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For Marguerite, a free Negrisse


&


For my sister, Letitia R. Guillory





Author’s Note



The term Creole means many things to many people. The word Creole comes from the Portuguese crioullo, meaning “native to this place.” In eighteenth-century Louisiana, Creole referred to native-born Spaniards, French, and enslaved people who were the issue of African slaves, Native Americans, and Europeans. With the arrival of the United States in 1803, Creole was used to distinguish between the natives and the Americans. Consequently, many French-speaking whites from Louisiana were considered “Creole,” not to be confused with Acadiens or Cajuns, who were the descendants of French-speaking Acadians banished by the British from the Acadia region of Canada and settled in the Attakapas region of Louisiana.


But prior to 1803, there existed a peculiar class of people called “les gens du couleur libres.” Free people of color. They were descendants of the enslaved Africans, Native Americans, and French and Spanish settlers who developed their own indigenous culture that was a mixture of French, Spanish, African, and Native American cultures.


Today, the term Creole typically refers to the descendants of these free people of color and their culture. This novel concerns the agragrian-based communities of southwestern Louisiana Creoles. As a matter of full disclosure, the author proudly acknowledges that he is a member of this unique American culture.


Also, the author has taken the liberty of referring to the language deemed “Louisiana Creole” by many academics as Creole, as it is called colloquially. While there are variances on the language, the author put forth a diligent effort to make the language accurate in the context of the time and speaker.


Finally, the author represents that this is a work of fiction although drawn from historical and factual events, both public and private, and does not seek to disparage any known persons, places, or events, but merely used them as inspiration for a fictitious story.




À la censure, hélas! qui nous surveille,


Vite en passant ôtons notre chapeau,


À ses discours ouvrons bien notre oreille


Pour n’être pas nommé poètereau—


De francs amis.


—Nicol Riquet, public domain, published in Les Cenelles in 1845 from “Rondeau Redoublé”


As for the censors, dour and unbenign,


Alas! let’s tip our cap at them as we


Pass by, and lend an ear, lest they opine


A wretched rhymester shares your company—


My loyal band.





PART I


roux


Tell them when they ask,


tell them that wasn’t no nigger


hanging from that tree.


Tell them it was a Frenchman,


a free man of color.


Tell them it was Marguerite’s kin


that they hung


on his own gotdamn property.


Tell them.


And if you don’t,


then ta hell with all y’all.


—Translated from Creole as Jules Saint-Pierre Sonnier was about to be hung by Klansmen, January 5, 1953, in Basile, Louisiana, after successfully working a powerful gris-gris on Leon Richard, then mayor of Eunice, Louisiana





one


growin’ up wet


Houston, Texas, c. 1977


God’s tears are brown. At least, that’s what it looks like in Houston when it floods. Not blue nor translucent but dark brown and murky like gumbo with dark roux amassing in His eyes, waiting to drop and cleanse, waiting to kill, waiting to replenish the depleted or fatten the sated. Glorious roux made of grain and grease then poured into the sweat of the body, the stock water, that holy abandoned fluid, then boiled to make one. Hours later, when it smells familiar and tastes appropriate, it falls onto the land of the living with no apologies nor remorse.


And on this particular day we got proof. God was crying—actually, having a fuckin’ fit. The sky was painted gunpowder gray by men in white coveralls with journeymen cards. Intrepid seagulls brave enough for flight resembled chalk glyphs on a blackboard against the pregnant sky, soaring high enough to witness yet confused, not knowing exactly where the docks of Kemah or League City laid anchor. Where was the sun?


Flash floods had laid siege to the city of Houston, holding its residents hostage. Every street, ditch, parking lot, bayou, all of it had been inundated with brown toxic rainwater, taking extreme advantage of the numerous low-lying areas throughout Harris County. Potholes and gullies became urban booby traps camouflaged by brown murky murk that darkened once it hit the ground. Surely those poor seagulls must have been convinced that the bountiful Gulf of Mexico had made land, lending its drunk temper to the Bayou City. Mother Nature’s wager gone awry, the age-old fight between land and sea with the odds stacked against resilient land and its foolish, man-made spectacles built on doughty dirt. Yet the land stands resolute, hosting temples to honor the sun, so the sea fights back to remind outflanked land that the house always wins. Neptune can get pushy when he’s shooting dice with Olokun on the dirty sea floor. Just ask the Vietnamese shrimpers on Galveston Island.


Schools were closed. Those with four-wheel-drive trucks were conscripted into pulling out low-riding Oldsmobiles, curb-hugging Caddies, and the occasional Toyota from the clutches of the brown murky murk.


Then there were the bayous, four in all, emissaries of the mighty Gulf, running through the city like shit through a goose. Each with its own ailments and reputation, giving the Bayou City a constant runny nose.


Decades before the Civil War, Americans had settled along Buffalo Bayou to create an outpost for trade, a new place to be white and free. Fuck Santa Anna, they said. They named the bayou settlement after Sam Houston, a drunk who could shoot. Thus, the bayous were important to the identity of the city. But matched up against the massive and mercurial Gulf of Mexico, the bayous weren’t much but a few creeks moving about like wayward children left unattended.


Father and I had been wading in it for half an hour by now. I sat on his forearm, my tiny arms wrapped around his neck. The water came just below his chest. Too high for me. I was just four years old.


