the blank conscience of a young, frightened boy and molded into him the ethics and values they had spent six lifetimes perfecting. I might never have known the people of Hall B, might never have become what I am today had I not made a single mistake over thirteen years ago, a mistake that cost me a summer and gives me this story that I have, until now, refused to share. Long before I was William Northrop Bradshaw, author, I was Billy Bradshaw, convicted vandal.

This is my story.

* * *

Someone once said New Orleans is a city comfortable with her age. Modern conveniences weave themselves into the tapestry of the city, turning her trolley cars and Jazz funerals into anachronisms. ATMs and coffee shops dot the corners of the French Quarter paths through the Vieux Carre and into the Garden District where, by some miracle, my mother found the money to send me to an exclusive, private school. So, each day after class, I set forth on a crosstown trek that took me through the heart of the city to the tiny apartment Mother rented a block or so from Esplanade and the antebellum crown jewels of New Orleans.

Summers in New Orleans aren't hot. They swelter. So it was with much reticence that I stepped off the bus and started the final hike of the school year down Esplanade, bolstered only by the promise of a lazy summer under the air conditioner. About two blocks down, I came to the boarded up Georgian, her fluted columns growing darker with grime each day.

The tropical jungle back yard of this abandoned wreck backed up to the parking lot of our apartment complex and, for the last nine months, had made an easy shortcut from one world to the other. After so many treks through the overgrown boxwoods and too-tall hibiscus, I knew by heart the way to the solarium at the back edge of the property. On this particular afternoon, the sun beat down in that particularly brutal way it always does in the first heat of summer. Gold rays bounced off the glass, momentarily making it gleam before the grime showed through. I came to a stop, squinting against the reflection.

I don't know what came over me, standing there on that day, but it was a feeling that began at my feet and grew upwards. Nearby, part of a branch had fallen from a dying tree. It was heavy, the bark worn smooth, but still solid. In my hands, it was transformed into a Louisville Slugger. A couple of chunks of paving stone, pried from the walkway, became hundred-mile-an-hour fastballs. There, in that backyard, I became a New York Yankee.

“Now up to bat,” I blustered in my deepest announcer voice. “Number thirty-three, Billy Bradshaw. He checks the bases, all good.”

I tossed one of the stones into the air and swung. It landed at my feet with a thud. “Strike one. Bradshaw takes a minute. The runner on second has a pretty serious leadoff. Here's the pitch.”

The second rock ricocheted off a cast-iron column and flew into a nearby bush.

“Foul ball. He's not doing well, here, and there's a lot on the line. Bottom of the ninth, two strikes, bases loaded. This is what it's all about. If Bradshaw can pull it off, come through, knock a homer, the Yanks take the series,” I said. “Here's the pitch!”

The stone sailed through the brief space between the solarium and me, cut through one of the panes and continued traveling, taking with it glass on the other side. I throw my hands into the air, yelling in jubilation, “Home run! It's a home run! Yankees take the series!”

“Freeze, son.”

I slowly turned in place to the direction of the voice. Perhaps, in the years since, he's grown in my imagination. Or perhaps I've remembered it correctly and the police officer standing behind me was nine feet tall. Either way, my feet had grown roots into the soil and simply would not follow my brain's instructions to run.

* * *

The juvenile court judge stared down from the bench across the bridge of his glasses. My mother sat beside me, impatiently tapping her foot. Since our arrival at the courthouse, she hadn't said a word. The judge glanced back at the file before him, then back at me. He heaved a sigh and tossed his glasses onto the folder.

“If I were your father, Billy, you wouldn't be able to sit down for a week. But I'm not. So listen here. Every Monday, Wednesday, Friday and Saturday this summer you will report to Liberty Street Nursing Home. They will be expecting you at eight a.m. tomorrow. If you miss so much as one day, I'll send you to juvie for a year. Got it?”

“Yes sir, Mister Spurgeon.”

“Your honor,” he said sternly.

“Yes sir, your honor. I didn't mean anything,” I said.

