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Arabel, anyway, anywhere






Everything in this book complimentary to New Orleans and the French Quarter is true. Inaccuracies regarding geography and history, along with anything unfavorable to New Orleans, the French Quarter, and most especially the Quarter’s residents, bar workers, and street artists, are the re-sult of my pandering.

David Lozell Martin

New Orleans







. . . Physiol’ogus tells us that the pelican is very fond of its brood,


but when the young ones begin to grow


they rebel against the male bird and provoke his anger,


so that he kills them; the mother returns to the nest in three days,


sits on the dead birds, pours her blood over them,


revives them, and they feed on the blood.

—from The Dictionary of Phrase and Fable,


by E. Cobham Brewer

Pie pellicane, Jesu Domine


(Dutiful pelican, Lord Jesus)

—from the hymn “Adoro te devote,”


by Saint Thomas Aquinas
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PART ONE

FELONY THEFT:


THREE JACKS ON THE FLOOR


ON THE FLOOR






1

A ONE-WAY TICKET ON A TRAIN


CALLED THE CRESCENT CITY

“I have something to tell you, Charlie . . .” This is my father talking, he’s dying. “When your mother was giving birth to you, she had a bowel movement —”

“What?”

“She didn’t mean to, Charlie.”

My father and I had seen each other infrequently over the past several years, and now we were supposed to be enacting a solemn deathbed scene, my father having summoned me to a Charlottesville, Virginia, hospice where he was waiting for cancer to complete destiny.

“I wasn’t around when your sisters were born,” he said. “As I’m sure your mother told you, I never quite mastered the husband-father thing.”

That’s one way of putting it . . . my mother had put it many other ways over the years, in fact all my life she sang to me the litany of my father’s sins: drunkard, gambler, womanizer, felon, heartbreaker. He left our family — my mother, my three older sisters, and me — when I was four years old and didn’t reenter my life until almost a decade later when my mother, against her better judgment, allowed me to spend a summer in New Orleans where my father hustled a living with his half brother, James Joseph Pelikan. When I told my mother yesterday that Dad had called from a hospice and wanted me to come visit him before he died, she said it’s probably a trick, he’s not dying for real, he wants money, don’t give him any, don’t go see him, don’t give him the satisfaction.

That single summer I was supposed to spend with my father in New Orleans stretched into three years, from when I was thirteen until just before I turned sixteen, years that broke my mother’s heart and programmed me for life.

“From what I gather,” the old man was saying, “a woman usually gets an enema before she goes in to give birth but you came on real quick and there wasn’t time —”

I told him I didn’t want to hear it.

“I was out in the waiting room when a nurse asked if I wanted to see you get born . . . I figured, what the hell, in for a dime, in for a dollar. I arrived all suited up and masked just as your mother was bearing down to get you out and I guess she squeezed her bowels —”

“Why are you telling me this?”

He held up a quaking hand, trying not to laugh. “The nurses are wiping away the shit while your mother is bearing down and shitting even more, which is the moment you choose to arrive, right in the middle of it all . . .” He laughs and loses his breath, then catches it again. “So that’s what I wanted to tell you, you were born in shit and blood, it was a mess.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

“I just wanted to tell you . . . to let you know I was there at the beginning.”

“Thanks.”

“And also to say, life’s tough . . . you’re born in shit and —”

When I suggested he leave it at that, the old man fixed me with a dull gaze. “So how’s your business?”

“Good, knock on wood.”

“Lunch boxes and Barbie dolls?”

“Collectibles, memorabilia . . . ” He knew what my business was. For the past three years, since I turned thirty, I’ve been doing it full time, buying and selling toys that Baby Boomers played with as children, but I also deal in political memorabilia and occasionally rare books, old coins. I started out as a broker, purchasing items only when I knew I had a willing buyer. But I came across so many good deals from sellers desperate to unload collections (often a widow eager to sell her dead husband’s “junk”) that I leased a warehouse and began buying and storing items for eventual resell . . . this is either going to make a lot of money someday or lead to bankruptcy.

“You don’t do PR anymore?” my father asked.

“Not for three years, Dad.”

“Schmoozing.”

“What?”

“All that stuff you did for that PR company, marketing and media, you told me, it’s schmoozing . . . like you learned from me and your uncle James Joseph back when you lived in the Quarters.”

“Yeah.” My father’s dying, I wasn’t going to dispute what he should be taking credit for.

“That skinny little black-haired girl, you still shacking with her?”

“No, we broke up last —”

“How many’s that since college?”

“Girlfriends?”

“Serious ones you couldn’t keep, yeah.”

“Couldn’t keep?”

“If you can’t make it work with women, Charlie, that’s just one of the things you got to accept.”

Where do parents get their ideas? I told him, “I parted on the best of terms with all my old girlfriends, in fact the ones who’ve gotten married have invited me to their weddings —”

“You take it as a compliment . . . you’re so safe that old girlfriends invite you to their weddings? Any of my old girlfriends, they didn’t want me in the same state when they were getting married.”

“All I’m saying, Dad —”

“Is how tame you are . . .”

“Is how I’m not leaving behind a lot of bitterness and anger.”

“Meaning what?”

I shook my head.

“Meaning what?”

“I’m not the man you were, Pop.”

He stared at me and blinked, then said, “I’m laying here dying and you’re insulting me?”

“Forget it.”

“And what did you mean, the man I was?”

I shrugged, but of course he must realize it’s true . . . my father was in the past tense now.

“You’re more like me than you want to admit,” he said. “Marketing, schmoozing, trading, selling, working deals, hustling . . . the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

Because he abandoned the family when I was four, as a child I had no distinctive memories of him, but when mother wasn’t around, my sisters would tell stories of our father . . . how he could talk birds from trees and make everyone laugh, how people at a party waited upon his arrival like they were auditioning for The Iceman Cometh. When he was tapped out he’d bust open your piggy bank to steal the last quarter, but when he was flush he gave extravagant gifts all around, and people who knew him but didn’t have to depend upon him loved our father dearly for his bonhomie. A thief and con artist, in spite of his moral corruption he was a physically beautiful man, according to my sisters and to photographs they had hidden away like contraband from our mother, who upon finding any lingering evidence of her ex-husband, would burn the item like it carried typhoid.

My father’s good looks and high spirits and felonious nature were all still evident when I was a teenager and lived with him in New Orleans, but now, in this hospice room, he is desiccated and traumatized and it seems that the tubes in his arms and at his nose, instead of helping, must be vacuuming life from him. Mother would be pleased.