By now I had stopped crying. An hour earlier, Father had arrived at my preschool. I was in the back room huddled with other kids eating PB&J sandwiches in the dark. Kids don’t cry with a mouth full of peanut butter.


The rising waters had made pickups a perilous task reserved for the worthy and the fearless, and most of the kids’ parents hadn’t arrived yet, but Father was there. I knew he’d show. He was a cowboy. A real one.


I recognized his voice at the front door of the converted house on South Park Boulevard. That voice that I first heard when he spoke to Mother’s womb—high and hopeful, announcing plans and wishes with repetition and delight. Now at the rainy hour, it was deep and hurried with politeness making way for urgency. It sounded mirific just the same.


Ms. Fisher led me by the hand to the front door, where Father waited in full yellow rubbers with the hat to match like the Gorton’s fisherman. He took a knee and helped me button up my raincoat.


“Come on, Sonny. We gotta go get your momma,” he said.


I was moving too slow. He avoided my eyes, focused on the process of buttoning with quick, accurate hand movements like a bank teller or cashier. Automaton excelsior with wet face and long hair sprawled across his back. Creole Jesus in motion. No time for the customary ponytail that we both wore on occasion. No time for vanity.


Finally, he looked at me, worried and protective, gently placing his palms against my doughy cheeks.


“Come on, Ti’ John. I’ma carry you, okay?” he offered.


I didn’t argue. I liked it when he’d scoop me up. He wasn’t big. Lean stature, average height. But big fuckin’ hands. Big and swollen and scarred. Darker than mine. Father didn’t take any mess from anybody and his hands were a testament to that fact. He hoisted me into his arms and suddenly I was six feet tall, just like when I’d stand on the kitchen counter while Mother wasn’t looking, even though I was afraid of heights.


The door opened and you could smell it. Noxious air blended with gasoline, liquor, blood, shit, shame, and fear with a quiet hint of desperate courage. My neighborhood—South Park—was underwater.


Heads and shoulders eased through the brown murky murk like brown ducks in a public pond. Trying to find higher ground. Looking for loved ones. Searching for relief. Vigorous brown water crested at the welcome mat before the front door—the little mat with embroidered balloons, smiling rabbits, and cuddly bears that assured parents that their children would be safe. The sloping driveway of the preschool was all brown water that stretched across South Park Boulevard with no way of determining where the street began from the driveway.


Neptune laughed and rolled the dice again, his rapacious eyes set on those unfortunates bedridden in the soaked soil. Homes and structures fronting the boulevard sat lonely and bewildered, lifelike, waiting for their masters’ return as small waves washed upon them, leaving wet dirt to mock their sheathing. Vehicles sat stalled on roadways, allowing only their roofs and cabs reprieve from the brown murky murk—mechanical schoolchildren confined to watery desks raising their hands for attendance, insisting that they were present. But nobody was taking roll this day. Nobody cared if you were tardy or absent. The only thing that mattered was staying alive.


“I don’t wanna go out there, Daddy,” I pleaded, but he was resolute.


“C’mon, boy. Ain’t got time for none of that,” he said as he took the first step into the gumbo.


A seagull shat on an old black man’s head as he waded by us. He smiled at me and started whistling “Nearer, My God, to Thee”—the only melody heard on the streets, competing with splashing water and the mumbles and groans of those wading.


Strange to see things in distress, natural distress like floods. But South Park was no stranger to distress, all but too familiar. South Park. My hood.


South Park occupied the largest swath of land in Southeast Houston, Texas. Developed in the late 1940s and 1950s, the area was filled with starter homes for young white couples reeling from Houston’s oil boom and servicemen reeling from the G.I. Bill. The city fathers saw to it that each of those veterans could quantify his victory with a three-bedroom house complete with a front and backyard. Half of the streets in the new development called South Park were named after World War II battles, locations, and personalities: Bataan Road, Chennault Road, Doolittle Boulevard, Southseas Street, Dunmore Drive, St. Lo Road, et cetera. A promise kept and a street sign to remind you, Uncle Sam figured.


By the time these young white urbanites were cutting their yards for the first time, the Negroes were mainly collected in First, Fourth, and Fifth Wards on the outskirts of Downtown Houston waiting on ole Uncle Jim Crow to retire, but he wasn’t going anywhere. Yet the law of supply and demand opened the doors for employment and black men from the Gulf Coast found gainful employ in various industries supported by the oil industry, NASA, the Houston Ship Channel, and the burgeoning medical industry. Consequently, the blacks moved into South Park, the whites moved out. My parents were one of the first black families to move in.


Then the oil bubble burst, leaving many in South Park to fend for themselves. But the city fathers hadn’t planned on South Park becoming a black neighborhood. There were no street signs related to the American black experience, only nomenclature proudly hoisted on corners typifying Americana at its best—World War II—the good war, the good white American, the good war fought by good white Americans for the salvation of the entire free world. As a result of the black arrival, improvements and funding in the area ceased with the exception of increased law enforcment. South Park became economically depressed, devoid of the optimism it once held in its well-planned hands. But it was well-planned under then-modern notions of urban design so misery was dispersed evenly.