“Miss Bradshaw, I trust that you understand the seriousness of this matter?”

“Yes, your honor.”

“I'll need to see you and counsel in chambers, Miss Bradshaw. Billy can wait here.”

To this day, I do not know what Judge Spurgeon said to my mother, but when she returned, she took my arm and led me from the courthouse in silence. The only thing she said to me that night involved what bus I would take the next morning to get to the Liberty Street Home for the Elderly and Infirm.







Chapter 2

Her name badge told me her name was Camille Roberts and that she was the director of nurses for the Liberty Street Home. But the manner with which she greeted me told me that Liberty Street was her show. She read the letter from Judge Spurgeon again before handing it to her assistant. “Ain't this just the damnedest?”

While the assistant read, Camille studied me again. “Vandalism huh? I ain't got any room for vandals in my home. Ellie, what am I going to do with this?”

“Miss Camille, seems pretty clear to me that Judge wants him back on the Row.”

“I know that, Ellie. I can read, same as you.”

Ellie leaned over the stack of files on her desk and winked at me. “Don't pay her no mind. What's your name?”

“Billy. Billy Bradshaw.”

“Nice to meet you, Billy.”

“Don't get too attached,” Camille said. “I'm sending him back. I can't put him on Hall B. They'll eat him alive.”

“Miss Camille,” Ellie said. She laughed, but it didn't help set me at ease. The thought of going back before Judge Spurgeon, telling him that they sent me away, and then being shipped off to juvie was enough to send me into a panic.

“I'll do anything you want me to. Just please don't send me away.”

Camille read the letter again and heaved a sigh. “I swear, that man–fine. Leon!”

An orderly appeared in her door, the mop in his hand leaving a trail of suds into her office. When she growled at him, he propped the mop outside the door. “Yes, ma'am?”

“Would you mind taking Billy back to Hall B for me? I'll phone Emily and let her know you're coming.”

“Yes ma'am, Miss Camille,” Leon said. Camille eyed the suds on the floor and Leon nodded. “I know, I'll clean it up when I get back.”

Leon started out of the office. When I didn't follow, he stopped. “You coming or not?”

The halls of the Liberty Street Home stank of mothballs, disinfectant and urine. Most of the residents were confined to their beds or reclining in chairs. Behind half-closed doors hid dressers piled with old photographs, unmade beds in need of fresh linens, televisions tuned to soap operas. One old man sat on a roll-away toilet by his bed while an orderly changed the recently-soiled sheets. The man sobbed, repeatedly apologizing for dirtying his bed again. The orderly ignored the man, his attention instead focused on the music blaring through the headphones covering his ears. A woman padded down the hallway, her left hand clutching the safety rail. Her gray house shoes slid across the floor in six-inch increments.

Leon waved. “Hello, Mrs. Toddman.”

“Hello, Clifton.” She motioned us over. “How are the children?”

“They're fine, Mrs. Toddman. Growing like weeds. See you later!” Leon started off, but she stopped him. “I have something for you in my room, Clifton. Come by later.”

She shuffled off down the hall, chuckling.

“Your name isn't Clifton,” I said. “It's Leon.”

“So? Mrs. Toddman thinks I'm her yardboy from two gazillion years ago. Mrs. Toddman thinks that this is her old mansion in Pittsburgh and that Ellie is her long-lost daughter.” Leon laughed and continued down the hall, but I didn't follow him.

I felt sorry for Mrs. Toddman, for her confusion about where she was. I also wondered how anyone could ever mistake the halls of the Liberty Street Home for a mansion in Pittsburgh. When he realized I wasn't behind him again, he stopped.

“Look, kid. It's because she's old. There's a man over on Hall C thinks we're in an army barracks in World War II. Don't worry, you'll get used to it.”

He pointed down an empty hallway. “The Row is at the end of this hall and through the double-doors on the left. Tell the girl at the station who you are. Her name is Emily. She'll tell you what she wants you to do.”

