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  Chapter 1

  Father Figure


  New Orleans—1902


  



  Father Damen dreaded having to spend the next six or eight hours in a Confession booth on this particular day. It was a hot, muggy Saturday morning in New Orleans, and Damen’s main church chapel was already getting rather hot inside.


  Damen was a young man, recently graduated from the Seminary, serving elderly Father Lally, who had been the parish priest there at St. Louis Cathedral for many years. Yet it was Damen’s job to hear parishioners’ confessions all day Saturday before that evening’s Mass. Father Lally’s health had been poor as of late; and he was far too feeble to be sitting in a Confessional for any long period of time. Young priests usually had to do this difficult and tedious job for him now.


  Citizens of New Orleans had been coming to this old church for nearly two centuries—ever since the town was young actually—back when the city was still ruled by the French. The Cathedral-Basilica of St Louis, King of France was actually only the latest house of God to have been raised on this site since it was first used as a location for a church in 1718. Back then it was just a wooden chapel. However, on Good Friday in 1788, the original building, and most of the surrounding neighborhood in fact, was destroyed in the Great New Orleans Fire. Construction began on a new more elaborate structure the following year; and in 1789 it was elevated to the rank of Cathedral, thus making it the oldest existing church in the city.


  Today was different though, because around nine in the morning, Father Damen received a message from an older Deacon at the church. At noon that very day, he was to go see an aging parishioner who was fading fast. The man, according to the kindly Deacon, was home-bound, decrepit, and quite likely near death’s door. The instructions he received were to go see Father Lally first at a quarter past eleven for a briefing, then to take the new trolley system through the city into the Vieux Carré district to go see this person at his private home.


  Trolley? thought Damen excitedly. Yes, electric trolleys! These new-fangled electrified street cars had just come into use in the city in 1893 and made getting across the crowded city much easier and more aesthetically pleasing than the old mule-drawn wagons of the past. New Orleans was finally becoming a truly modern metropolis.


  Indeed, the whole city was changing…and expanding. Baldwin Wood, a famous inventor, had developed massive pumps for draining the swamps which had surrounded and limited the growth of the crescent-shaped city for the previous two hundred years. Prior to this, construction had been limited to building on higher ground along levees; especially along the Mississippi River frontage. That’s why the city had developed into a crescent shape in the first place. But now due to Mr. Woods’ brilliant invention, the outlying areas around New Orleans could be drained whenever heavy rains hit the city. Unfortunately though, it would become clear only years later that the town was slowly but surely sinking…as it grew and expanded.


  The Deacon first let him read the message, and when Damen looked quite relieved that he’d actually get to be outside today, the Deacon added, in a somewhat cautionary tone, “It’s uh, the Middlefield house, Father,” as though Father Damen should automatically know what this might imply. He gave Damen a strange look of disapproval when he said the name, too; and Damen at the time couldn’t understand why the man would be so dismissive of a parishioner. Yet he didn’t concern himself with it. He was far too excited to be getting out of the church that afternoon! Later that day the young priest just figured he’d find out quite a lot more from Father Lally himself when they met. The Deacon told Damen to continue working Holy Confession until about eleven; and around then the older man said he would return to fetch him in time for his meeting with Father Lally.


  Thus, Damen got right back to his wearisome routine of welcoming parishioner after parishioner into the adjoining cubicle next to him; then lifting up the hatchway separating them to hear their confessions to God. In fact, hours later, Damen had nearly forgotten all about the Deacon’s strange attitude toward the Middlefields, referring to them in a disdaining tone. He was counting the minutes ‘til he could get out of that hot wooden box he was sitting in which he had to shut tight for each new person to give them privacy. He had lost himself in an endless string of little old ladies confessing to harmless infractions that were laughable at best in some cases, especially compared to some of the incredible confessions Damen had heard back in Seminary. A lot of Damen’s colleagues there had very sinful pasts, much like Damen himself did, prior to attending college.