As the 1970s approached and the political landscape began to shift emphasis to housing and education, Uncle Sam decided to throw South Park a bone: one new post office and newly minted government-subsidized apartments that resembled cardboard boxes. Liquor stores and small churches competed neck and neck for claims of cheap dirt sold by woeful white veterans who signed quick claim deeds on the backs of bingo cards at the Elks Lodge with laments that “nigras stole my piece of the American dream.” Public schools were neglected, and I mean both buildings and students. Roadways became patchworks of asphalt fill-ins and forgotten cement. Gas stations offering cheap beer and barbeque sandwiches chaperoned each corner. And the only new developments that kept popping up were neon-lit liquor stores and gleaming new gas stations to replace ratty old liquor stores and the forlorn old gas stations.


By the late seventies, South Park had slammed its brakes and skidded violently into a telephone pole called “progress.” The hood was totaled and what remained was only suitable for a scrap yard, its potential spent and discarded to the side like aluminum cans and balding tires, with vicious guard dogs barking at its borders, guarding junk like jewels, foaming at the mouth because its master feeds it scraps and beats it with an ax handle. But the dogs guard the fence with misplaced courage, goading outsiders to try to enter. Thus, South Park became a “ghetto.”


Its inhabitants were, as they say, good people with better memories of an unforgotten past. Mostly first- and second-generation city folk wired into an urban matrix, sustained by unhealthy food and hearty rustic resilience. Hand-painted signs with poor grammar announced black-owned businesses that serviced the wants and needs of the community. We were survivors and accepted ownership of our happiness and sorrow because we knew that nobody gave a damn, which is exactly why we were floating around South Park Boulevard trying to find our way home.


But nobody complained about the government too much since HPD had sniped People’s Party II revolutionary Carl Hampton from the roof of St. John Missionary Baptist Church on Dowling Street in Third Ward years earlier. So we weren’t expecting the National Guard to rush in on outboards with life preservers and Caridade’s blessing. Not for us. Not for South Park.


What I remember most about that stormy afternoon wading down South Park Boulevard was the deathly silence of the once bustling boulevard. Weeks earlier cars had cruised down South Park Boulevard blasting Funkadelic or Bobby Blue Bland, pausing in front of beauty salons as the foxy ladies stepped out into the world like brand-new money. Tight double knits, polyester stretched across their curves, and afros shaped and sheened, headed to JB’s Entertainment Center, the Groovey Grill, the Thunderbird Lounge, or the Continental for a Scotch and soda and a question about their zodiac sign. This was the tail end of the seventies. Black was still beautiful, baby.


But now, you only heard the splash of water, the reluctant seagulls, and desperate murmurs and prayers said under bated breath. Until a scream rent the thick, fetid air.


A young black woman had lost her grip and dropped her infant into a fast-moving current that she soon learned was a five-foot-deep gully. She dipped frantically into the brown murky murk, feeling around broken glass, aluminum cans, and balding tires for her child. Opening her eyes was impossible, and she wouldn’t have been able to see anything anyway. Others came to her assistance immediately, mimicking her routine of drop and feel, but it was no use.


The gully took her child.


Law enforcement would find the dead infant three days later at a backed-up drainage ditch resting peacefully, with South Park’s debris as a blanket, never to know the sting of the ax handle or the bitterness of scraps. The police report would list his name as Russell Davis.


Father took long but careful steps toward his green Ford parked against the grassy rise of the overpass at the 610 Loop. I was quiet and held on. By now we were both drenched.


• • •


“We almost there, Sonny,” he offered, comforting his child, the piercing wails of the young childless mother waning, felt by all who heard or witnessed, causing most to grip their own children tighter. Holding on to life. We’ll get through this, man. The floods’ll go down, watch. Ain’t nuthin’ but a thang. These things we grew up saying. And grew up believing.


Yet the real dangers were the things that bite. Water moccasins hove into view, their eely undulations guided by the buzz of hungry mosquitoes and horseflies. Raccoons and possums could be seen performing the breaststroke with nests of foraging red ants camped out on their backs saving room for dessert and sherry. I had ten bites already and that’s only because that was as high as I could count at the time. I scratched.


“Don’t scratch. You gonna make it worse,” my protector barked. Worse than this? I thought.


One time I fell into an ant bed and Father picked me up and turned the water hose on me after stripping off all of my clothes. I was too busy crying to notice that I was in the front yard, and damn near everybody on Clearway Drive was watching. I spent the next two hours soaking in the tub and sobbing while Mother sat on the bathroom floor next to the tub. She cried with me. Cher bon Dieu! Then she spotted me with calamine lotion like cheetah spots. Naturally, I ran around the house for the next hour playing jungle boy, butt-naked. Somehow the bites didn’t hurt anymore.


As we neared his truck, I noticed that the afternoon had suddenly grown dark purple—the effect of lights reflecting a bloated, toxic sky. The brown murky murk had transformed into a black oil slick that reflected light from faulty, blinking streetlights and neon bulbs of storefronts. People were now more restless. Murmurs and prayers gently recited in the daylight became loud, exacerbated curses and fevered threats in the evening’s shadow. Gunshots rang out sporadically. Sirens howled, echoing off the black water into the purple sky. Night had arrived. And niggas act up at night.


I peeked at Father’s chest where the raincoat opened—a leather holster with a gun. He wasn’t taking any chances and didn’t have time for threats, real or imagined. I felt safer.