The hallway leading to Hall B was dark, and the echoes of activity from the other end of the Liberty Street Home barely found their way to the steel doors separating Hall B from the rest of the building. Even the rancid smell of nursing home had faded, leaving the air almost breathable. As I crept toward the doors, the muted sounds of a trumpet tickled my ears. There was music playing somewhere on Hall B. I pressed my ear to the door. Someone laughed. I cracked the door just wide enough to stick my head inside.

Just as Leon had promised, a girl sat behind a small desk reading Cosmopolitan. Bleached blonde bangs protruded from beneath a baseball cap embroidered with Greek letters. Oblivious to the five people seated around the table only a few feet away, their laughter and the jazz blaring from a stereo in the corner did not prevent her from answering the ringing phone. “Hall B? Hey baby. Take me to the movies tonight. I want to see that new Julia Roberts movie. Okay? See you then.”

Before she could return to her magazine, she saw me in the doorway. “Can I help you?”

I eased through the door. The hydraulic closure yanked the handle from my hand and slammed the door behind me. I froze under the sudden scrutiny of six pairs of eyes. “I…Miss Camille said I should come back here?”

“Billy, right? Come on in, and I'll introduce you to everybody. I'm Emily, by the way.”

The people at the table watched with hawkish curiosity as I approached. Emily's voice strained under the burden of condescension. “Everybody, this is Billy. He'll be spending some time on the Row with us. Billy, these are the residents of Hall B. This is Miss…” The phone interrupted Emily's introductions. She sighed.

“I'll be right back.”

“Don't rush yourself, dear,” said the woman Emily had been about to introduce. With Emily's back turned, she grabbed the pink scarf around her neck and mimed hanging herself.

The man to her right snickered. “Be nice, Anne.” He stood, offered to shake my hand. “You'll have to excuse our Emily there. She's not the brightest bulb in the chandelier, but we manage to keep her in line.”

I shook his hand, then turned to the woman in the scarf. She smiled. “Anne Moore, sweetie. Call me Anne. That's Louise Kearney. The Louise Kearney,” she said, indicating the woman across the table from her as if the name warranted recognition.

As it quickly became obvious I had no clue who her friend was, she shook her head.

“You've never heard of her?” Anne turned to her companions. “That, my friends, is what is wrong with education in this state.” She eyed me again. “Former poet for the Library of Congress? 'Ah but youth has passed away, for naught to come another day. In times of trouble may we find, that beardless peace of youthful mind.' ” She stopped, allowing several seconds for the poem to settle in. “ 'Ode to the Idylls of Spring.' Amazing isn't it? I cannot believe they don't teach her in your school.”

Before I could respond to Anne's indignation, the poet herself sprang to my aid, slapping Anne playfully on the shoulder. “Don't you mind anything that old bat says, Billy. It's okay that you don't know me. I'm ancient. Your grandpa would remember me, though. How old are you?”

“Twelve.”

“My, you're a strapping lad for twelve.” A new voice. The man at the head of the table waved me over. He pulled me closer and studied me over the rim of his glasses. “Only twelve? Are you sure?”

“Well, I turn thirteen on August sixteenth.”

Yet another voice, this time from the other side of the table: “August sixteenth is the day Elvis died. August 16, 1977.”

“No way! That's the year I was born.” I frowned, sad that I shared a birthday with such an occasion.

“Well here's to Elvis and to Billy.” The man at the head of the table raised his glass of orange juice. The others followed and raised theirs.

“What are we toasting?” said a voice from the hall behind me. When I turned to see who it was, a sight I will never forget awaited.

Though he stood about five foot nine, the lilac high-heels added another three inches. The hem of a matching linen skirt swayed back and forth, in tempo with his shoulder-length brunette hair curled into ringlets. He wore no makeup, but did not need it. His cheeks were full and pink, and his lips were the color of blood. The man's almost-purple eyes were his most striking feature. I did not notice them, though, until he was seated at the table and the distraction of the lilac dress and high heels were hidden beneath the white tablecloth and he was staring at me, his eyes aglow with ferocious intensity.