“I got a deathbed assignment for you,” he announced.

Assignment . . . I remember that word from hanging around with my father and James Joseph, how they inclined to the dramatic and instead of asking me to run an errand or do a little job, they’d bring me in close and whisper about an assignment they had for me. Usually these assignments were mundane, run get a pack of cigarettes or go tell someone to be at a certain place come midnight . . . but occasionally James Joseph would offer something bizarre. One time he had me running around the French Quarter gathering up things I thought might be soothing to pygmies . . . who supposedly were being imported into this country as jockeys but ended up being so stricken by the crowds and shouts at the track that, between races, they needed to be kept in quiet rooms, surrounded by items they found soothing. Even at the time I knew it was ludicrous . . . but my uncle was such a magical man I would’ve gone to sea in a paper boat for him.

I guess this pygmy memory made me smile because suddenly my father was demanding what the hell I thought was so goddamn funny.

Funny was me bringing pygmy-soothing items to Pelikan who laid my treasures on the cypress bar of the joint where he worked, a place called Your Mother’s, and questioned me carefully why I chose a piece of colored glass or red foil, please explain my pygmy-soothing philosophy. It was because of the close way he listened that I eventually came out of my shy-boy shell and flourished in the French Quarter.

“What?” my father was still demanding.

“Deathbed assignnment? I was just thinking how dramatic you and —”

“I’m dying here!” he shouted. “For me, that’s pretty goddamn dramatic!”

“Okay.”

“Dramatic?” he grumbled. “Change places with me, see how dramatic you feel.”

“You’re right, I was out of line.”

“What, I should just lay here and die politely, is that how they do it in the suburbs?”

He thought it was a sign of my milky nature that as a single man in my thirties I was living in a family-oriented suburb rather than downtown in some big city, preferably New Orleans, although New York or Chicago would’ve sufficed . . . places where a young man can grab the world by the ass and shake it, my father would say. Hoping to avoid his lecture about the soulless suburbs, I asked, What’s the assignment?

“I got several, sit down.”

I took a chair by his bed wondering if he was going to ask that I hold his hand as he spoke.

He didn’t. “Your uncle, James Joseph, might be in trouble . . . over his head. It’s this business with the Edessa. At least it started out as business, now it’s —”

“The what?”

“Edessa. It’s famous, two thousand years old, made by Thracian goldsmiths who —”

I laughed. “Thracians, huh?” This had all the marks of another farce, like the pygmy jockeys.

“If you’re ignorant, don’t be proud of it,” he told me, “that’s one of my dying philosophies you can have for free. Now I want you to go down to New Orleans and bring your uncle up here to me. If you make it before I croak, I’ll be able to see him one last time, great. If I die before you get back, the two of you can go to my funeral together and make sure people pay attention.”

“Why don’t you just call him and tell him to come see you?”

“You know James Joseph, he won’t leave New Orleans unless someone goes down there and gets him. What’s he always say about New Orleans being his cradle and grave?”

“I’m not the man for the job.”

“What’s he always say, is what I asked you.”

“He always says New Orleans was his cradle, New Orleans will be his coffin. And what I say, Dad, is I’m not the person to go down there and get James Joseph —”

“Sure you are . . . in fact you’re the only man for the job, the only person in the world James Joseph would leave New Orleans for.”

“I’m not going to do it . . . ask me something else.”

“Why, because he took that girl away from you, you still holding a grudge over that, how many years’s it been?”

“He’s my uncle, he should’ve —”

“He couldn’t’ve taken her away from you if she didn’t want to be taken . . . he didn’t knock her over the head, did he?”

“No, but that’s not —”

“He give her drugs, slip her a mickey?”

“No, although he’s been known to —”

“Then what’d he do to take her away from you . . . as opposed to you just lost her, huh?”

I didn’t know the answer . . . maybe James Joseph whispered New Oy-yuns in her ear . . . and cried her to sleep with zydeco and woke her up with beignets, I don’t know what the hell Pelikan did but I was in love with Amanda, deeply, dangerously in love with her, and I took Amanda down to New Orleans for Mardi Gras, but she didn’t come back with me. Amanda stayed with Pelikan. I haven’t returned to the city since then (twelve years ago, when I was twenty-one) and haven’t spoken with or forgiven my uncle.

My father was summarizing this trauma: “You bring a girl down to Mardi Gras when you’re in college, James Joseph takes her to bed, the rest of your life is ruined . . . that your story?”

“I’m not going to talk about this.”

“I never thought you’d grow up to be a sissy.”

I looked away.

“When your sisters were visiting me the other day, one of them was wearing a cute blue dress with white piping and a matching jacket . . . I think it might fit you.”

“Fuck you.” Then immediately regretted it.

“Whoa, tough guy, huh . . . I’m laying here with tubes up my nose, out my dick, and suddenly you’re a tough guy, huh?”

I wish. Life would be easier if I was tough like my father and his half brother, James Joseph, men who never fell in love, whose idea of romance was getting a blow job without having to pay for it, men who go hard eyed when a woman cries in their presence . . . meanwhile I regularly fall in love, break my heart, go to pieces. I think New Orleans did this to me, living there during my formative, puppy-love years. It tends to skew the rest of your life when at age fourteen or fifteen you’re hanging out in French Quarter bars, protected as I was by the royal status of my uncle, eating dawn breakfasts with weary strippers who wanted me to rub their feet, getting oyster kisses from female bartenders. Then I left the French Quarter just before I was sixteen, my experiences there becoming personal myth and legend.

“You used to be such a happy kid,” my father was saying, “how come you turned out so sour?”

“I had a root canal yesterday.”

“And a smart-ass too. You know, your uncle could arrange for you to get rich.”

“The only thing he’s good at arranging is blow jobs for conventioneers.” Arranging things is how my father’s half brother made his way through life. When I lived in the French Quarter, Pelikan arranged the loss of my virginity and then sent women to me on a regular basis . . . which of course is one large reason I stayed there for three years, until my mother’s almost daily admonishments and pleas by telephone and letter finally wore me down and I returned to the leafy suburbs of Connecticut as a jaded kid about to turn sixteen . . . convinced I’d already done and seen everything life had to offer. Maybe all sixteen-year-olds think that way, but after three years in the French Quarter with Pelikan, I was closer than most to being right about it.

“I’m worried about James Joseph,” my father said. “People tell me he’s become weird, maybe even mentally ill.”

“Yeah, how could anyone tell?”