  True, there were a few breaks in the monotony, particularly whenever a young, unmarried woman would come in to give her confession. Those stories were always much more entertaining! She’d be vague about the actual transgression she’d committed of course, but most anything pertaining to the category of sins of the flesh was plenty enough for Damen to know she’d fornicated with a man. He hoped for those confessions most of all.


  His very favorite of all however, were the confessions from the city’s many prostitutes who would once in a while amble in during Saturday afternoons, partly to relieve themselves of their moral guilt, but mostly just to get in out of the midday heat. These young—and not so young sometimes—ladies from the neighboring French Quarter always preferred having the handsome young Father Damen hear their Confessions. He clearly wasn’t the least bit bothered by their graphic language or the seamy details of their recent sexual escapades. And having the young priest hear their Confession usually meant at the very most a rather kind voice detailing for them some mild penance to perform for their sinful acts.


  But alas, it was merely morning, and those working girls from the city’s brothels likely wouldn’t show up for hours.


  Finally, the Deacon came and rescued Damen from the confessional booth in which he’d been practically imprisoned and led him across the main chapel to the Priest’s office. Father Lally wasn’t in yet, but the Deacon said he’d be on his way soon. The older man briefed him on the assignment in the meantime. “Uh … Mmmm … these people,” he began hesitantly. “The Middlefields, that is,” he clarified. “Their parents, you see, used to be parishioners here for many, many years, but the people you’re seeing today I must say never show up for Mass. The husband is who you’re visiting and he’s a horrid sight indeed—so prepare yourself. Supposedly he was in some kind of accident when he was younger; and years ago, he brought this woman back with him from Texas. No one really knows her background.”


  The Deacon looked around for a moment and lowered his voice to nearly a whisper. “The uh … husband is a lot older than the wife and in failing health. The woman spends his money, cavorts around town with younger male and female friends, shows up to high society parties with young male escorts…and some say…she even entertains gentlemen at the house …with her husband sleeping upstairs.” The Deacon then returned to his regular speaking voice. “It’s a very undesirable situation, but Father Lally is loyal to the family and wants to send you to hear the man’s confession. ’Tween you and me, I seriously doubt you’ll ever get one from his wife.”


  The young priest didn’t mind this one bit. By way of comparison, Father Damen actually thought this all sounded fantastic! A really interesting background story, a visit to a private home in the Vieaux Carré, and getting to meet really wild, free-spirited people like he’d never get to see in church? Yes, that sounded wonderful. Father Damen smiled and thanked the Deacon for his briefing; trying not to look too ecstatic about the opportunity to get out of hearing Confessions for the rest of the day.


  In his sing-song Irish accent, Damen just said “Not a problem then, Brother Maynard. I can handle it, I think.”


  The Deacon just patted him on the shoulder and wished him well. Then he silently left the room.


  After the old man’s exit however, Father Damen beamed unabashedly with excitement over his assignment. He’d get to meet a high society family with perhaps a long colorful past in New Orleans—maybe even find out they came from the Old World years ago and were of some questionable family lineage. There were plenty of families like that in New Orleans, or so he’d heard. Pirates and Smugglers centuries ago, now in modern times their descendants were “legitimate” local businessmen. It was just one of those things that made life in the Crescent City so intriguing to Father Damen, who himself had quite a sordid past, truth be told.


  Father Lally finally came into the room a few minutes later. His aides helped him into his chair, and he sat for a minute collecting himself, coughing a bit and wheezing feebly. He probably had, doctors had told him, less than a year to live. That likely affected his devotion, Damen speculated, to a fellow dying friend like this Mr. Middlefield.


  Father Lally sighed deeply and finally spoke. “I don’t have much time Brother Damen,” said Father Lally in a thick, hoarse, Irish accent, “So I’m sending you to do something for me that I should…and would happily do myself, if I could only travel.” He sat forward a bit and raised his voice for some reason, making sure everyone was listening. “I’m sending you to hear the confession of an old friend, Rex Middlefield. Now…pay no attention to what people say here in the church, or the city, about the Middlefields. They are good people.” He paused and looked around the room at each of his aides who didn’t dare look up or even make eye contact with him. “And Rex especially…” Father continued while thumping an index figure on his mid-thigh for emphasis, “…has donated so much to this fine old parish. Heavens…half the furniture in this room came from Europe or South America, imported by Rex Middlefield himself and given to this church merely because he wanted me to have a nice office to meet with young couples who were planning on getting married.”