“Sorry I'm late, everyone,” he said.

“No you're not,” a couple of the others said in unison.

“You're right, I'm not. I'm just late.” His eyes fixed on me again, and he smiled. “Who is our new friend?”

“Billy. Billy Bradshaw,” I said. I knew I should not stare, that it was impolite. But I could not force my eyes away from what to a twelve-year-old Minneapolis boy was such a strange sight.

“Well Billy, I'm Donald Lilly and I'm damned proud to meet you.” He looked around the table at the other residents, smiling in greeting. When he finally settled into his chair, he lifted a fork, but returned it neatly beside his plate. Turning back to me, he said, “You'll have to forgive the manners of these cretins. They've spent the last ten years down here and, well, proper manners have gone the way of the dodo I'm afraid. Have a seat and join us for breakfast?”

He patted the empty chair next to him. I looked nervously at the others. Having never encountered a man in a dress, I did not know what to say or how to react to the invitation. Looking back, I do not know what was more shocking, that he was dressed as a woman, or that he was at least seventy-five years old and dressed like a woman. The combination of Donald Lilly's age and abnormality was overwhelming.

“I…I already had breakfast.”

“Well, would you like some orange juice?” the man at the head of the table said. Detecting my discomfort he motioned me over. “Donald is harmless. Strange as all hell, but just as harmless.” Laughter erupted from the table, easing both the tension in the room and the tension in my stomach. I smiled.

“My name is Alistair Lees,” he said. “Where you from?” I slid into the empty chair next to Donald Lilly, accidentally sitting on the folds of lilac chiffon spilling from beneath him. Apologizing, I shoved the fabric out of my chair to avoid sitting on it.

“I'm from Minneapolis. We just moved here,” I said.

“That's nice,” said the woman who had identified my birthday as the day Elvis had died. She closed the oversized leather journal she had been writing in and slipped it beneath her chair. “Minneapolis used to be a riot of a town. Back before the skyscrapers took over. I remember taking the train through there during the election of twenty-eight. Hoover was running for president, and I was traveling for the Hartford Courant. Filed wire reports from each stop. There was this man…” Her voice trailed off, and a smile crept across her face. “I wonder whatever happened to him? Oh well, ages ago.”

“What's the Harvard Core–Cour?”

“Courant. It's a newspaper. Was one of the best papers in the country at the time,” she replied. “I was a journalist before women were journalists.”

“What's your name?”

“I'm so sorry. Zelda Groves.” I looked at each of their faces, trying to recall their names.

“You're Mr. McLean, right?” He nodded. “And you're Miss Moore. Mr. Lees. Miss Groves.” I stopped at the poet. “Miss Kerns?”

“Kearney but close enough. Call me Louise,” she said.

“Okay, Louise.”

She smiled. I looked at Donald Lilly, unsure how to address him.

“Donald Lilly,” he said.

“I…well.”

“Well what?” he said.

I blushed. “Do I call you Mr. Lilly or Miss Lilly?” Another round of laughter overtook the residents. Alistair Lees leaned across the table and shook my shoulder.

“You fit on the Row just fine, Billy,” Donald Lilly said. Zelda piled the plate in front of me with scrambled eggs and a stack of pancakes. Though I had already eaten breakfast, the aromas whet my appetite. I shoveled as much food as I could into my mouth. They were the best eggs I had ever eaten, different from the eggs my mother cooked in the mornings. They were fluffy and smooth, spicy but not hot.

I chewed quickly and force-swallowed. “Why does everyone call it the Row?”

“I guess it was about ten years ago?” Alistair said. “We wanted a place of our own, so we commandeered Hall B. One of the nurses, this dreadful crone of a woman, did not like us very much and thought she would insult us by nicknaming it Bohemian Hall. It didn't insult us at all. Somehow, it got changed to Bohemian Row, then to just the Row.”

“But what are Bohemians?” I said.