My father laughed and coughed, then suddenly his eyes went wide and he grabbed his side and seemed about to scream. “I coughed loose one of my tubes.” I went looking for nurses.

While waiting in the hall as they worked on him, I offered a silent prayer: Please God don’t ever let me be the author of that statement: I coughed loose one of my tubes.

After he was put back together, the nurses said I could have another ten minutes with him, then I should leave.

“When you get down to New Orleans,” he said right away, speaking hoarsely and allowing no opportunity for either of us to mention what had just happened, “look up Three Jacks On The Floor before you go into the Quarter, he’ll tell you what condition your uncle is in, if it’s safe to go see him.”

“Safe?”

“Yeah, there’s a lot of stuff going on, Three Jacks will fill you in.”

“Okay.”

“Okay what?”

“Okay, I’ll do it.”

He stared at me for a long time. “I’m dying, you’re lying.”

I didn’t deny either.

“I can’t believe you’re not going to do this thing for your dying father.”

I really did have a root canal done the day before . . . and now it’s throbbing. “All right, Pop, the nurses said I got to go . . . I’ll come see you again tomorrow.”

“I’ll be added to Pelikan’s list soon.”

“What list?”

“He keeps a list of all the people he’s ever known who’ve died, he takes it out occasionally and goes through the list, saying each person’s name and remembering something good about that person. You never knew he kept a list?”

“No.”

“Soon I’ll be on his list . . . and I have to tell you, Charlie, it’s a comfort knowing that after I’m dead, someone will occasionally speak my name and say good things.”

“Dad, you’re busting my balls here.”

He closed his eyes and began fooling around, pawing the air with one hand, speaking like he was already a ghost. “Charles, Charles . . . my dear son, Charles, go to New Orleans, get rich . . . eat a muffuletta for me, drink a Dixie beer, and remember me to Herald Square.”

“That’s New York.”

He opened his eye and tried for a sly grin . . . which came across as death’s grimace.

I stood.

“Don’t you want to go to New Orleans and get rich, Charlie?”

“What’s this about getting rich, how’s Pelikan going to do that?”

“Go down there and find out.”

“We’ll see.” Now I was sounding like the parent, putting off a persistent child.

He gave me a dirty look. “One last favor? Go to my funeral and if you catch anyone checking his watch or yawning or talking business or comparing gas mileages or anything that’s not about me . . . give ’em dirty looks. Man, I can’t stand that. What’s a funeral last, an hour or so? For that lousy hour it seems to me you should concentrate on the business at hand and not be making lunch plans. So that’s what I’m asking of you, come to my funeral and scowl at the clock-watchers.”

“You got it.”

“One other thing.”

“Yeah?”

He didn’t speak for a moment, then shrugged. “A man’s dying, he tries to set things right. I talked to your sisters, they forgive me for being a lousy father to them or no father at all, they always have forgiven me. And they all turned out just fine, careers and marriages, great kids. I haven’t called your mother because I knew she wouldn’t forgive me, which is fine too. That leaves you. I don’t know how much responsibility I owe for you not being a very happy man at age thirty-three when you should have the world by its ass —”

“I’m fine.”

“No, listen to me. I should’ve taken better care of you when you were living with me, shouldn’t have let you run wild, shouldn’t have let you spend so much time with James Joseph. But what’s done is done, now, if you can find it in your heart, I’d like you to forgive me.”

“For what?”

“Everything I just said. Jesus Christ, I’m dying here and you’re still not listening to me? For not being a good father, not taking better care of you.”

“I forgive you.”

He looked at me for a long time, then said, “You’re lying again.”

I shrugged.

“Like I said before, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree . . . but you know what, Charlie, I’m glad you’re tough hearted. It’ll hold you in good stead.”

“Tough hearted? Dad, you have no idea how soft I am.”

This seemed to alarm him and he asked what I meant.

“Nothing, I’ll come see you tomorrow.”

“Here.”

His outstretched hand held an envelope. When I took it, he said, “Don’t come back tomorrow.”

“No?”

“It really burns me.”

“What?”

“People not paying attention at a funeral. A death should mean something. I should have you say Kaddish.”

“Say what?”

“Not that I expect you to even remember your old man, much less do anything in my honor, every day for eleven months, that’s a laugh . . . an hour after I’m dead you’ll be drinking cocktails from fancy-stemmed glasses and I’ll become some story you tell every few years when you get in your cups after a dinner party.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“ ‘My father, the colorful character from New Orleans.’ Go on, get the hell out of here, don’t come back.”

I hesitated. Was this the last time I’d see him alive?

He made it easy. “I said get the hell out of here, Charlie . . . leave me to die, huh?”

I left and didn’t stop until I was away from the hospice in a taxi, where I opened the envelope containing $900 and a one-way ticket on a train called the Crescent City.
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WAXING AND WANING

A deathbed assignment is apparently powerful gris-gris because here I am on that train arriving in a city I promised myself I’d never visit again, to see an uncle I swore never to speak to again.

When I lived here as a teenager, James Joseph was so well connected and well known in the bars of the French Quarter, especially those off Bourbon Street, that I was always welcomed even if my underage presence put the bar at legal risk. I spent more time with my uncle than with my father, who was busy with various felonies and misdemeanors. James Joseph told me ghost stories and gave advice on healthy living (most of it having to do with foot maintenance and frequent hand washing) and sent me on those assignments like they were spy missions (Charlie, take this envelope to a tall guy in a red shirt at the end of the bar in Giovanni’s . . . tell him the black dog howls at midnight, he’ll know what to do). Pelikan lived in a city that offered some of the greatest food in the world but he seldom sat down to a regular meal, and except for beans and rice on Monday, I never saw him eat any of the traditional dishes, mostly he snacked. He was full of quirks, crossing himself frequently and mumbling hoodoo incantations the way you or I might sing an old song under our breath. Although he worked in bars all his life, I never knew him to get drunk. He was surrounded by beautiful women, many of whom adored him, but didn’t have girlfriends. (James Joseph said he “received gratuities” for arranging dates but he was virtually a pimp and as such considered himself an expert on women . . . telling me right after he met Amanda on the first day of that Mardi Gras trip that she was playing me for a fool: a prophecy he made come true.)

I got off the train carrying all this history. And wondered: now that I’m thirty-three and run my own business and have adjusted relatively well to a non–New Orleans life, will I finally be able to close the book on this city?

Heading for a cab I lecture myself about keeping mentally healthy, no tunnel trips to the past, no recriminations to Pelikan or demands for explanations, and especially no participation in his strange adventure-assignments. Just give him the message — your brother is dying and wants you to come see him — then go back North with or without my uncle in tow.