  Father Lally leaned back in his chair again, weakened a bit already from the exertion. “When I’m gone, you’ll be sitting here counseling young people about what it means to make a lifelong commitment to their partner in the bonds of holy matrimony. That’s why I want you to go meet Rex before he passes away.”


  Damen then got a big warm smile on his face. It already sounded fascinating. Couldn’t wait to begin! Seeing this, Father Lally continued with a slight grin. “And … I want you to meet his lovely wife, Caroline.” He then raised his index finger as if to warn Damen, “People will say things about her—I know they will and I know they do. I hear what they say, and I just want you to understand; she’s one of the sweetest and kindest people you’ll ever know.”


  The priest then sighed deeply and took a deep breath. “She doesn’t believe in God, has no use for religion whatsoever, and will likely never set foot in this church. But…she loves that man Rex with all her heart and soul. When you hear Rex’s story, you’ll see why.”


  After that, Father Lally seemed to be drifting in and out of consciousness—a bit lightheaded—so his aides came over to tend to him. Damen thanked the Father for the assignment and headed out to catch the trolley to the Middlefield’s home in the Vieux Carré district of the city. Before he left though, Father Lally’s aides gave Damen the address, and some specific directions to find it. They all seemed really apprehensive about Damen going there for some reason, as though they wanted to warn him of something. Damen could see this in their eyes, this strange anxiety about him visiting the Middlefield residence. But certainly none would speak any disrespectful words against the Middlefields, not with Father Lally still present in the room.


  * * * *


  Thus Damen travelled across the city to the Vieux Carré to search for the Middlefield’s house; and when he finally located their street, it was on a very ancient block of houses in the oldest part of the city. Some of the homes on that street dated back to the 1790’s he’d heard, reconstructed from the rubble after the Great New Orleans Fire of 1788. Most all were creole townhouses in the style of the then current Spanish architecture from that era; and with strict rules requiring construction of buildings to be adjacent to one another; thus creating a barrier to limit any future spread of wildfire. Creole Townhouses were built out of brick or stucco with thick walls, arcades, cast-iron balconies and private courtyards in the center. The façades of the buildings butted right up to the property line, with arched openings along the front for doorways and window wells to allow air to circulate.


  Finding the home, Father Damen swallowed hard and approached the front door bearing the address for which he’d been told to search. His body was electrified with excitement over what he might find inside! However, when he knocked on the door, the place almost seemed like it was unoccupied. He waited so long outside for a response to his knocking, he even stepped back several times to look at the address and make sure he had the right place. It was now broiling hot outside with dripping humidity that he could practically see in the air as he breathed. Perhaps they aren’t home, he thought to himself. Perhaps the old man had sadly already passed away and his wife was at this very moment making arrangements for his funeral.


  But after a few minutes a large African manservant opened the door and with no visible emotion whatsoever, simply recognized that Damen was a priest and motioned for Damen to follow him. The home was quite fancy inside! Fine furniture and paintings were everywhere. Flowers were in vases, freshly cut from a garden. The house smelled like food was cooking nearby too, and through some large French Doors, Damen could clearly see a very well-dressed middle-aged woman sitting on the patio, fanning herself and drinking a Mint Julep. She was stunning, easily one of the most beautiful women of her age that he’d seen in the city since arriving.


  Appareled in a long, flowing green dress, her chestnut-brown hair—liberally streaked with gray—was stacked up in a delightful Parisian hairstyle of the day. She didn’t notice him or even look up. Perhaps she was enjoying the flowers in the garden, but he couldn’t quite tell. She smiled serenely as though reminiscing.