Anne stared at me as if I were an out-of-town guest who had just committed some foible of manners born of ignorance. “Why, my dear. We are!”







Chapter 3

Breakfast that first morning on Bohemian Row continued for the better part of an hour, until we had exhausted all avenues of small talk and the last of the orange juice. I learned more about Zelda Groves and her writing, about Alistair Lees and his career as a portrait painter in New Orleans, and about Donald Lilly and his family's petroleum fortune. Perhaps Judge Spurgeon never considered the effects a twelve-year-old interloper would have on the staff and the residents of the Liberty Street Home, that my presence might create problems for the staff or discomfort for the residents. The moment the last piece of toast disappeared from the table, that dreadful silence that asks “What's next?” descended.

“So,” Anne Moore said, a final punctuation to the breakfast conversation. “Louise, would you give me a hand with the dishes?” The two women began clearing the dishes away from the table.

“Don, help us out,” Louise said. He paused long enough to take my plate before following the two women into the kitchen. Silence returned, broken only by the occasional rustle of paper from Alistair's newspaper. Emily had disappeared sometime during breakfast, but no one could remember where or if she said she was going.

“Well that's just no good, no good at all.” Alistair leaned toward the Times-Picayune spread on the table before him. His reading glasses slid down his nose, teetering just above his nostrils.

“What?” Zelda said without looking up from her journal.

“Another mugging in the Quarter last night. Same story, different day, I guess.” He shook his head.

“What do you expect with the city the way it is today?” Thaddeus McLean said. He had migrated to the couch in front of the television and was flipping through morning soaps on a fuzzy black-and-white TV. “Crime's through the roof. Can't even walk at night.”

Alistair looked up from his paper and smiled at the ceiling. “Night walks. A beautiful woman on your arm, stars filling the sky, and maybe, just maybe, if you were lucky you'd get to–”

“Stop right there.” Zelda finished his sentence.

“Why?” When she bobbed her head in my direction, he cleared his throat. “Oh yes. Well. If you were lucky you got to kiss her at the door, Billy.”

“Those were the days of courting lamps and porch swings, and if your parents liked the boy, you could go to the picture show,” Zelda said. “And that was only if they liked him. None of this sneaking around and the like.”

Thaddeus snorted sarcastically. “Don't you pay her any attention, Billy. The damned hypocrite won't tell you what her teenage years really were like. Jazz music, petting parties, all the gin she could drink–and then some.”

“Those were the days,” Alistair said. He again forgot I was in the room. “I remember this one place up in Chicago. Dime a dance. A buck would get you–well, you can figure it out.”

Zelda slammed her journal and tossed it on the table. “Alistair Lees, you stop that! I can't believe you two.” She steered me away from the table. “Billy, don't pay any attention to them. My mother was a saint. Church every Sunday morning. And she would not let me stay out past ten. Every boy I brought home had to get Mother's stamp of approval before I was even allowed to leave the parlor and sit on the porch. She was very strict.”

“Which is why you rebelled the way you did,” Thaddeus said.

“Rebelled?” Zelda was almost screaming.

Thaddeus jumped out of his seat and headed for the table. “Yes, rebelled. Drank like a fish, wore men's clothes, traveled the world and never kept a fella for more than a few months.”

“You're one to talk, you horny old bastard,” Zelda said. Her face grew red and flushed. “I may have been a little wild back in the day, but you never did settle down. Let's see if I can remember. There was Rita, Sarah, and Charlotte in Tallahassee. Then Carol, Barbara and Helen in Frisco. And who was it in New York? The three J's, right? Judy, Joan, and who was the third J? Oh yes. James!”

After several seconds of stunned silence he said, “You're a mean old snake when you get mad.”

Anne stepped into the kitchen door and whistled. “Hey! I'm not in the mood for your morning spat. Thaddeus, leave her alone. Zel, leave him alone.” She dried her hands with a blue dishrag before flopping into Alistair's seat at the head of the table. An unlit cigarette dangled from her lips, the filter coated in red lipstick. She produced a match from her pocket and ripped her thumbnail across the tip. Puffs of smoke filled the air.