When the cabbie drops me off, I think I must have the wrong address because this high-rise looks way too pricey for Three Jacks. I’d called Three Jacks before I left on this trip and although we hadn’t seen each other for nearly twenty years, he seemed eager to fill me in on what my uncle was doing. Inside the building I ask a janitor and he says yeah, not only does Karl Gruber (Three Jacks’s real name) reside here, he lives in the penthouse.

On the way up I’m trying to figure how Three Jacks On The Floor managed to rent a penthouse because, when I was in New Orleans as a kid, he was a sad-funny character who hung around the edge of the action, ran disability scams, and was famous for being unlucky. He liked me because I was one of the few individuals below him on the pecking order . . . though Three Jacks and I both understood that my low status as a teenager was temporary, his wasn’t. He got his name in a high-stakes poker game that took place before I was born. Karl the Grub (as he was known then) apparently was on this winning streak that he couldn’t dismount no matter how foolishly he played . . . but winning made him so nervous he got shitfaced on Maker’s Mark, becoming sloppy at the table, spilling drinks, knocking over ashtrays, dropping cards. When he told me this story years ago, my father explained that normally the poker players would’ve kicked Karl out of the game for this sort of behavior, but he had won most of the money by this point and the other players wanted a crack at winning some back. The only other guy who was ahead that night turned out to be a high roller from St. Louis who dressed, my father said, like a river-boat gambler, including big black hat and handlebar mustache heavily waxed. Around dawn, this high roller and Karl were in a final round that tied up just about all the money that had been played that night, a winner-take-everything pot. The game was seven-card stud. Karl called. The high roller from St. Louis turned over a full boat, queens on top of fours. Karl looks at the boat, then at the high roller, then says, “I got dat beat, I got four of a kind.” Showing no emotion, the high roller from St. Louis tells Karl, “Let’s see ’em.” But in his nervous, drunken fiddling, Karl dropped part of his hand on the floor and has to scoot back from the table to look for the missing cards, finally announcing, “Okay, here we go, four of a kind — dat jack of diamonds on the table and dese three jacks on the floor.” The high roller from St. Louis goes cold in the eyes. “Three jacks on the floor? Where I come from, ‘three jacks on the floor’ would get your throat slit.” To save blood being shed, the other players decide to give the pot to the high roller and kick Karl out of the game . . . nothing to show for his winning streak except a new nickname.

Up at the penthouse I rang the bell and Three Jacks On The Floor answered wearing a towel, holding a cigar.

“Hey kid,” he said brightly. “You grew up!”

I shook the hand that wasn’t holding the cigar and told Three Jacks he hadn’t changed at all . . . which was almost true, he’d gone from forty to sixty without seeming any older, just a little fatter, a little balder. What hair he had was on his belly and chest, thick black fur all the way up to the line on his neck where he pruned back the thicket so it wouldn’t stick up out of his shirt collars.

“Howz ya momma an ’em sistas?” he asked.

“Fine,” I said, surprised at this cross-reference between a New Orleans character and my life back home.

“Come on in,” Three Jacks said, turning to lead me through his apartment, high ceilinged and overstuffed, everything beige and white, pillows all over the place like the apartment was a pillow ranch where they breed them in all shapes and sizes, some big enough to hug with both arms and dozens of smaller ones lounging around couches and chairs. You could get falling-down drunk in this apartment and never worry about bumping your head.

“Great place,” I said, getting ready to ask how he was paying the rent . . . but Three Jacks spoke first, telling me I hadn’t seen nothing yet. He pulled apart a pair of ten-foot glass doors that opened onto a patio with potted plants, swimming pool with waterfall, and a fancy iron fence around the whole thing to keep you falling fourteen floors from penthouse luxury all the way down to the Warehouse District.

“Wow,” I said softly.

“Check out the view,” he said.

I turned to where he was pointing and saw a naked woman standing next to a wheeled table . . . she was mid-twenties and perky looking, the yellow blond hair on her head cut shorter than an army recruit’s. She was also shaved bare between the legs.

“You’ll never guess,” Three Jacks said, “what she’s here to do to me.”

“I don’t even want to think about it.”

He laughed. “Come on, I’ll introduce you.”

We went over and Three Jacks said, “This is Maria.”

She had a fishhook in her lip.

With considerable effort, Three Jacks climbed up on the gurney and lay on his back, keeping, thank God, the large towel draped across his groin.

“I’m waxing his belly,” the woman said cheerfully.

I nodded as if this was something I encountered all the time.

“The way it works, Charlie,” Three Jacks explained, “she’s new to the hair-removal business and wants to put the word out, and there’s no better person in the world to put the word out than me, so she’s comping me this wax job.”

I looked down at his big belly carpeted in curly black hair and asked the woman, “You’ve heard of the labors of Hercules?”

“No,” she said, opening a tin of wax.

“Hey, Charlie, go over and check out the swimming pool,” Three Jacks told me as he took a puff on the fat cigar, then closed his eyes like he was ready for a nap.

I went over and looked in . . . the water was green, not algae-dirty green but green as if someone had dyed it. “The water’s green,” I called to Three Jacks, raising my voice to be heard over the waterfall made of concrete fake rocks three or four feet high to create the splash.

“I dyed it green!” he called back to me.

“How come!”

I thought he said something about the FBI but didn’t catch it and returned to the gurney and asked Three Jacks, did he just say something about the FBI.

“Foreign-born Irish,” he explained. “I had a bunch of FBI priests here and in their honor I dyed the pool green.”

“You’re not Irish, how come you had a party for —”

“Bulgar,” he said.

“What?”

“I’m Bulgar. It wasn’t much of a party anyway, not with Jesuits, they’re shock troops, not cocktail drinkers. My sister’s a nun, one of God’s guards, you didn’t know that?”

I said I didn’t. I tried to get a lingering look at Maria’s body but each time I glanced her way she caught me so I tried being a gentleman by looking her straight in the eyes, which were blue. I was about to ask about the fishhook in her lower lip when I caught a smell on the wind and turned left, toward the Mississippi River a few blocks away. “America’s alimentary canal,” I said.

“What?” she asked.

“That’s how my uncle used to describe the Mississippi,” I told her. “He said it was America’s alimentary canal, America’s gut, getting nastier on the way down, finally dumping its load out in the Gulf of Mexico, a hundred miles from here.”

