[image: cover-image, Pullman]

Pullman

 

Debra Lee

Pullman

￼[image: Picture 1]

 

 

Histria Fiction

Las Vegas ◊ Chicago ◊ Palm Beach

 

Published in the United States of America by 

Histria Books 

7181 N. Hualapai Way, Ste. 130-86 

Las Vegas, NV 89166 USA

HistriaBooks.com

 

Histria Fiction is an imprint of Histria Books. Titles published under the imprints of Histria Books are distributed worldwide. We appreciate your support of copyright by purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning, or otherwise distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Histria Books to continue publishing books for everyone.

 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilized in any form or by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without the permission in writing from the Publisher. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

 

Certain characters in this work are historical figures, and certain events portrayed did take place. However, this is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

 

First Edition

 

Library of Congress Control Number: 2024948894

 

ISBN 978-1-59211-563-1 (softbound)

ISBN 978-1-59211-572-3 (eBook)

 

Copyright © 2025 by Debra Lee

 

 

 

 

 

To Charis Circle Writing With Intent members 2006-2014. 
Thanks for telling me to finish the book.




Chapter 1


Eartha Ste. Cherie – 1926

Eartha tied the short ribbon of the brassiere under her left arm, per the instructions of the sales lady at Kaufman’s on Dryades Street. The clerk was an old white woman with liver spots on her hands who would probably never wear such a brazen piece of clothing herself, but she handled the delicate garment so gently that Eartha suffered the woman’s touch with dignity. She liked that the stores off Canal Street didn’t care about the color of the customer’s skin. The Jewish owners seemed to care only about the color of the money coming in.

Admiring herself in the dresser mirror, Eartha donned the silk panties that she had also been persuaded to buy. She turned her back to the mirror and hugged herself tightly, looking over her shoulder to see where Eugene’s hands would be when he took the new under-things off her tonight. Eartha shuddered at the thought of his caress. Sometimes, she wished that he had a laborer’s job where he could come home every evening, but most times she appreciated the status that a Pullman Porter added to a conversation.

She wasn’t really a snob. Eartha had been brought up poor, but thanks to Eugene had grown to appreciate the finer things in life. One of those things just happened to be marriage to one of the Georges.

That was the only thing Eugene didn’t like about his railroad job. He understood that it was better to be called by a name rather than having someone say, “Hey You.” He should be happy that they weren’t saying, “Hey Nigger.” It’s just that the connotation behind the name George was that Pullman Porters were all slaves to George Pullman.

Facing the mirror again, Eartha admired her coke bottle shape. She was slight and willowy, though not tall. Her brown skin was actually lighter than Eugene’s, despite his being Creole and having good hair. After slipping into her petticoat, she fastened her mended silk stockings to her garters and put on a plain beige colored dress with a scalloped neck and hemline. Her pocketbook was just a little lighter than her dress, but matched her shoes perfectly. The hat Eartha wore would look good with whatever hairdo she decided on this morning.

Dressed and ready, she emptied the coffee grounds, rinsed her cup, and made sure that the doors and windows were locked. Eartha opened a drawer in the armoire and got a clean handkerchief. Removing the drawer, she counted out ten one-dollar bills and put them into the zippered section of her pocketbook. Before putting the drawer back in, she got three quarters—she figured that she might need two bits to get Eugene’s shoes cleaned, two bits for a tip at the beauty parlor, and two bits if she decided to stop at the bakery. She took a dime just in case she encountered a beggar. They didn’t just sit out front of churches like they used to, they were all over the city now.

On the way to the front of the house, she picked up the big skeleton key from the vanity on the side of their bed and Eugene’s shoes from the floor in the front room, then went out the door. She turned on the step to lock the heavy door, taking care not to look toward her neighbor’s house. Eartha was sure that Lurline would be right there watching with that permanent frown between her eyes and the lie gap between her big front teeth. If she closed her mouth, nobody would see it, but Eartha didn’t think she could. Eartha wondered if the woman ever did any housework. Every time she stepped out her door, Lurline was there waiting.