“Is that an order, madam?” Thaddeus said.

Anne rolled her eyes. “Who's up for a game of gin?”

Thaddeus was the first to reply. “Count me in,” he said as he slid into the chair next to Anne. Donald Lilly returned to his seat next to me, mindful to tuck his skirt beneath him. Alistair turned off the television and sat at the opposite end of the table from where he had previously been sitting. Louise Kearney, who had retreated to her room during the argument, returned at the mention of gin.

Anne cleared her throat. “You coming, Zel?”

“I'm not in the mood for cards, so I think I'll take Billy to my room for a while,” Zelda said. “Billy, I have something I'd like to show you.” Once sequestered in her room, she tapped the foot of her neatly made bed. “Have a seat.”

Zelda's room was small and confining. Sunlight fought to break through the barrier of a floor-to-ceiling bookcase shoved in front of the window, but only succeeded in casting a sickly, yellow pallor on the wall around the shelves, a halo for her collection of withering, dusty books. Straining to maintain their form, the shelves themselves had begun to sag and tilt precipitously out from the wall. Framed photos of Faulkner and Welty mixed with the snapshots of a little girl and her mother and a publicity portrait of a much younger Zelda Groves. She shoved a couple of frames aside and used the corner of the nightstand to ease herself into the chair in the corner.

“Don't mind Thad and me, Billy. We argue every morning after breakfast. And we'll get into it again before we turn in tonight. That's what happens when two people have known one another as long as Thad and I.”

“How long?” I said.

“Since the war.” She pulled an old-fashioned scrapbook from one of the book-lined shelves and began turning the pages. “I met him while I was a correspondent on the Italian front. See?”

She placed the open scrapbook in my lap and tapped on a faded photograph of a man in uniform surrounded by three dark-haired Italian girls.

“He fought in Vietnam?” I said. She laughed.

“Oh heavens no, Billy. The big one. World War II,” she said. I looked at the picture again.

“Weren't you jealous?” I indicated the three women.

“Jealous? No, Thad and I are just friends. I guess in a way I was happy for him?” she said, more asking then stating. As she talked, I leafed through the scrapbook filled with headlines about bombs and soldiers and USO shows, pictures of men and women in uniforms, bombed-out buildings, and personal letters. “He was handsome, but not someone I could take home to Mother.”

“Were you ever married?”

“Once upon a time. To a Bible salesman. Me married to a Bible salesman, can you imagine that?” She chuckled, shaking her head in disbelief.

“So what happened to him?”

“He was on his way back home from a convention in Canada when a logging truck overturned onto his car.” She took the scrapbook from my lap and flipped to another page before handing it back to me. “This is my Edward.”

Edward Groves was tall and lanky and had a broad smile full of teeth. His hair was dark, but since the picture was not in color, I could not tell if it was actually black. His eyes, too, were dark and alive and filled with joy. With one arm he leaned on a sleek, shining sedan, and with the other, he cradled Zelda against him.

“This was taken two weeks before he died. I didn't even know I was pregnant yet.” She smiled. “I found out while he was away and told him over the phone. I was going to surprise him, but I just couldn't bring myself to keep the secret from him.”

“So you have kids?”

She shook her head. “I miscarried before the funeral,” she replied.

“Miscarried?”

“I lost the baby.”

Though I didn't understand, I nodded anyway. As if she knew that there were only so many things I could learn in a day and we were quickly approaching that limit, Zelda slid the scrapbook back onto the shelf and ceremoniously dusted her hands.

“But life moves on. So, tell me all about yourself, Billy.”

Uncomfortable with the sudden shift of the spotlight, I stared down at my shoes. Though teachers were always interested in my background, their interest never strayed beyond those factors that directly affected my schoolwork. Other kids, for the most part, had always steered clear of Billy-with-the-weird-middle-name Bradshaw. For the better part of my young life, I had never faced the reality of getting to know someone, nor had I faced the discomfort of someone getting to know me.