“His uncle is James Joseph Pelikan,” Three Jacks said, maintaining his policy of telling everything to anyone.

“You’re Charlie Curtis?” she asked with a curious smile.

“Yeah, how’d you know?”

She smiled more.

I didn’t press her for an answer, saying instead that I was here to talk to Three Jacks and would appreciate it if she could leave us alone for a few minutes.

“You’re here to see who?” she asked.

“Three Jacks On The Floor.”

He snickered but kept his eyes closed.

“Who’s Three Jacks On The Floor?” she asked.

I pointed.

“Him?”

“Yeah,” I said, “what do you know him as?”

“The Lion of Judah?”

I searched her eyes for signs of irony, sarcasm, wit . . . but came up dry. Three Jacks offered no comment except to puff on his cigar. Welcome to New Orleans.

As the woman dug a large wooden spatula into the tin of sun-softened wax, I looked more closely at the fishhook through her lower lip. It wasn’t a decorative, hypoallergenic, jewelry-type fishhook, it was a regular old tackle box fishhook . . . the shank came out through the skin just under the curl of her pouty lower lip, the fishhook’s barb arching out from inside, coming over the top of that lip so it looked as if the hook’s sharp point was standing guard there at the entrance to her mouth.

When she caught me staring, I apologized and said I’d never seen anyone who had a fishhook through their lip on purpose.

Three Jacks spoke without opening his eyes, “Tell him what it’s for.”

I waited. The young woman looked at me with what seemed to be — and obviously I was dreaming here, fantasizing — abiding affection as she kneaded the wax onto Three Jacks’s belly flesh, rolling under her touch like hairy dough for a really big loaf of bread . . . but she said nothing.

Three Jacks finally supplied the answer himself: “That fishhook discourages blow jobs.”

I have a really stupid laugh so mainly I’ve taught myself to chuckle or smile, not laugh out loud, but Three Jacks’s remark caught me unaware and a laugh belched out of me . . . the young woman raising her eyebrows (were they the only hair she had beside that blond burr cut?) before smiling again and returning to the task of waxing the stomach of Three Jacks On The Floor.

With her attention now riveted on depilation, I took the opportunity to stare . . . Maria was five and a half feet tall, her legs and arms slim (and also hairless, I noticed now that I was staring), her titties nicely chubby and high on her chest and topped with nipples like scoops of plum purple ice cream. I realize it’s risky comparing nipples to food products, but her nipples were truly unusual in size and color . . . so much so that I fixated on them for several long seconds before noticing the tattoos.

On the inside of her right breast was a fiery red devil about the size of a quarter, a cartoon devil with pointy tail and pitchfork, looking more mischievous than evil. Then over on her left breast, tucked in the same position and of similar size, was a blue cartoon angel with all the usual angel accoutrements — wings, halo, and a benevolent smile similar to the one on this young woman’s face as she asked me without looking away from her waxy task, “You enjoying the view?”

I said nothing and she continued spreading wax as if belly was the main course at tonight’s banquet and she was in charge of marinade.

“When she gets done with me,” Three Jacks said sleepily, “I’m gonna be slick and sleek like a twelve-year-old boy.”

Yeah — if the twelve-year-old boy is bald, weighs three hundred pounds, smokes stogies, and has bags under his eyes like Buster Keaton.

“Maria,” I said, “could you leave us alone for just a few minutes?”

She held up both waxy hands. “Sure. I have to make a call anyway.” She went over to a chair by the pool and took a towel out of her gym bag. After wiping her hands, Maria removed a cell phone from the bag and flipped it open . . . I couldn’t hear what she was saying because of the waterfall.

Three Jacks opened his eyes and struggled to sit up. “She works naked,” he said, flashing his bushy brows.

“So I noticed . . . how’d you end up so lucky?”

“I got money coming in.”

“From where?”

He lay back and closed his eyes again.

“Three Jacks, I’m down here to convince Pelikan to come back with me and see my father before he dies, but Dad said I should talk to you first because Pelikan apparently has been acting a little weirder than usual.”

“You and James Joseph going to break into the Suppository, huh?”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“A play on words. Suppository, the Louisiana State Repository . . . don’t you get it?”

I shook my head.

“I thought you went to college. Hey, Charlie, you been in the Quarters yet?”

“No.”

“Don’t you love this city?”

“What’s not to love about New Orleans?” I said, intentionally pronouncing it New Or-leens.

Three Jacks laughed. “N’Awlins, Ne-Orlyuns, New Orlans, New Orlins, New Oy-yuns, it prolly doan matta, hawt, long as you end up in Da Franch Kwatas.”

He was talking yat, what they call working-class whites who used the universal greeting, Where y’at! When I lived in New Orleans as a kid, yat was a relatively neutral term but over the years it became pejorative, like peckerwood.

I asked Three Jacks when he last saw Pelikan.

“Couple weeks ago. Your dad and Pelikan were kings of the Quarters, warrior kings who —”

“One of the kings is dying.”

Three Jacks took the cigar out of his mouth. “Yeah, I know that’s how come you’re here, I heard your father’s got the cancer, sorry . . . he’s a good man.”

Apparently finished with her phone call, the naked woman, Maria, came over and asked me if I really was Charlie Curtis.

I said I really was . . . then took another journey starting at that fishhook under her lower lip, descending to her titties with their tattoos and fat purple nipples, then on down her hairless little tummy to that equally hairless place between her legs, and back up from there, bumping through it all again. I wondered how utterly stupid I would sound asking her to come into the Quarter with me and have a drink . . . after she got dressed, of course.

“James Joseph Pelikan’s nephew?” she asked.

“The one and only . . . why?”

“I just wanted to make sure.” She walked back to that metal chair painted enamel green where she had her gym bag.

I asked Three Jacks what that was all about, he said he didn’t know. Then I asked him again about Pelikan.

“Well, kid, there’s some heavy rain about to fall and ol’ Three Jacks might have to lay low for a stretch.”

“Tell me something I can understand.”

“I’ve been playing both ends against the middle, Charlie . . . a profitable but dangerous endeavor.”

I leaned over and took the cigar from his mouth and stuck it, smoky end up, in his waxy navel, where it stayed, plenty of room in there for a fifty-four-gauge Churchill.

“Hey, why’d you do that?” he whined, squinting in the sun to look at the cigar.

“ ’Cause you’re not paying attention.”

“Oh Charlie,” he said, closing his eyes again, leaving the cigar in place.