The rain halted but the thick air remained. Fuckin’ humidity.


Houston was a sauna on a cold day. Low pressure and warm Gulf waters equaled humidity most days of the year. AC was a must as humidity lay in wait on every corner.


We sweat in Houston. And when we’re not sweating, it’s raining. Water. Water. All the time, fuckin’ water. Needless to say, growing up in Houston meant growing up wet. Sweat stains. Wet shirts. Hand towels tucked in your shorts like a football player to keep your face dry. AC. Window units. Bank loans taken out for a central air unit with as much collateral as the mortgage. Fans in the windows. Box fans. Rotating fans. Ceiling fans. All of this in a futile attempt to stay dry, stay smelling like cologne, soap, or baby powder. And it never worked unless you stayed locked in the house with the AC at full blast.


So we accept it. The wetness.


We accept the humidity. We accept the rain. We accept the floods and the hurricanes. We accept the infant called by the gully, figuring that’s what the Lord wanted. It didn’t matter if we liked it. We had to accept it in order to get through it. Father knew that. I was learning.


We reached his truck and I learned that the adventure was about to begin. Mother was stuck in Fifth Ward, on the other side of town, and we had to go get her. Water had crested at the top of the bench seat that I was standing on. I started crying again as more black water seeped in around the crevices of the doorframe. The water was coming to get me. Gunshots. Two gunshots nearby. Gunshots louder than the small siren timidly whistling in the distance, scared away by the big bad gunshots, scared away from black water and black people. Where are the cops? Where is Superman? Where is the bathroom? I peed on myself, warm urine salving my little legs, and I was comforted by this for some reason. It felt familiar.


“Daddy. I pee-peed,” I reported.


“Quiet down, I’m tryin’ to hear this engine,” he said.


Father struggled to get the wet engine to turn over. Water in the truck? Somehow I felt safer outside. Father said he had to get under the hood and take off the fan belt. I didn’t want him to leave so I protested. He ignored me and quickly opened the door. More water rushed in.


I screamed.


The hood rose, blocking my view of Father, leaving me alone with the black water. I quieted and listened. He was talking to someone but I didn’t remember anybody wading over to help us before the hood went up. I listened. He was arguing.


“Who you talkin’ to, Daddy?”


“Quiet down, Sonny.”


Then I heard him for the first time, but it would be years before we met. A strange voice slightly deeper than Father’s—


“Ça c’est ton garçon?”1 the voice asked.


“Yeah,” Father gruffed, then returned quickly behind the steering wheel. He took a deep breath, then looked at me.


“Who was that?” I insisted.


His eyes glazed with purpose. He looked in the rearview mirror. My eyes followed him. Here was a man who set out to get his family.


He turned the ignition.


The green Ford yelled defiantly and Father winked at me without changing his expression, then—


“It ain’t nuthin’ but water, Ti’ John.”


He must’ve forgotten that I couldn’t swim. And with the excitement and relief of a roaring engine and the possibility of making it home to watch The Electric Company, I forgot about my question. I forgot to ask him who he was talking to. I forgot to ask him what language was spoken. He probably wouldn’t have told me anyway, and besides, I wasn’t ready for the answer.


Weeks later, after the water subsided and the dead were counted in various high school gymnasiums, the city fathers made amends for poor drainage and renamed South Park Boulevard to Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard, acknowledging that South Park was indeed a black community. That would arguably be the last time the city of Houston would ever give a fuck about South Park, Houston, Texas. We were officially on our own.





1. “Is that your son?” In Creole, we use garçon or fil for “son.”





two


ricky street and other known dangers


Four years after the Great Flood of 1977 and I still couldn’t swim. Mother signed me up for classes in the nice, white part of town with the indoor pool. The classes were small. The instructors were nice and gentle. I never missed a class but gotdammit I couldn’t figure it out. Rumor has it that at some point I was actually swimming. I don’t remember swimming but I’ve been told that I did. Then I stopped for no apparent reason. And I wasn’t scared. I just wasn’t able. Fuck! Years later, I would rake my memory trying to find that moment where the water and I were one. Never could find it. And Mother didn’t really press it because she couldn’t swim either, although her inability was based more on fear.


Patrice Boudreaux (née Malveaux). Mother. It would be kind to say she was a cautious woman. She maintained a very intimate relationship with fear and my entire childhood would be littered with her speeches on safety and danger. Certainly that’s what most mothers do. But me? John Paul Boudreaux, Jr.? Danger had recently started hanging around me like funk. I could either ignore it or embrace it. And at eight years old I would have to make a decision about fear because I was really starting to understand the concept of being away from home. School. Playing outside. Sleepovers with friends. None of this under the supervision of Mother. Danger would present itself sooner or later. Her magical protection spell wouldn’t last long, but her immediate fear was the very neighborhood we lived in. Too much going on. And me? I had to stay on Clearway Drive. One fuckin’ block. That was her rule. One block for all of my imagination. Well, I soon decided that I’d have to change that.


Third graders don’t normally piss on themselves. Not normally. But Anthony Goodey wasn’t normal. In fact, for the longest time we thought he was retarded, realizing only later that he was just spastic as hell. But this particular morning he had deposited a huge wet patch in his all-too-noticeable green Toughskins. Of course, we all laughed. And now we were in line.