“So?” Zelda said, applying even more pressure for me to begin my autobiography.

“I…well what do you want to know?”

“Just tell me about yourself. I'm a writer and that means I ask a lot of questions and try to get to know people. For example, what does your mother do for a living?”

“She works for a finance company,” I said.

“And your father?” she said.

“I don't know. I never met him,” I said.

Zelda frowned. “I'm sorry. Is he dead?”

“Don't know. Mom doesn't talk about him much.”

“Any brothers or sisters?” I shook my head.

“Grandparents?”

“Yeah. They live in Minneapolis.”

“That's right,” she said. “You told us you were from Minneapolis earlier. What about school? What school? Do you like it?”

“Holy Cross. Mom sent me there. I told her we're not Catholic, but she said it didn't matter, that it's a good school,” I said. “What's so funny?”

“I went to a Catholic school too. Is your school run by nuns?” she said.

“Those women are just mean.”

She burst into laughter. “They have to be, Billy. Otherwise it would not be such a good school.” I thought about it for a minute and decided she was right.

“What do you do for fun?”

“Homework.”

Zelda laughed again. “Seriously, though. Any hobbies?”

“I used to ride my bicycle a lot back home. But there's nowhere to ride it in New Orleans. And we live in a building full of old people so there aren't any other kids. So I mostly just watch TV.”

“That's too bad.” She frowned and shook her head.

“Not really. I do really well in school because I have a lot of time to do my homework.”

“That's the spirit. Make the most of it while you can. Maybe one day, who knows?” she said. “Do you have any friends?” I ignored her question, instead looking past her, out the window. “Gets kind of lonely, doesn't it? Moving all over and never settling long enough to get to know anyone.”

“I guess.”

Zelda must have detected my discomfort because she stood up and patted my knee. “Billy, do you know how to play gin?” When I shook my head, she clasped her hands together. “Then it's high time you learned. I'll teach you the basics here, and then you can go out there and beat their socks off.”

She produced a deck of cards from the nightstand and began shuffling. “It's really a simple game. Have you ever played Hearts?”

I shook my head.

“Poker?”

“Yeah. My grandpa taught me one time, but my mom got mad at him.”

“That's as good a starting point as any,” she said, dealing the cards. Thirty minutes later, Zelda Groves returned the deck of cards to the nightstand drawer, having taught me all the secrets of the universe, or at least all I needed to know to beat Anne Moore at gin.







Chapter 4

The humid air outside of Liberty hung heavy with morning haze. I lingered on the steps for a couple of minutes, still groggy from the extra hour of sleep. I half-expected to find Camille Roberts waiting with her arms folded across her chest. Stepping through the door, I breathed a sigh of relief. Camille was on the phone.

I slunk past her desk, hoping she wouldn't see me.

“Excuse me, Mr. Downing,” she said. She cupped her hand over the receiver. “Park your ass in that chair until I get off this phone.”

I flopped into the chair to await my fate, angry that my fate was so uniquely tied to the actions of my mother. She was the one who had overslept, taken her time getting ready, and complained of a hangover, all without regard for how her irresponsibility might draw down Miss Camille's wrath. And from what I was hearing of her phone call, she was in a rare mood.

“Yes, Mr. Downing. I know what you're saying. But you don't know what's what here at Liberty. I've been keeping the wheels on this wagon with duct tape and bubble gum–No sir, I'm not suggesting you don't know–That's not what I said. You don't listen much, do you?…I apologize for the disrespect…No sir, but you're not my boss yet…Fine, I'll send them to you in tomorrow's mail. Good bye.”

As Miss Camille hung up, I heard Ellie's phone clatter into the cradle. Eyebrows raised, Ellie sighed. “Oh, Miss Camille. That man's trouble. I can tell.”

“You think?” Camille said. “Wants an invalid ward. Now where the hell we going to put an invalid ward in this place?”