  “This must be the old man’s younger wife,” he mused privately. Just where might she be going today? he wondered. She was almost impossibly elegant, as though she was ready to leave for some fancy Paris ball. Perhaps the stories of her indiscrete lifestyle are well-founded, he began to think.


  Damen followed the servant up a long, winding staircase and down a long hallway to a bedroom door. The door was shut, and after knocking softly, the servant gently turned the knob. In the bedroom, it was almost completely dark. All the windows were shuttered and covered to keep out sunlight and heat. The room had various plants growing in it, to give the room additional oxygen. Apparently, the occupant could not stand bright sunlight.


  A doctor was sitting on a stool next to the bed, injecting something into the arm of a very old man lying upon it. The servant and Damen waited in the doorway for the doctor to finish, then entered the room as the doctor packed up his kit and left. The servant thanked the doctor for his visit as he silently passed them. He politely nodded back, and murmured a greeting toward the young priest.


  When the doctor passed by, the servant motioned for the young priest to sit in a velvet upholstered chair, which the servant effortlessly picked up, as if it were a mere loaf of bread, and carried it over to place it next to the bed. Then the servant removed the stool and put it in the corner. Damen settled into the velvet chair, appreciating the chance to finally get off his tired, aching feet. It had been a very long walk through the city and then an exciting trolley ride. At the end of it, he’d been hard pressed to differentiate the Middlefield home from the infinite townhouses along the long narrow street. He must have walked five square blocks in an effort to finally identify the place! Oh yes, this chair felt luxurious indeed.


  Slowly but surely, his eyes adjusted to the low light in the room until he could begin to make out a rather hideously disfigured old man lying in the bed. He was looking up at Damen through one glassy, faded blue eye. An eye patch concealed the other eye but did nothing to obscure his horrifically scarred cheeks. His jaw was askew, and when he talked, it was out of the corner of his mouth, apparently from some sort of palsy that had developed in his brain due to a blunt trauma in his youth or perhaps as a young adult. After a few minutes of gasping with ragged, raspy breaths, the old man miraculously began to speak.


  “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” he began, and it almost unnerved Father Damen when the old man launched into Holy Confession without any forewarning. He stammered and coughed a bit; then continued moments later after clearing his throat a bit. “It has been several years since my last confession,” said the old man in a strained voice, still clearly in a tremendous amount of pain.


  Father Damen leaned forward to hear him better, and instinctively pulled the chair up closer to the side of the bed. Damen said, “I am here to hear your confession, my son. Let us pray.”


  The old fellow then closed his one good eye and continued, “Oh my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended You. I detest all my sins because I dread the loss of Heaven and the pains of hell. But most of all because they offend You, my God, who is all good and deserving of my love. I firmly resolve, with the help of Your grace, to sin no more and to avoid the near occasions of sin. Amen.”


  The man opened his eye and blinked to adjust again to the light and to see the Priest once more sitting next to his bed. He looked right at Damen with his one good eye and continued, “I have sinned with my thoughts, my words, and my deeds, yet the Lord has blessed me in so many ways all my life. I wasted so much of my youth and failed to honor Him with righteousness and faithfulness when I was a younger man. Therefore, my only hope is that in the past thirty years I’ve shown the Lord my deep and humble appreciation for giving me such an amazing woman to care for and cherish.”


  The old man blinked and winced from some kind of discomfort in his body, but forced himself to continue. “Still, as I near the end, I am overwhelmed by how little I deserve her, and how very proud I am of her.” Then he began to brighten with a humorous grin. Apparently, whatever the doctor had injected him with was gradually taking effect. Likely it was morphine. Next the old man slurred out, “And how is my old friend, Marty, doing by the way?”


  Damen paused then realized he meant Father Lally, whose first name was actually Martin but no one ever called him that. “Fine, my son,” replied Damen with a warm smile, “He wishes he could come see you, but he’s not doing very well these days. You understand, I’m sure. Yet, he gave me the honor of hearing your confession today.” Damen put his hand on the old man’s arm, carefully avoiding where the hypodermic needle had just been injected. In response, the old man reached over with a grotesquely gnarled hand and clasped it over the priest’s.