There were sixteen other third graders in front of me but I wasn’t scared. We formed a line against the wall of the classroom, right along the blackboard next to pictures of famous explorers and the Founding Fathers. The windows were raised, allowing humidity to circulate around the room by way of a noisy industrial fan hoisted next to the Stars and Stripes, which sent the flag into stately, perpetual undulation like when a TV channel signs off.


The room had its time-honored rancid Pine-Sol aroma with a subtle hint of Goodey’s piss—the aromatic blend promoted by the fan. The whole place stunk. A few girls were crying. Others said they were going to tell their parents. But Albert Thibodeaux and I had our eyes dead set on Goodey, who sat at his desk, in piss, still sobbing quietly. What a crybaby. After school, his ass was going to be grass.


This was St. Philip Neri Catholic Church and School, a predominately black parish in South Park where Louisiana expatriates and proud black Texans came to worship and send their little ones for learning. My teacher, Sister Marie Thérèse, was the same nun whom Father had cursed out decades before at St. Paul’s in Lafayette. Now, she had been magically transferred by the diocese educational wizard to continue her passion for harassing Boudreaux boys. A kind, gentle woman with a heart of gold, she’d come from rural Mamou, Louisiana, to the convent after arguing with her parents about their chosen identity. White. Or more accurately, passé blanche. She couldn’t accept it. She was a black woman of lighter hue with deep Creole roots. Not wanting to disrupt the social order her family assumed, she was sent to the convent in Lafayette with hopes that God would convince her that she was white.


After several years in meditation and the habit, it didn’t work. She knew God meant for her to be a black woman and, consequently, was assigned to the black-only St. Paul Catholic Church and School in Lafayette to teach little black Catholic faces.


She was harsh, adhering to strict discipline and sacrifice as a means to salvation. She believed that education was the only way for secular blacks to progress in the Jim Crow South and imposed her philosophy on her students. But she was also a bit of an elitist with affinities for city folks. Consider this was the 1940s in Lafayette, Louisiana. Many of the students were children of farmers, people of the earth. And although she genuinely meant well, she couldn’t help but chastise Father for speaking Creole rather than English. Nor could she get him to sit down and learn his lessons. Nor would she stop other students from teasing him, particularly regarding his clothes. See, Father shared his clothes with two of his brothers, Alfred and Pa-June, both of whom attended St. Paul’s as well. Kids would tease them and Sister Marie Thérèse wouldn’t say a thing. Besides, Father would rather be chasing fireflies or riding horses than discovering the mysteries of geometry. So one rather unexceptional day in 1949 after a particular ribbing from Sister Marie Thérèse, he stood up, cursed her out in Creole, and walked out. He never returned to any school again.


And lucky me. Thirty years later I was standing in line in Sister Marie Thérèse’s classroom awaiting her fury.


The sound of aged wood against clothed bottoms didn’t echo but hovered, floated, moved around the humid room, keeping time in between the shuffle of children’s reluctant feet on dirty Catholic school linoleum. The whole class was lined up for pops from Sister Marie Thérèse’s paddle because we’d laughed at Anthony Goodey for pissing on himself. I wasn’t the least bit scared for some reason. I just wanted it to be over.


So when my turn came, I looked at old Sister Marie Thérèse with her loving gray eyes and thought, What a fuckin’ hypocrite. In CCE class she talked of Jesus’ capacity for forgiveness, turn the other cheek, let he who is without sin and all that shit, but we’re getting a spanking for laughing. Not cursing or drawing naked pictures, which was fast becoming my forte, no, we were getting a spanking for finding humor in Goodey’s lack of toilet training at age eight. If anything, he should’ve been getting a spanking. And given the events of the past few weeks, I thought it fairly reasonable to allow a group of third graders some fuckin’ comic relief to lighten the mood. But damn if Sister Marie Thérèse saw it that way. So I had an attitude.


“John Boudreaux, Junior.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Your turn.”


“I don’t want to.”


“Everybody has to.”


“So? I don’t want to.”


“Come on, boy, you’re holding up the line and we got to get back to our lessons.”


“It ain’t right.”


“Ti’ John. Watch your mouth.”


“It’s not right.”


“John Boudreaux, Junior.”


“Jesus wouldn’t spank us.”


Some of the kids agreed. Sister Marie Thérèse took quick note and winced, sensing that she was losing control, but she was clever.


“Jesus wouldn’t have laughed at Anthony. Would he?”


She had a point but I had eaten candy all morning and I was alert.


“Jesus woulda gave Anthony a bathroom pass.”


“JOHN BOUDREAUX, JUNIOR! DON’T YOU SASS!”


“I’m not sassin’. It’s true.”


Some of the kids started laughing. I was in big trouble, but Anthony had asked for a bathroom pass. He always asked for a bathroom pass, every hour.


“What am I supposed to do with you?” she asked, pursing her lips, gripping the wooden paddle. She was pissed off. I had to think on my feet.


“We should pray for Anthony so that he won’t pee-pee on himself no mo’,” I offered.


I even smiled a bit as the class guffawed. Oh, I thought I was clever. And an hour later, when everybody’s knees had turned to Silly Putty after a hundred billion Rosaries on hard linoleum, I realized that the smart move would have been just to take the two pops. But who gave a shit? Half of the time we mumbled the prayers until each of us had developed a nice Catholic hum like Buddhist chants. And Sister Marie Thérèse didn’t even say them with us. She just walked around the room correcting us and announcing the different parts of the Rosary. She didn’t care to pray for young Anthony and his bladder. I told you she was a hypocrite.