The woman was walking my way again, smiling like we were in love, holding a towel across her hands. Like an idiot, watching her plump dumpling breasts diddily-bopping like no factory tits ever can, I smiled back and suspected nothing until she pulled her right hand from under that towel and pointed a .38 Special snub-nose revolver at me.

I looked at the gun, then up at her face: sweet countenance, fish-hooked mouth, white teeth, cute smile — like Mary Poppins if you can imagine Mary Poppins completely naked, shaved of all body hair including short curlies, sporting a burr haircut, and aiming a .38 Special right square at your nose.

I nudged Three Jacks, who grunted but kept his eyes closed, oblivious of the drama unfolding right next to the table.

When she was close to that gurney, she lowered the muzzle until it was pointing just below the cigar still sticking out of Three Jacks’s navel and then, smiling like flashbulbs flashing, she pulled the trigger and blew a splattering hole in that big hairy waxy watermelon of a belly.

I gasped and Three Jacks yelled, “YEOWWARGGFUCKET!” or something to that effect, and right away he was spouting red like a harpooned whale.






3

NAKED WOMAN IN GREEN WATER

Her gun hand remained steady as Three Jacks strangled on something deep in his throat, struggling to sit up until she placed the muzzle to his temple and pulled the trigger again, making me jump again but at least putting an end to Three Jacks’s distress as his body shuddered off the table to land on the patio tile thump-splat like a side of beef to the butcher’s floor.

In her other hand was the cell phone. The woman punched 911 and said, “There’s been a shooting.” Then she gave Three Jacks’s address.

Stepping over the body, supine with the cigar still waxed in place, still smoking, she looked down at him and said in self-amusement, “Three Jacks On The Floor on the floor.” Then pointed the gun at me.

I waited, wondering how much it’s going to hurt . . . and how brave will I be about it?

She said, “I’m waiting.”

“Waiting?”

“For you to go crazy, run around and howl like a scalded dog.”

Now when I looked at her eyes I realized there was an absence behind them, that what I’d taken as some kind of instant affection for me was, instead, drugged-out bliss.

“This whole thing,” I told her, “to me it’s very strange.”

“It’s about to get worse.”

I didn’t ask what she meant, but when Three Jacks’s body farted, I said, “It wasn’t me.” Which made her laugh and gave me hope maybe I wasn’t going to get shot after all.

We heard a siren. “There you go,” she said, flipping the revolver in the air, catching it by the cylinder and handing it to me grips first, upside down.

I turned the revolver right side up and pointed it at this strange, naked, zonked, nearly hairless woman, close enough now I could smell her, all mint and moss.

“Are you going to shoot me?” she asked mockingly.

“I’m really confused.”

She laughed, cranked the voltage on that smile one last time, then swayed over to the pool where she dove in with such splashless grace it seemed a leap into some waterless void.

I went to the pool to watch her swim laps or whatever it was she did after waxing and icing someone, but the woman was under the surface and I couldn’t see her because the green water was opaque. I checked the time . . . how long can she stay under, three minutes max? I’ll wait and then tell the cops —

Tell them what? Those sirens were closing in when it occurred to me how vulnerable I was here. The cops would come running out onto this patio and see Three Jacks shot dead and see me standing here by the pool with a revolver in my hand and if I was lucky maybe they wouldn’t shoot me where I stood, maybe they’d settle for pointing weapons at me and screaming mortal threats.

I threw the revolver in the pool where it sank quickly out of sight under the Irish green surface.

Checking my watch I figured it had to be four minutes now and she can’t hold her breath that long, can she? Did she jump in and hit her head on the bottom and drown? The cops are going to think I shot Three Jacks and killed the naked wax lady too.

With sirens winding down I hurried to the railing and saw four cops getting out of two cars parked in front of the building. They’ll be up here in a couple minutes, do I wait and explain, or take off?

Checking the pool again, wondering where she was, I stood there willing that green water to yield a naked hairless woman . . . maybe I should jump in and try to find her body, she must be dead because it’s been six or seven minutes.

I looked over at the ten-foot glass doors, imagining them opening with nervous cops running out onto the patio, seeing a bloody body, then pointing their weapons at me, accusing me of murder.

And what am I going to say in my defense . . . no, Officers, you got it all wrong, it wasn’t me, it was a naked woman with tattoos on her titties, no hair between her legs, and a fishhook through her lip, she’s the one who killed Three Jacks On The Floor and then drowned herself in that swimming pool full of green water.

Saying something like that, I would deserve to get shot.

Still longing for her to surface, I rushed through the pillowed apartment, out into the hall, opened the door to the stairway, and fled as if surely guilty of something.
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THE FRANCH KWATAS

Like Br’er Rabbit and the brier patch, I needed to get into the French Quarter. I should walk there because if I use a cab and the driver is later questioned by the police, he’ll place me near Three Jacks’s building at the time of the killings, but after the third patrol car passed I became convinced the cops were checking me out, so I grabbed a cab and when the driver asked where to, I told him the French Quarter. Where in the French Quarter? I don’t care, just get me across Canal Street.

He glanced in the mirror. “You here for a convention?”

“No.”

“You want, I could take you for a little tour, I know the city, I’d make the tour real historical . . . we could do it on the meter or work out a flat rate.”

“No thanks.”

Waiting for the light at Canal, the driver, a young black man wearing a three-color knit cap, said, “Canal Street marks the upriver border of the original city where the French and Spanish Creoles were living when the Americans came to town after President Jefferson bought the Louisiana Purchase from Napoleon.” He checked the rearview to see if I was impressed.

“Yeah,” I said.

“The Creoles,” he continued, “didn’t mix well with those newly arriving Americans, river men and land speculators, so many of them from Kentucky that the Creoles took to calling all Americans Kaintocks. The Kaintocks settled upriver from the original city and whenever business had to be conducted between them and the Creoles, the two sides would meet here on Canal Street, which became known as the neutral ground. Now in eighteen —”

“The light,” I told him.

He looked at the green, then back at me, then took off across Canal, sufficiently displeased that he didn’t say another word and would, I was sure, remember me vividly to the police.