As she stepped down her three-boxed steps, Eartha opened her pocketbook and laid the key flat on the bottom while balancing Eugene’s shoes on her arms. Standing straight, she turned to the right and began walking to the corner.

“Good morning, neighbor. Ain’t you gonna speak?”

Lurline’s voice set off agitating vibrations deep within Eartha’s body. Her tone always sounded reprimanding. The woman couldn’t be more than thirty, why did she feel as if she were superior?

Eartha acted surprised. “Oh! Good morning, Lurline! Taking a break so early?”

“Where you goin’ on a Tuesday morning? Didn’t you wash clothes yesterday?” Lurline’s tone was accusing.

“Ironed them, too,” Eartha replied.

“On a Monday? That ain’t natural. Tuesday’s the day you supposed t’ iron clothes.”

By this time, Eartha was to the corner. She waved and said, “Bye.” She wanted to run to the next corner and go around it, because knowing Lurline, she would probably walk to the corner and watch her until she got out of sight. Instead, she walked naturally and watched the pattern of the bricks in the banquette. Franklin was an old street and quite crooked. Eartha didn’t want to trip and twist her ankle. She felt stupid. This wasn’t even the way she needed to go. She should have just walked right past Lurline’s house, having put up with her questions anyway.

Eartha glanced back as she turned the corner. A block away, Lurline stood watching her. She walked over to Howard then, where she walked in the street. The city workers had finally gotten around to evening out the road. It had been wood, but poor people tore pieces of it up in the winter for fuel. Pieces of the old street could still be seen in gutters and scattered about the roots of the gigantic oaks.

Soon, maybe even next year, she and Eugene would be able to buy a house in another neighborhood and not have to worry about dirt streets and neighbors like Lurline. The problem was where to buy. She flat-out refused to live in New Orleans’ Seventh Ward. Besides, she was too dark. Eartha did not need to have those light skinned, good haired, blue eyed, green eyed, half white, quarter white niggers looking down on her and her nappy head.

Eartha jumped when the heavy waffle iron landed in the street right in front of her. As she scrambled hurriedly to the corner, Eartha looked deep into the bowels of the house, knowing that she would see no one. Mrs. Wood had scurried past her a few blocks back. A burnt coffee pot came through the open door now and Eartha quickly turned the corner and ran to Freret Street.

Now, she was angry at the Ste. Cheries. If she hadn’t been thinking about those Seventh Ward Creoles, she would have remembered not to walk on Magnolia Street. Mrs. Wood’s house wasn’t the only haunted house in that block, it was just the only one with active ghosts this morning.

“Gal, you must be thinking about Eugene’s family. You got that look,” Pearl Green said.

“Nannan, I didn’t even realize that I was here. I already had to run from that crazy house on Magnolia Street because I wasn’t paying attention. How are you doing?” Eartha broke into a rich smile and hurried to hug her godmother. She dropped the shoes on the floor, threw her pocketbook in a chair and squeezed this woman that she loved more than she loved her own mother. The love was reciprocated in a warm hug that lasted a full minute.

Neither woman ever verbally said, “I love you.” They just knew in their hearts that each was the favorite of the other.

Stepping back, hands on Eartha’s shoulders, Pearl said, “Tuesday morning. You must be the only Colored woman out on the street not going to clean up some rich white folks’ house. Men’s shoes in your hand, hat pulled down tight on your head. Too excited to eat breakfast. Come on in.”

“What makes you think that I haven’t had breakfast?” Both women laughed.

Eartha continued, “You’re the only person who ever remembers when Eugene’s coming in.”

“I know when he left, gal, I just count the days then. I know I get to see you two or three times and then you always get his shoes cleaned and ready for him when he coming in. But you need to wait to get your hair done. It’s gonna rain.”

“How you know that?”

Pearl held up her hand. “Shush now. That man ain’t seen nobody as pretty as you even if you was bald, and he done been clear up to Chicago. He done traveled a thousand miles since the last time you saw him. Take off that hat, lemme see your hair.”