Yet despite the eventual paddle pops from Sister Marie Thérèse and the brutal Rosary session on the floor, no amount of dread could measure up to everything that had happened in the past few weeks.


Weeks Before . . .


“Ti’ John. If I come home and see you playing on Ricky Street, I’ma get out my car and whip your ass back home to Clearway. You can’t go on Ricky Street,” Mother warned.


“Why?” I asked.


“They got different type of people over there. Hoodlums!”


Hoodlums. What exactly was a hoodlum? I wasn’t sure. My routine had worn down Mother like the dirty, hand-stained section of the living room curtains that I’d pull back to watch kids my age rushing jubilantly to Ricky Street—smiling, shouting, carrying balls or toys, carefully handling cool cups or snow cones while sprinting to the great festivities that awaited on the next block. I didn’t have to peek to know that something special was happening around the corner. I could hear it in my house. It was a loud street. Residents sat on the porch drinking from plastic cups and bottles, blasting music and talking loud. You could hear them. Laughing. Cursing. Crying. Yelling. Signifying. Testifying. Lying. Heeeey, Darrell! Boo! Get me an ice cream sandwich! Nigga, where my money! Say, Dwayne, you saw that game last night! Ta-sha, your momma say you need to come home! All of this was yelled, of course. Faircroft and Clearway Drives got to participate in the goings-on of Ricky Street by mere earshot. I mean, they yelled everything. There were no secrets on Ricky Street. Or so I thought. And my only interaction had been when riding with my parents, turning off MLK Boulevard and driving down Ricky Street to witness. We had to go past Ricky Street to get to my house. And every time we’d pass, the kids would stop, clear the street and stare at me. I didn’t really know them because they never played on Clearway Drive, even though some of them lived there. I had heard some of the names: Joe Boy, Pork Chop, Booger, Raymond Earl, Maurice, Ronnie, Boobie, Dwayne, Curtis. But I knew none of them personally. Only stares. An occasional wave. What were they thinking? Was I too good to play with them? Did they have the cooties? Did I have the cooties?


“Leave them hoodlums alone, Ti’ John,” Mother reaffirmed as she spirited me away from the soiled living room curtains. It wasn’t supposed to be like this, she thought. They had saved enough money for the down payment on the house on North MacGregor Drive, the one right across the street from the black state senator, the one with the big yard that sat on Braes Bayou for all to admire. She returned to her dishes. Make it clean to be dirtied. No more pretty bubbles. No more lemon scent. Brackish water and wrinkled skin remained. A prayer denied.


After shuffling between apartments in Third Ward, my parents settled on a small, three-bedroom house in South Park on Clearway Drive. It wasn’t across the street from a state senator but it was theirs. Front yard. Backyard. Trees to climb. Bugs to smush. Birds and wood rats to shoot with pellet guns and slingshots. Yeah, wood rats. Behind our street was a large, undeveloped forest owned by Henry Taub, who maintained cattle and every imaginable kind of wildlife, but that wasn’t uncommon in Houston.


As a city, its oddity was its lack of zoning laws coupled with farm-oriented residents. Horse pastures stood next to grocery stores and minimalls. So while Houston was definitely a modern city, remnants of its rustic past clung to its identity like the famed Texas drawl. And everybody loved horses. In fact, the city of Houston pauses for horses (that should be its motto). You’re driving along a major city street and lo and behold, somebody is riding a horse down the median as natural as the streetlight turning from red to green. Amateur rodeos on Sundays found every highway speckled with pickup trucks carrying horses in trailers. And in late February every year, the entire city celebrated the Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo in the Astrodome by costuming at work and school with Western attire. Various factions of trail riders moseyed into the city in a well-planned, well-televised parade that went right to the heart of Downtown Houston for all to see because, of course, school and work were canceled for the horse parade. Again, Houston pauses for horses.


Yet the entire display went well beyond cowboy hats and boots in Houston, and all of Texas for that matter. It’s no secret—Texas is a cocky state. For eleven months out of the year, a Houstonian might be a doctor or dishwasher or ditch-digger with no affiliation with, experience of, or knowledge about horses, cattle, or cowboying, but the minute February 28 (or that awkward, insistent twenty-ninth) turns to March, everybody, and I mean everybody, turns into an insta–Calamity Jane or Wyatt Earp with full rights and privileges, a monthlong masking of sorts. Now I would argue that that was more of a Texan thing because Texans have a tendency to make a big deal out of everything. But in all fairness, cowboying was part of the state’s identity, giving its residents absolute, unencumbered entitlement to cowboy hats and boots. If you’re a Texan, you can wear them and nobody has any right to ask you a damn thing, whether you own a horse or not.


But Houston was far from a Mayberry. This was, and still is, the biggest Southern city in the country. And the expected tropes followed with it. Crime. Racism. Factionalism. Limited resources for unlimited problems. White folks still ran the state of Texas, and Houston was no exception. They had their part of town and we had ours. That simple. And although Jim Crow laws had long been abolished, their fumes hovered over the city with the humidity and smog. Sometimes obvious but most times subtle. But in the safety of South Park, I wouldn’t be exposed to that harsh reality. Well, not yet.