I didn’t need his history lesson: as a boy I studied this city more fervently than any subject at school . . . in love with New Orleans and especially the heart of New Orleans, the French Quarter, where I lived with my father. The Quarters, as yats call it in the plural, the Franch Kwatas . . . the original New Orleans where eight thousand people, half of them slaves, lived when the U.S. took possession, and that’s probably close to the population of the French Quarter now, a small neighborhood of fewer than a hundred blocks, the most old-European looking urban plot in the U.S. and also the most Caribbean . . . narrow streets and iron balconies, world-class restaurants and sleazy bars, expensive art galleries and exclusive jewelry stores where you have to be buzzed in, hot dog carts, go-cups you can carry out of serious drinking establishments where the motto is Laissez les bons temps rouler, let the good times roll. Although old-line residents of New Orleans will say the French Quarter isn’t representative of the city and Bourbon Street isn’t representative of the French Quarter, as an adolescent I adored everything about the Quarters, most especially her vulgar vein, Bourbon Street . . . I loved the Quarters’ looks and her attitude and the way she smelled, white tea olive blossoms, Osmanthus fragrans, jasmine in the spring like thick-sweet airborne sugar, and even the summer stink of stale beer and shellfish remains.

Even with all the trouble I’m in, it still seems as if the whole French Quarter is happy to have me back . . . like joining a party where they’ve been waiting for you . . . lights bright and doors open and barkers inviting you in.

I tipped the driver a five, got out on Chartres, and went into the first bar I came to, a strip joint: small, narrow, dark, and dirty. The bartender was standard issue for a place like this, in his forties with a lot of upper-body fat, bristling beard, his hair pulled back in a greasy ponytail, ex-biker . . . he asked warily what I wanted (did my despair show that obviously on my face?) and I told him Tanqueray over ice with a splash of tonic. I was a fool for buying a premium call brand in a place like this but I needed Tanqueray’s higher-proof serenity, needed to sit and sip and figure out the consequences. One of Pelikan’s favorite sayings, a paraphrase of what Ingersoll said about nature, was, There are no rewards or punishments in the French Quarter, only consequences.

A stripper came over and asked if I would buy her a drink. I shook my head and she didn’t press the issue . . . one advantage to looking desperate, people tend to leave you alone. Of course, my acting nervous will ensure everyone remembers me to the cops.

I should call my dad . . . no, find Pelikan first, he’ll be here in the Quarter somewhere.

“You got a phone?” I asked the bartender.

“In the vestibule,” he said.

I brayed a laugh and he gave me an acid look. Vestibule? . . . no one uses that word anymore, I hadn’t heard it since Catholic school here in New Orleans.

In the vestibule I took out my wallet and called the number I had for Your Mother’s, known to locals as Mother’s, the bar Pelikan managed, and after some shouting back and forth (music too loud on both ends of the line) I explained who I was, where I was, and could Pelikan come up here and meet me. I didn’t want to go down to Mother’s, where he’d be surrounded by drunks and clowns.

Back at the bar I had another Tanqueray . . . this one arrived with too much tonic so I warned the bartender to get it right next time and he assumed that weary-wary expression bartenders get when they’re wondering if you’re going to be trouble. Been a long time since I’d drunk gin.

The janitor . . . I just remembered speaking to the janitor at Three Jacks’s building, so there’s one person who can place me at the scene.

A new stripper mounted the tiny stage, a foot-high plywood platform. The woman’s interest in removing her clothes was about the same as mine in watching her do it . . . she was tired and pale and had a little belly roll that might’ve been cute when she was young and JFK was in the White House.

Newer strip joints are big bright places where guys take dates and the strippers are young and athletic, taking off their clothes with chirpy enthusiasm, like it’s an aerobics class. But what I remember from living in the French Quarter as a horny teenager are places like the one I’m in now . . . walls painted black, the floor sticky, the lighting low and red so you always feel like you need eyeglasses. Even the jukebox sounds tired. The stool and the edge of the bar are clammy from too much continuous contact with human skin, the whole place like a bell jar that never gets thoroughly cleaned or aired or shined on by disinfecting sunlight. I didn’t want to think about the glass from which I was drinking, and although I was ravenous with the gin and the aftereffects of adrenaline, I dared not ask for a menu.

A redhead came on stage, she’d obviously had breast augmentation but, just as obviously, had accepted the low bid, her nipples out of kilter, the right one pulled low, the left nipple high and outside.

When she winked, I muttered something and turned away. Having caught this, the bartender told me in that false-polite tone that cops use right before employing pepper spray: “If you don’t enjoy the show, sir, you might want to try some other place.”

Instead of apologizing, I ordered him to bring me another gin . . . then watched that he didn’t spit in the glass.

I finished several more of the overpriced drinks without feeling any effect and thought, this is stupid, drinking gin right after witnessing a murder that I’m going to be accused of committing . . . I can’t wait for Pelikan, I got to go find him. Picking up my change, I sensed someone behind me just as a hand landed on my left shoulder and something hard pressed the small of my back. “You’re under arrest.”

I guess I’d been expecting it, turning around with my hands up.

“Chaz!” he exclaimed, laughing as he showed me it was his finger he’d been pressing in my back.

Only one person ever called me Chaz . . . Gene Renfrone, a cop we knew as Mean Gene.

“Gene,” I finally said. “I’m surprised you remember me.”

“Are you kidding?” He looked hurt. “Your father and uncle used to be my best friends.”

Eugene Renfrone, aka Mean Gene, was one of the uniformed patrolmen well enough connected to get part of the French Quarter as his beat. He was grayer now and, like Three Jacks, a lot fatter . . . 250 pounds, maybe more. I remembered Renfrone as a thick-armed slab of a man who might not have the wind to chase you more than a block but if he did catch up he was capable of crippling you. Gene wore a big, triple-X windbreaker, yellow with blue trim, barely covering his belly. I don’t think Renfrone is fifty years old yet, but it’s hard to tell with fat guys.

Was it coincidence he’d seen me here? Another of Pelikan’s sayings: If it changes your life, it wasn’t an accident or coincidence.

Without being asked, the bartender brought Renfrone’s drink and said, “How you making, Detective?”

Renfrone said he was fine, then introduced me. “Charlie here is Pelikan’s nephew. Charlie, this is Eddie.”

The formerly unfriendly bartender was grinning at me now, wiping his hand before he offered it for me to shake. “Hey, good man, let me bring you a drink on me.” While he hurried off to pour a stiff one, I remembered how being my father’s son and Pelikan’s nephew was like carrying credentials in the French Quarter.

“He called you Detective?” I said to Mean Gene.

“Oh yeah.” He raised his drink and we touched glasses. “Not in uniform anymore, Chaz . . . now I work Homicide.”

My heart went cold.

“Hey how long you been back in town?” he asked.

Was this the beginning of an interrogation? “Just got in,” I said, trying to sound casual.

“How’s your momma and them sisters?” he asked.

How do these people know to ask about my mother and sisters? “Fine,” I said.