  Damen hesitated only momentarily, then placed his remaining free hand over the top of Rex’s. Father Damen bowed his head, squeezed the old man’s shriveled hand lightly, and then spoke the prayer of absolution. “God the Father of mercies, through the death and resurrection of Your son, you have reconciled the world to Yourself and sent the Holy Spirit among us for the forgiveness of sins. Through the ministry of the church, may God grant you—my son—pardon and peace. And I absolve you of your sins, in the name of the Father, and of the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.”


  The old man repeated, “Amen,” then smiled brightly, with a crooked grin on his face. It was all he could muster with such a mangled countenance but his one good eye was quite evidently bright and alive with both relief and joy. The morphine began to course through his body. Suddenly he was a young man again talking to another man whom he respected and appreciated. Damen noticed the gradual transformation and smiled.


  “I’m Rex Middlefield, by the way, Father. Very glad to make your acquaintance,” the old fellow said in a gradually more energetic voice.


  Damen brightened and replied. “I’m Father Damen, Mr. Middlefield. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you as well. Was that Caroline I saw downstairs on the patio?”


  Rex smiled happily until his mouth was almost straightened. That’s when Damen could see he had several missing teeth, with another cracked off at the tip. The old man nodded proudly in answer to Damen’s question.


  “Indeed, you are a very lucky man, Mr. Middlefield. She’s a beautiful woman.” Damen added.


  The old man sighed and looked up at the ceiling. “Thanks, Father; she’s the love of my life, you know. I should probably tell you how we met. Would you like to hear the story?”


  Damen smiled, no longer repelled by the man’s ghoulish appearance. He could see the good-hearted soul that lay behind the poor man’s frightful exterior. Damen replied enthusiastically, genuinely interested in the tale this interesting gentleman had to tell. “I’ve got all the time in the world, Mr. Middlefield. Please go right ahead.”


  “Oh, not me…” The old man smirked sarcastically. “…not at all. “I’ve got very little time left.”


  Damen could not muster a reply or retort to that rather gloomy observation. He just patted the old man’s arm again and nodded patiently. Maybe it was better this way really; for a man to come to grips with the inevitable end to his existence and accept it bravely.


  Yet, Rex indeed had more to say, adding “And let me tell you; I’m looking forward to greeting the Almighty in person to thank him.”


  Damen smiled and nodded again, lightheartedly interjecting the question “And just what will you thank Him for, my son?” However, Rex’s answer only served to warm Damen’s heart.


  He simply replied, “Well, for my wonderful life with Caroline of course. When I go, I’ll be waiting for her up there…’til her time comes.”


  Damen beamed with delight. What a romantic thing to say! he thought to himself. However, Damen couldn’t help but clarify, “Now to be clear, I won’t be hearing Caroline’s confession today, too, will I?”


  The old man smiled some more. “Nope,” he replied snickering. “No Father, Caroline is most certainly not religious. Just me I’m afraid. Of course, I always tell her that one of us is going to end up being right one of these days, and it looks like it’ll be me that finds out first.”


  Damen chuckled joyously for a few moments at the man’s candor, patting Rex’s gnarled, bony hand some more. “So, tell me the story then. Tell me how you came to meet and fall in love with your pretty Caroline.”


  Rex paused to take in a long, deep breath, the morphine circulating in his body more thoroughly, no doubt. Feeling much better, he began his story. “Well, you see Father, it all began about thirty years ago,” said Rex as he stared out across the room.…


  Chapter 2

  Queen of the Silver Dollar


  Fort Worth, Texas—1872


  



  On a dusty street near the Fort Worth Stockyards, Carl Sunday’s saloon wasn’t yet open for business, at least the kind of business offered by the establishment’s soiled doves. Although it was early autumn, the oppressive Central Texas heat had driven the girls out of their second-floor cribs dressed in nothing more than blousy lingerie tops and pantaloons. Like rag dolls, they leaned back against the building on wooden chairs or on each other, taking advantage of what little shade the establishment’s front porch offered.