With no opportunity for merriment on Ricky Street with the other boys my age, I ventured to my old faithful backyard with my Hot Wheels and G.I. Joe action figures. Hours and hours in that backyard, smelling Father’s hunting dogs’ feces, on the ground fulfilling my fantasies. Demolition derbies. Stunt jumps. High-flying acrobatics. And every boy’s favorite: war.


Action figures warred with each other constantly, never a moment of peace, even when Mother bought me the Princess Leia action figure. Mother had no idea that the poor princess was about to get gangbanged by everybody, including two Hot Wheels cars. She had read somewhere that little boys should have female-gendered toys to develop sensitivity toward women or some shit like that. The only thing they developed was the idea that you could get booty with your clothes on. At least with plastic clothes. And for all that fucking, the fair princess was a bad Catholic because she must have been on birth control. Not one pregnancy since she arrived at Christmas. By March, I started to understand Smurfette a little better.


As Chewbacca and Lando argued about who got to go first, I could hear the kids yelling on Ricky Street. Fuck! What were they doing? Probably something more exciting than playing with toys by yourself. And one song was playing over and over. Heavy bass line and a simple chant—“She’s a Bad Mama Jama.” I could hear that song playing all over the house, in the bathroom playing the pee-pee game, in the backyard climbing trees, eating cereal, watching cartoons. Just as fine as she can be. Princess Leia’s favorite.


Mother opened the window blinds in the kitchen with “Ti’ John. Time to come in.”


The sky turned burnt orange just as Chewbacca and Lando decided to double-team the princess for a quickie before they returned to my shoe box. And the voices on Ricky Street got louder. Damn! They don’t even have to come in. But tomorrow was school with Sister Marie Thérèse, who constantly reminded me that I looked like Father. No shit.





three


anointed


The following Monday morning at St. Philip while Albert Thibodeaux and I were pouring salt on morning snails in front of the church, we heard a loud screech followed by a very pronounced yet muted thump right across the street on MLK. Cookie Green got smashed in between a car and a Metro bus. That’s what it sounds like when somebody gets hit by a car. A thump. Not a smash like broken glass. Not a splat like a bursting water balloon. Just a thump.


We didn’t know what had happened. People ran toward the rear of the bus. Two or three were yelling and waving their arms at the school for assistance.


“Somebody musta hit a dog or something,” Albert conjectured.


“They sho’ makin’ a lot of noise about it,” I responded as we stood and watched a crowd gather at the rear of the bus.


She was on the ground with a large crowd circling her. Sister Marie Thérèse rushed us into the hallway of the school and told us to sit against the wall. Adults moved fast, some crying, others with low, hurried murmurs. Something wasn’t right and whatever got hit wasn’t a dog. Then it was overheard. Cookie got hit by a car after she ran off the bus and decided to head across the street from the rear of the bus to get in the classroom and finish her homework before school started. The guy driving the car wasn’t paying attention and slammed into the rear of the bus with Cookie acting as a bumper. Thump.


But this was still conjecture amongst us elementary school kids until the ambulance arrived. Most of the girls started crying, which I found odd since none of them really liked Cookie. She wasn’t the cutest and was a bit of a tattletale, but, being good Catholics, the girls found room for remorse and bawled their hypocritical eyes out.


Some of the boys in first and second grades started crying too, probably an automatic response to the general mood. Kids will do that. If adults are crying, kids will cry without knowing why they’re crying. It’s an obligation. But the third-grade boys were too busy discussing what had happened. Cookie always running across the street without looking. She shouldna’ been on the bus anyway. Why was she on the bus? Her uncle stole her momma’s car and wrecked it. Boy, I bet he feel bad right now. Her momma be drunk. She mighta been born drunk ’cause she always fallin’ down. Various theories were tossed about as most of the staff rushed across the street for a closer look. Was she dead? Would she be in a wheelchair? Remember that witch in The Wizard of Oz who got smushed by Dorothy’s house? I bet that’s how her legs look. Oooh, that’s nasty. We were horrible, but I guess we had to process the event in our own way and we sure as hell weren’t going to cry.


After about thirty minutes of saying a Rosary in our classroom with Sister Marie Thérèse, we heard the ambulance whine away. The teachers returned to their classes. The janitors returned to their mops and brooms. The priests returned to their rectory. Even Monday returned back to the week. But Cookie Green did not return to homeroom. She was in an ambulance, coughing up blood in between her pleas—


“I was prayin’, Momma. Promise I was.”


The principal decided to have an emergency assembly to explain the situation and caution us against running out into the street without looking. No shit, Sherlock.


The assembly took almost an hour. The cafeteria ladies handed out brownies and punch like a party. Cookie should get hit more often, I thought.


The girls were speaking of her as though she had died, recalling memories of playing jacks or jumping rope with Cookie, which I thought was some bullshit because they had never played with Cookie. Cookie played with us—the boys. Ashy legs and all like baking soda under a cookie. She had the perfect name. A skinny, little chocolate girl with a playful attitude whose skin was always ashy. But she’d share her Funyuns with you and if you promised to be her friend for a week she would give you a Now and Later candy. A red one.