Ellie opened her mouth to speak, but stopped, instead sliding back into her chair and disappearing behind her files. Rubbing her temples, Camille turned back to her own desk and saw me.

“I almost forgot about you. Well, what do you got to say for yourself?”

“My mom forgot to wake me up this morning.”

“That's the third time in a week. Next time, I call Judge Spurgeon.”

“Yes, ma'am. It won't happen again.” I prayed for a quick dismissal to the Row, but Camille continued. “I still don't know what that man was thinking, sending you down here. What are you supposed to do? Ain't like you're going to be making any friends.” She dismissed me with a nod down the hall, and as I wandered away, I heard her mumbling under her breath, “Oh well, at least you'll be entertained.”

I found the Bohemians gathered around the television, enthralled with one of Thaddeus's soaps. I tried to sneak in, but Emily tipped them off to my presence.

“Hey Billy,” she said. The Bohemians all turned.

“Sorry I'm late. Mom forgot to wake me up this morning–again.”

“Again, indeed,” Anne said. She patted the place beside her on the sofa. “You should learn to set an alarm clock. So, tell us what did you do yesterday.”

One of the more annoying qualities of childhood is a kid's ability to prattle on and on, without saying much. Thankfully, most children are spared embarrassment by an ignorance of the telltale slouch of feigned interest and constantly nodding heads of active listening. Such was the state in which my tale of cartoon-watching was languishing when I realized that there were only six of us. Someone was missing.

“Where's Zel?” I said.

Alistair and Louise exchanged glances. Thaddeus pretended not to hear me, instead focused on fine-tuning the television antenna. Donald just sipped his coffee.

Anne Moore finally answered. “She's in her room.” When I attempted to stand, I felt Anne's hand on my knee. “I'd give her a few minutes, Billy. She has company.”

Other than Zelda's husband, we had never discussed friends or family. I assumed that the Bohemians never received visitors, that their lives as I had seen them were a comprehensive whole.

Zel's door slammed and we all jumped. A dark-haired streak charged across the lobby and through the Hall B door. Through the several seconds of stunned silence that followed, I found myself unable to bear not knowing and finally cracked. “Okay. Who was that?”

Before anyone could answer, Zelda emerged from her room, blotting her eyes. “Sorry for the outburst everyone, I'm not sure why she even bothers any–well hello, Billy!” She squeezed in next to me, nudging Anne aside.

“Who was that?”

She frowned and turned away. “No one. Just…” Her voice trailed off. I considered asking again, but the faint residue of tears on her cheeks told me everything I needed to know. Whoever burst out of Zelda's room evoked great distress in my friend. And for that, I did not like that woman, whoever she was.

With the excitement of the morning past, Alistair rummaged around Emily's desk for something to read. He found a dog-eared copy of Redbook and retired to his room. Louise and Ann disappeared into the kitchen to cook lunch. Thaddeus alternated between talk shows and his soaps. Donald, as always, returned to his room for a nap before lunch. Zelda was the only one who deviated from her routine. Rather than scribbling in any of a dozen journals and notebooks, she sat by the window staring into the slate-gray sky. I discovered a half-completed jigsaw puzzle on a card table in the corner. Four straight edges framed parts of a ship in various stages of completion. A section of deck ended with ragged edges where a smooth line should have been. Meandering columns of sky a single-tile's width flowed down and pooled into blue seas. Huge sails billowed, full and straining against the wind even though gaping holes dotted their surface. Several gray-and-black tiles caught my eye. I struggled for a moment, frustrated that I did not know what part of the ship I was attempting to assemble. After trying several combinations, two pieces locked, then a third, a fourth. With the fifth piece, I recognized coils of ropes stacked neatly in the corner.

“Don't bother. There's a piece missing,” someone said. I turned. Thaddeus stood there, watching me.

“How do you know?” I said.

He tapped the picture of a hatch cover. “All of the pieces are sorted and there aren't any that fit the door. So there's a piece missing. We just haven't bothered to throw it out yet. There're some more puzzles over in the closet. Why don't we start one of those?”
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