The older woman stuck her fingers in Eartha’s hair down to the roots. “That ain’t bad. I can fix that. Finish eating and run your errands. Stop back by here. I got a hairdo in mind that’ll keep a coupla days even if you roll in real hay.

“It’ll still be humid tomorrow. Wait a couple days to get it done. Spend as much time as you can with that man of yours. And let him grow his hair out a little. When y’all start having children, people will wonder why they got good hair and y’all ain’t. Let him be hisself.”

“I don’t stop him from being himself,” Eartha said defensively.

Hands on hips, Pearl responded, “He had shiny hair when y’all was dating and when you met him, you couldn’t wait to run your fingers through it. Don’t let them folks you used to live with ruin your life with George.”

“Don’t call him that,” Eartha said, a spark of anger in her voice.

“Don’t treat him like that. You don’t let the man be hisself, it’s just like you calling him George or Mr. Eartha.”



Lurline moved stealthily through her dark house to the third room. She had just seen Mr. Eugene and Eartha go into the house. He was stepping out again, so maybe he’d change into something different. When she peeped through her sheers, sometimes she was lucky enough to see that magnificent body shirtless. Lurline wanted him for herself, but he was married to Eartha. Lurline hated Eartha with a passion. That same passion worked in a different way when she was anywhere near Mr. Eugene.

Her body tensed. The man had just called his wife to help him attach his collar to his shirt. She would like to be the one to do that. Lurline thought how she would button that collar around Mr. Eugene’s neck, then carefully slide the shirt sleeves down those fine arms, moving her hand sensuously down his body to the buttons of his pants. She shivered just thinking about it.

Her window was open a little, not enough so that the neighbors would notice, but enough that when Lurline got close, she could hear their voices. They hardly ever argued, so most times she had to content herself with just listening to that baritone resonate through her breast, causing the heat to spread throughout her body.

Eartha was now giving Mr. Eugene a good-bye kiss. Lurline hated the way Eartha just pecked the man on his lips, then that fine Mr. Eugene would grab her by the waist and pull her passionately to him. Lurline imagined the fire that she would feel if he did that to her. She doubted that he would ever be able to leave the house if he were her man. He would be so sore from making mad passionate love to her over and over again.

Lurline forced her eyes open and ran on her toes to the front of the house. She got to her porch just as Eartha and Mr. Eugene were coming out. Lurline kept on down the box steps to the side of the house to throw out a pan of bacon grease that she’d heated up for just this reason.

“Good evening, y’all.”

“Hey Lurline. You’re gonna be able to grow a pig from all the grease you put under that house. Put some sawdust on it, so that it don’t smell so loud. You’re gonna have critters going under there.”

Eugene just tipped his hat.

“Good idea,” Lurline said. “You steppin’ out this evening, Mr. Eugene?”

But he’d already started walking toward the streetcar stop. Lurline watched guardedly as Mr. Eugene’s fine ass moved along the banquette, turning her head quickly when she saw Eartha look her way.

Standing on the box steps hugging her arms across her chest, Lurline said. “Mr. Eugene looks like he’s going to work in one of those big mansions in the Garden District.”

“He’s got a job at a party out on the lake.”

“You don’t say.” If Lurline had a gun, she would shoot Eartha, Bang! right between the eyes. The woman had no sense. Naïve wasn’t even close to what the woman was. Didn’t she have some idea that she was married to a demi-god and other women wanted him? Not only did other women want him, this woman was going to have him—come hell or high water.

“Lawd ha’ mercy. How’s he going to get out to the lake?”

 “He’ll catch the Franklin Streetcar out to Milneburg, then they’re gonna send a jitney to get him and some of the other workers and musicians.”

“High class! Well, g’night.” Lurline didn’t think she could be civil to this woman for another second.

She listened to the floorboards creak in the house next door. Lurline knew that Eartha had gone all the way to the back of the house. She lowered the window shades in each of her front rooms, then drew the drapes and turned on her lights. The dim bulbs that her husband, Louis Preston, provided couldn’t be seen through all of that, so that ignorant Eartha didn’t know when Lurline was spying.