“What’ve you been up to these past few years?”

“It’s been twelve years since I saw you.”

“Get out of here.”

I told him it was true. “Twelve years since I set foot in this town.”

“I knew you couldn’t stay away . . . ten million visitors a year and each and every one falls in love with this ol’ city.”

“I hate New Orleans.”

Renfrone widens his eyes. “You just kidding, ain’t you, Charlie. How can you hate a city’s got four seasons — crawfish, shrimp, crab, and King Cake?”

I said I was serious, hated New Orleans, detested the French Quarter. “Living here ruined my life.”

“Then why you back?”

“My father’s dying and I have to tell Pelikan.”

Mean Gene Renfrone nodded . . . but his eyes were working on other agenda.

Go ahead, I thought, take your shot . . . ask me if I was just at Three Jacks’s penthouse.

He smiled. “It’s good seeing you again, Chaz. I got something to tell you about Pelikan, but we’ll have ourselves a few more cocktails first.”

The bartender, Eddie, brought another round but wouldn’t accept payment, then that redhead with the misplaced nipples came over to give Renfrone a kiss. He introduced us and we nodded at each other without speaking, and she suggested to Renfrone that he should stick around until ten, when she got a break.

I checked my watch, it was a few minutes past nine . . . I’d been in this bar for more than three hours?

“She blew me once,” Renfrone said after the redhead left. “Pelikan arranged it.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“You never did tell me what you been up to since I seen you last.”

“Got my own business now.”

“Yeah? Doing what?”

“I’m a collector.”

“Of what?”

“Old toys, books, buttons and banners from political campaigns.”

“I thought only old farts did that kind of thing. You get married?”

“No.” Been engaged, though, fallen in love, had engagements broken, fell out of love, got the blues, got over the blues . . . glancing down at my hands I thought I saw blood and freaked that it was from Three Jacks. Standing too quickly, I lurched the way you do when you’ve been on a bar stool drinking for a long time without moving, thinking you’re perfectly sober until you stand up and discover you’re not. No blood on my hands, it was just shadows from the bad lighting.

Renfrone had caught my shoulders to prevent me from falling. “Whoa there, cowboy.”

I checked my hands again to make sure they were clean . . . then brayed laughter.

“What?” he asked.

I shook my head.

He finished his drink and held up the glass for a refill. “Let me catch up with you, Chaz, then we can be drunken assholes together.” I toasted that idea, we had another round on the house, and I lectured myself to keep quiet, just sit here and let Renfrone talk about the good old days . . . which I did, listening without registering until I heard him say “Three Jacks On The Floor.”

“Three Jacks?”

“Yeah, that’s where I’ve been for the past few hours, bizarre, huh?”

“What’s bizarre?”

“The way he was killed, weren’t you listening to me?”

“I guess not.”

Renfrone explained there’d been a 911 call from Three Jacks’s apartment, uniformed officers found his body, the Homicide Division was called. Renfrone wasn’t assigned the case but he came along as part of the crime scene team. Three Jacks was found on the patio, naked, a still-smoking cigar in his belly button, shot once in the stomach, once in the temple, no evidence of a struggle or break-in.

I wanted to ask if the gun had been recovered from the swimming pool along with a naked woman but was overruled by whatever part of me was still sober and interested in self-preservation.

Renfrone told me anyway. “No murder weapon recovered.”

Look in the swimming pool. “Who would want to kill Three Jacks?”

Renfrone said he had no idea, it was almost like some sort of cult killing, with that cigar in his belly button, and also he had hair removal wax on his stomach, very strange. Renfrone speculated that Three Jacks must’ve got in over his head on some shady deal. “For example, what the hell was he doing in a penthouse?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I wondered that too.”

“What do you mean, you wondered it too?”

“About the penthouse.”

“How’d you know he was in a penthouse?”

“You mentioned it before.”

He gave me a look. “I did?”

“Yeah.”

Gene laughed, let it pass. “Anyway, the swimming pool water was dyed green so we couldn’t see if there was anything in the water.”

The naked woman who killed him.

“So they’re draining the pool but it’s going to take a while,” he added.

The redhead stripper returned but now instead of giving me the cold shoulder she was all over me with both hands and when I saw her eyes I knew why, she’d been goofballing in the back room. She asked me and Renfrone, didn’t we want to go someplace with her during her break and party. Mean Gene was considering it but I said no.

“Hey, honey, don’t be so high and mighty,” she told me, “I saw you looking at these.” With that she gleefully reached into her top and pulled out those breasts with their wayward nipples.

“Jesus,” I muttered and pushed her away, shoving harder than I intended, then fleeing out through the vestibule, stumbling into a night of such wet hot air that my lungs double-clutched to suck that first heavy breath.

Half a block away, Renfrone caught up with me, taking my arm and asking what the hell was my problem.

“You see those nipples?” I raised one index finger up, pointed the other down.

“You push a woman because of her nipples?”

When you get that pool drained, you’re going to find a naked hairless woman with fat purple nipples.

Gene tightened his grip on me. “Come on, Chaz, I’ll buy you something to eat.”

We went into a place around the corner where I ordered hot garlic sausage, beans and rice, and a cold Dixie beer in a mug straight from the freezer. Renfrone said he wasn’t going to have anything to eat, just a beer.

“You didn’t get that belly by passing up too many meals,” I told him.

He considered me a moment before speaking. “What I remember from when you lived here as a kid, Chaz . . . you were a happy.”

“I was fourteen, fifteen years old, you were a cop . . . you shouldn’t have allowed me to drink in all those bars, Gene. Even if they were serving it to me in Coke cans, you knew it was beer.”

He looked sour. “Let me ax you something, Charlie . . . is this one of those recovered memory things where you go around and accuse all the people from your childhood?”

I waved him off and started eating.

“I don’t know how much of your family history you were ever told. Your father was twenty or so years older than Pelikan, different daddies. Your father went to an orphanage as a baby but Pelikan grew up with his mother. I don’t say raised by her because she was a two-dollar whore with a jones for cheap cognac. That shock you, your grandmother was a whore?”

“I’ve heard the story.”

He continued anyway, “Your grandmother would undergo periodic religious conversions, get off the cognac, stop whoring, and start going to church, get a job flipping burgers at the Krystal, whatever. She and Pelikan would move out of their flophouse into a cold-water flat. To make a little extra cash, his mother would sell those plastic containers you put leftovers in, whatta you call it.”

“Tupperware?” I hadn’t heard this part of my family history.
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