  Just the effort of fanning themselves with oriental fans made them sweat, making their underwear stick to their sweaty bodies like a second skin. With their nipples clearly visible through the thin cotton, the girls drew whistles and crude remarks from the cowboys and railroad workers already coming into town for an evening of drinking, gambling and sordid sex. The respectable types would show up a little later, when all the decent women were off the streets. Throw in a little gun play, and you had a typical night at Carl Sunday’s saloon.


  Caroline was the establishment’s main attraction, already a seasoned professional at twenty-two. At nineteen, she’d run away from home for the fabulous life in the big city and had been taken off the streets and put to work at the saloon by owner Carl Sunday. Carl had taken a shine to her at first sight. While all the other girls lived and plied their trade in shabby little cribs furnished with the bare necessities, he’d knocked out the wall between two cribs and decorated the place to befit a queen.


  All for Caroline.


  She had everything her heart could desire—a huge canopied bed with silk sheets and a thick comforter matching the red and black velvet wallpaper. The room’s crystal chandelier had come all the way from Vienna, her fine porcelain bathtub from London, and her large armoire had been specially made for her in Denmark. It was filled with the latest fashions from Paris and New York. If she wanted something, all she had to do was ask Carl for it, and somehow, he would make it happen.


  So why wasn’t she happy? She liked sex…well, mostly. And she was allowed to refuse any customers not up to her standards. The other girls called her Queen Caroline. They were jealous of her preferential treatment of course, but at least they didn’t have to suffer Carl’s lustful advances. Caroline didn’t really mind…at least not initially…not in the first year anyway. To her it was simply part of the job, and after the hard scrabble existence she’d suffered on her father’s farm, she craved the comfortable living, good food and fancy clothes Carl gave her. So what, if she had to literally kiss Carl’s ass for all of it. He was a mean, fat, slithering snake in the grass, but at least he bathed before crawling in bed with her.


  Carl had actually been born into the world as Carlos Domingo, but less than forty years after the siege of the Alamo, having a Mexican name wasn’t good for business. Therefore, Carlos took to calling himself Carl, and when he Anglicized his last name, Domingo simply became Sunday. Although married to a sweet little Mexican woman, he rarely went home. He was not only driven by the mighty dollar, he was obsessed with Caroline and usually spent the night in her bed.


  To Carl, his girls weren’t just his livelihood; they were his property, his chattel. He controlled their very existence, driving them hard and splitting their earnings down the middle, taking half for himself. Then he’d turn around and charge them for drinks and food at the same inflated prices the customers paid. His ruthless measures kept them from getting ahead and from ever trying to skip town with enough money to live on or to make it back home to their families


  To that end, Carl’s biggest fear was losing Caroline to some wealthy businessman or rancher driven wild by her incredible beauty and special skills in bed. Caroline knew exactly how to amaze and thrill a man. First, she’d strip them and pull off their boots, mainly to avoid having them flop down on her bed in filthy work clothes. She’d have a tub full of warm, perfumed water waiting for them to immerse themselves in. Then she’d soap them up and scrub them down, head to toe while they smoked a complimentary cigar and drank whiskey.


  She’d then slowly remove her corset and pantaloons, standing naked before them and coaxing them out from the tub. Then she’d dry them off, taking extra care to make sure their special package down below was nice and clean. Oh, and she’d make sure their hands and fingernails were clean, too. She’d learned over time—no need to risk getting an infection from a man’s dirty hands.


  She’d lead them over to her bed where she’d have them lay back so she could crawl up their legs until her face hovered over their erections. Then, like lighting a stick of dynamite she proceeded to blow their minds by performing what the Europeans called fellatio. She’d often preface this amazing act by telling them in her thick Texas accent that she’d “lernt this down in ol’ New Orleeens”—or she’d say—“This is the way they do it back in gay Paireeeh.” Of course, anything that had been imported from France was high culture to regular Texas folk.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