Lurline sat on the side of the bed and calculated when she should get up to watch for Mr. Eugene to come home. It would take about an hour to get out to Milneburg. Well, that didn’t even matter. Those parties started about nine or ten o’clock, she’d heard. If they lasted four hours, he wouldn’t be getting home until five or six in the morning, maybe later.

She lay down and began fantasizing about Mr. Eugene. When Louis turned and put his arm over her, she wanted to bite it, scratch it, drive a knife through it and him, too. But she had to bide her time. She couldn’t get rid of this one until she had Mr. Eugene. So, she tolerated Louis and pretended that he was her fine, handsome neighbor.

 




Chapter 2


Eugene

It was a balmy spring night out in Milneburg. After the musicians were driven away in a wagon, the air seemed to get a lot cooler. Had it not been for the other three men waiting for the jitney with Eugene, he would have felt that he’d been deserted in the middle of nowhere. He watched the streetcar pull away and as it did, he felt smaller and smaller.

Surreptitiously, he studied the other men. It was obvious why they had all been chosen. Standing side by side, they could have been brothers. They were of equal height and stature and despite the range of colors, they were all Creoles.

Eugene noticed that none of the others were Pullman Porters. He wondered how they had been selected. It was clear that neither knew the other and Eugene wondered why that was so. He’d always thought that you had to know someone before you’d be asked to work at one of these parties.

“Anybody else getting suspicious?” one of the men asked.

“I am,” Eugene answered.

“Pellebon,” the man said.

“Ste. Cherie,” Eugene responded, and reached to shake the man’s hand.

The other two men introduced themselves. One was Mr. Barbarin and the other was Mr. Laiche.

“We need to have some sort of signal in case one of us is in trouble,” Mr. Barbarin said.

“I hear that the music be so loud, you could scream yo’ head off and nobody would hear.”

“I heard that someone did scream their head off and nobody cared.”

“I think that I’m going back home,” Eugene shook his head, thinking about losing the thirty dollars that he hadn’t yet earned. Eartha would be disappointed, but she wouldn’t show it. He didn’t want to let her down.

The jitney appeared in the near distance. It made no noise at all. It was a late model vehicle, maybe even straight off the factory floor, yet here in 1926, Eugene still had never ridden in one.

“I, for one, am going,” Mr. Pellebon moved toward the narrow road that the jitney was on. When the jitney stopped, all four men got in.

“Thirty dollars is a lot of money,” Eugene said to the men as they looked at him. “Over two months’ rent.”



They rode in silence to the Lakefront. This was a different world from the hubbub of the city. There were no side streets; just an occasional dirt road leading to God knows where. They relaxed a little once they could hear the music wailing in the distance.

The jitney moved along smoothly and still they could not see where the music was coming from. Finally, they saw the casinos and high-class juke joints. Eugene didn’t know if these kinds of places for New Orleans’ affluent white folk could be called juke; they certainly were not joints. He just didn’t have any other words for them.

He could feel the sweat gathering around his neck and under his arms and hoped that his collar didn’t get messed up. Eartha barely used enough starch, but he would never complain because he loved her with his whole heart and soul.

The driver, who had not spoken the entire ride, pointed to a side door. “They’ll be waiting for you there.”

The four men climbed out slowly. As soon as their feet were on the ground, the driver left. A maid dressed in a black dress and tiny white apron stepped out the door. She stood straight as an arrow in her highly glossed black shoes. Eugene thought that she was almost as dark as the jitney driver, if that were possible. Unlike the jitney driver, her eyes shone brightly in the lights from the chandelier hanging in the portico. The whites of her eyes were as white as the cap that she wore on her hair, which was as nappy as he’d ever seen, rising about three inches off the top of her head.

She held the door open for the men and another, lighter-skinned man in a black tuxedo led them out of this foyer, up some stairs, and into a large dance hall. Each was led to a different bar station, where they were made to place a white linen napkin over their left arm. They were each given a button with a name written on it. Eugene’s button read, Allen.

Eugene moved along the bar as he was told, taking orders and giving them to any of several drink mixers. He then gave the drinks to the people at the bar. Things went smoothly for the first two hours and he wondered why this was worth the thirty dollars promised. He relaxed a bit, wondering why he’d been worried.

At a few minutes to midnight, a paunchy, well-groomed man came to the bar. He ordered a Lillet Blanc with gin and orange juice. Eugene noticed the man watching him the entire time that he waited for the drink. When he returned to the bar, the man squinted a little trying to read Eugene’s button. “Allen,” he said smiling, after sipping the drink. He pronounced it ALL-IN. “We need five more of these upstairs. It’s tiring coming down for them when we’re ready for more. Tell Alfred that we need you upstairs. Tell him to show you how to make this drink, then come upstairs to Room A.”

Alfred was waiting to show him how to mix the drink as the man turned away from the bar. It was easy to do, but Alfred had him make the drink half a dozen times. “It has to be perfect each time,” he pointed out. Eugene noticed that the other men working the bar glanced at him furtively, but he could read nothing from their looks.

Finally, Alfred was satisfied. “The liquor is already in Room A. You’ll be working up there for the rest of the night.”

Alfred straightened Eugene’s collar and tie, placed a fresh napkin on his arm, then looked in a small mirror at the back of the bar that Eugene hadn’t noticed. He patted his slanted sideburns and stroked his mustache, then turned and headed out the side door of the bar. “Follow me.” Alfred crooked his finger and Eugene followed.

As they climbed the stairs to the third floor, Alfred asked Eugene, “What is your name?”

“Eugene.”

“No, it’s Allen. It says so on your button.” They walked out onto a wide veranda overlooking Lake Pontchartrain. For his entire life, Eugene had never seen the lake, although Lake Pontchartrain and the Mississippi River dominated the business and industrial life of the city. He hesitated in his step as he breathed the moist air. He watched two gulls that appeared to be shadows against the night sky. Then, his eyes moved along the walkways and over to another casino as well-lit as this one. A saxophone wailed out over the water, tugging deeply at something inside of him.

“Breathtaking, isn’t it?” Alfred asked. “If they like you, perhaps, you’ll come back on other nights and you can see the lake again.” He beckoned with his finger and Eugene continued walking. When they reached a room with an A on the door, Alfred rapped twice, then bowed. “Good night, Allen.”

With those words, he walked back the way they’d come. When his footsteps could no longer be heard, the door was opened by someone standing behind it, and an attached hand waved a “come in” gesture. Allen walked in and the gentleman standing behind the door closed it quietly behind him.

Eugene found himself in a large room, over four hundred feet square. Huge mirrors were on three of the walls, beginning waist high. Five men were seated or standing throughout the room. He didn’t see a bar.

“Where do you want me to set up, sir?”

One of the men pointed to one of the corners that touched the draped wall overlooking the lake. Eugene walked to that corner.

“Are you gents ready for me to mix a few now?”

“Let’s see how you do it.”

The men watched as Allen made the drink. He held it out to them. “Which one of you is ready for this one?”

They raised glasses already filled. “I guess you’ll have to drink that one,” one of them said. The voice sounded familiar. Allen wanted to look more closely to see if he recognized the face, but Colored men just didn’t go around staring at white men. After all, this was the spring of 1926.

Allen started to say that he didn’t drink, but he thought things would go easier if he complied, so he sipped the drink.

“He’s a gentleman,” one of the men said. They all laughed. The men continued talking, and after a while they asked for more drinks. Then two of the men moved over to a side of the room where pictures were hung on the wall. Another two of the men pushed on the wall closest to where Eugene was standing, revealing a door, which they went through. The fifth man remained standing by him. “I guess that leaves me and you.”

The light-skinned man from downstairs came into the room and extinguished half the candles, leaving the room in semi-darkness. When he left, the man standing near Allen came closer. I’m going to open these drapes so that we might enjoy the lake. He reached with his right hand around and behind Allen. Stopping, he told Allen, “Hold this for me.” Allen reached for the drink, and as the man’s hand lowered slowly, it grazed against the front of Allen’s pants.

Once the drapes were open, the man told Allen to help him open a window so that they could better hear the music. Allen didn’t know which bands were playing tonight, but even though the bands were in different clubs, there was something about the music, the way they jazzed it up that created an underlying syncopation. It seemed that the musicians were trying to relay a cryptic message.

Allen found himself listening intently and then realized that the man was talking to him.

“You like that kind of music?” he asked.

“It sounds like each band is talking to the other one,” Eugene said.

“They are.”

The two men listened for a while, standing close, but apart.

“Make us a couple of drinks, Allen. If you down the whole drink this time, instead of just sipping it and holding it, maybe you can understand what the music’s saying.”

“I don’t really drink, sir.”

“Well, I can’t very well drink alone.”

“Yes, sir.”

While Allen mixed a second round of drinks for him and the man who still had not given his name, the two men who had been studying the framed pictures on the walls left via the partially hidden door.

“Well, let’s sit down and drink these, shall we.” The butler came in to extinguish the lights, but the man stopped him. “That won’t be necessary, Alonso.” He slipped quietly back through the door.

The liquor tasted good and Allen decided to try to relax. They sat in silence for a long time. Allen could feel the man studying him. He would have been more comfortable standing in the corner.

While he mixed a third set of drinks for the two of them, the butler returned with a cold food tray, topped with sprigs of parsley. The man with whom Allen had been drinking walked over to the window and the butler slipped an envelope out of his inside breast pocket and gave it to Eugene. He started to open it, but the man shook his head and pointed. So he slipped the envelope inside his vest. When the butler left, the man came back.

“I’ve got to be leaving soon. I like to have a bit of food before I go home. It absorbs the drinks.” He used his right hand to twist the wedding band on the other and said, “My wife’s father is a policeman. She wouldn’t understand my having the smell of alcohol on my breath during prohibition, so I eat lots of onions or garlic, and chew lots of parsley.”

Allen was hesitant about sitting and eating at the same table as a white man. “It’s all right to join me, Allen,” he said. “We’re quite alone.”

They ate the sweetbreads dipped in delicious Creole sauces in silence, then the man told Allen, “I’ve got my own car. I can drop you off at the CL10 stop if you want.”

Allen smiled. How white folks knew about Colored folks’ slang was beyond him. How did the man know that the Clio Streetcar was called that? Children along the line sometimes read the dimly lit streetcar sign that way at night. The name caught on and now everyone referred to it as the CL10.

“Yes, sir. That would be really close to my home. I would appreciate that.”

The other men never came back into the room. After dining, Allen and the nameless man walked away from the lights and the crowds that were beginning to thin, to a lot filled with Model T and Model A cars. They drove most of the way to the city in silence. Just before the man dropped Allen off, he asked, “When will you be off again?”

Eugene told him.

“That’s too soon. How about a couple of weeks after that?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Would you like to work at Lake Pontchartrain again?”

“Yes, sir.”

“We’ll be in touch.”

The man waited until the Clio Streetcar was a block away, then he said, “Good night.”

Eugene watched the car as it turned on Melpomene Street. When the streetcar stopped, he boarded it and paid the conductor. The motorman started the car with a lurch before he even had a chance to sit down. A white man had moved the dividing screen almost to the last seat, so Eugene had to sit on the long back seat. Eugene asked the conductor what time it was as he got off the streetcar. It was three forty-five.

Eugene walked the block and a half to his home, unlocked the front door quietly and went in. He left the lights off, laid his clothes across the back of a chair and slid into bed beside his sleeping wife. He didn’t want to wake her, but he needed to hold her.

As if on cue, she turned over and snuggled up to him.

“How was it, Baby?”

“It wasn’t bad.”

“And they really paid you thirty dollars? It’s still dark.”

“It’s just four o’clock and I made almost half a month’s pay.” Eugene had checked the envelope while riding on the streetcar.

“Well, we have to celebrate,” Eartha said.

They celebrated in each other’s arms. Spent, they fell asleep.

 




Chapter 3


The Gentlemen

“Eartha, I was thinking the whole while I was gone. We spend a lot of time apart. When I’m here, I want to be with you. I make enough money. I don’t need to work out at the lake.”

“But Eugene, it’s only one night. If you work twice, that’s an extra month’s pay.”

Eartha looked deep into Eugene’s eyes. They were loving eyes, kind eyes. They were also rimmed charcoal black with long ebony eyelashes, like his hair and his eyebrows. His hot cocoa colored skin always glowed healthily, which created a magical contrast of colors. “Damn, Eugene, I could look at you all night.”

“Now, you see, that’s another reason to stay home. You would have something good to look at all night. I got parts that aren’t covered up at night—except by you.”

They kissed passionately, Eugene deliberately arousing Eartha.

“It’s daytime, Eugene. There are things I gotta do.”

“But if you want me to work at the lake, I can’t do nighttime things when I’m supposed to. I need to do them now.”

“You got back early last time. We did our nighttime things.”

“That ofay might not be so eager to give me a ride this week and I won’t be getting back ‘til sun up, then you’ll say, ‘It’s daylight, U-Jennnnnn.’ What’s keeping us from having a little fun in the daytime? We ain’t got no children, yet.”

Eartha hugged Eugene tighter and wriggled her body into his embrace. “And I did vow to love, honor, and obey you.” She gazed at him, grinning, “Whatever should I do?”

“Obey me now. Honor me by making love to me.”



It was a warm spring evening, almost like summer. In Eugene’s neighborhood, periwinkle grew amid the small patches of four-leaf clovers on the sides of some houses. Jimson flourished between the banquette and the street where people burned their trash. In front of some of the houses, women planted marigold to keep the mosquitoes at bay. Of course, the mosquitoes bypassed the marigold and flew into the windows when the shutters were open, as most were now. Eugene thought of Eartha and their lovemaking as he walked to the streetcar stop. He was told to come at first dark, tonight. Eartha served an early supper and he left home shortly after. 

Eugene thought about how nice New Orleans would be all year round if it never got any hotter than it was right now, but by midsummer the temperatures would rise up to one hundred degrees and the humidity would be about the same. The dampness might lessen a little bit towards September, but it would be hot until the end of October, unless one of those September storms came through again. 

The jitney was waiting for him when he arrived at Milneburg. The same coachman was driving and Eugene was the only passenger. As before, they rode along in silence.

Eugene was more comfortable this time. He was able to see more of his surroundings and it seemed that every conceivable flower and plant was in bloom, bursting forth in variegated colors. He only recognized some of the foliage. The cosmos, bachelor buttons, sunflowers, and zinnias were abundant. The dirt roads that he’d seen in the dark all seemed to be marked by rooster combs and ham ‘n’ eggs. There were also a lot of banana trees on the private driveways.

A fence that he hadn’t seen in the dark was mostly hidden by Queen Anne’s lace, and ivy was crawling up the posts. The smell of gardenias rose above the fragrance of all the other flowers and he wished that he could bring some back to Eartha. It was her favorite flower. 

Summer, as his mother used to say, was just around the corner. Many places were swampy and insects flew back and forth over the slimy green water. He was glad to be inside the jitney because he didn’t know all of the insect names, but mosquitoes seemed to be taking over. His mind wandered and he wondered how many people were lying in eternal rest at the bottoms of those bogs. He shuddered a bit as he willed his mind to dwell on something else.

The sun was just setting as they passed the last of the trees. As he watched, the golden rays that had made the leaves look gloriously rich turned to a harsh orange and then red, setting the background afire for a short moment before the purple of the night began to get deeper. They arrived at the portico at first dark.

The maid met him at the door, and again he was led into the bowels of the house by the butler. They did not stop at the bar, but went straight up to the third floor. The same five men were gathered. Two of them were playing chess and the other three watched intently. They did not acknowledge Allen, so he stood quietly in his corner by the small bar.
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