By the time the assembly was over, lunch began, followed by an impromptu special-circumstances recess that would remain in effect until school ended. Damn. Cookie needs to get hit more often.


The good thing about going to a Catholic school filled with Louisiana expats is that lunch was the bomb. Red beans and rice with fried chicken. Shrimp po’boys. Jambalaya. Gumbo. Praline candy for dessert. All of this for school lunch. Today we had crawfish étouffée, cher bon Dieu.


After lunch, we all headed out to the dusty, ant-bed-laden playground for a game of kickball. Third grade versus fourth grade, a bitter rivalry monitored by the lofty fifth graders, who were too busy kissing on each other.


By the time we figured out the kicking order on the playground, Cookie Green was dead. She had died, we would be solemnly told, at St. Joseph Hospital emergency room. Police investigators found a half-eaten bag of Funyuns in her school bag. Upon closer examination of her bag, they also discovered that she hadn’t done her homework for the past two weeks.


She had recently replaced homework with Hail Marys in quick succession. That’s what her momma told her to do to get the voices to stop. Her mother had a demon.


Needless to say, it was an uncomfortable topic at church. Mrs. Green had been sequestered in her home to receive the sacrament—her very own home-delivery Mass complete with a homily, Communion, incense on a chain, robed altar boys, the whole thing—because after Saturday six o’clock Mass, altar boys drew lots to see who would attend the Saturday activities with Father Murdoch and his special attaché, Father Ignacios Hernandez, who was, at the time, the only priest in the Houston-Galveston archdiocese who was authorized to conduct an exorcism. Of course, the altar boys were sworn to secrecy about the exorcism with threats that if they were to speak of the ritual, the exorcised demon would find and possess them. It worked.


However, after two months, Hernandez’s special prayers had no effect on Mrs. Green, who chose to sing Chaka Khan’s “Once You Get Started” over and over while dangling and swaying her free limbs to the funky sounds of the little Rufus band in her head despite Hernandez’s aggressive and committed incantations in Latin with a Mexican accent (which rather sounded like Brazilian Portuguese). She may or may not have been possessed, but her distraught husband was sure of one thing. She was in love and it wasn’t with him.


It would take the death of Cookie to make those voices and the band stop. But maybe Mrs. Green should’ve let her little girl do her homework and deal with the voices her damn self. Of course, nobody but Mrs. Green knew about the voices.


We didn’t find out about Cookie’s death until the next morning.


Nobody talked at lunch. Not a sound. Nobody from our homeroom, Cookie’s homeroom. We knew her more than the other kids and I think that many of us were feeling guilty for mistreating her. No one admitted it, but when does a third grader admit anything if they’re not going to get in trouble? Plus the fifth graders were watching and yelling at us for treating Cookie poorly. She ain’t do nuthin’ to yawl. She just wanted to be yawl friend. She usedta give away chips and Now and Laters. They were right. Absolutely fuckin’ right. Some people want a friend, but Cookie wanted to be a friend. I think most of my homeroom made that rather mature evaluation and felt a general sense of guilt. We were extra polite to each other for the remainder of the school day.


I was uncharacteristically quiet in the car ride home that afternoon. We stopped at the corner of Bellfort Street and MLK. I giggled and pointed at him, the Median Man, who stood in the grassy median waiting on the light.


The Median Man was fast becoming a fixture on MLK. Forty or fifty or sixty years old with an afro beard and a physique that belonged either on a chain gang or in a comic book. He always wore gray gym sweats with a bath towel tightly wrapped around his neck. A red, black, and green headband parted his huge afro, separating his furry brows from his crown. He moved with high steps—even, measured, deliberate, exact—never breaking stride as he jogged a steady pace along MLK. He looked forward, focused, and didn’t speak to nor acknowledge anyone. If he had family nearby, nobody ever knew, and I doubt that he would speak to them if he passed them on the street. He only yielded for the traffic light and treated errant vehicles as mere annoyances like bothersome butterflies. Other than that, he looked straight ahead.


Simple enough, right? Wrong—this was South Park, where the ordinary required poetry. As he jogged he always carried a four-foot-long iron fence post with a large cement block at one end. Damn, that had to be heavy, I thought, yet he jogged with the post over his shoulder, block to his back, every day, rain, sleet, or heat, only pausing for the occasional flood or hurricane and only when the floodwaters were well above ankle level. Weather didn’t matter. He had somewhere to go, his only route the median that divided MLK. From MacGregor Park to the dead end and back again. The clock carrying the pendulum.


“Ti’ John, it’s not polite to stare,” Mother warned as the light changed and we continued along MLK headed home.


I didn’t even notice who was playing on Ricky Street. Mother didn’t say a thing. It was better that way. When we got home I told Mother that I would be in the front yard. I sat on the curb and pushed a Hot Wheels along a muddy gutter, clogging the plastic wheels until they couldn’t turn. Then I pushed the little car against the clean part of the concrete, making tracks.


Mrs. Ballard, who lived up the block, waved as she passed by in a green Cutlass Supreme, windows down, stereo blasting gospel, and smoking a funny-smelling cigarette with fat brown fingers. I looked at her bumper sticker—“Jesus Saves.” But not Cookie Green.


“They say some girl at your school died. Did you see it?”


I hadn’t noticed him walk up. I peered upward and saw Raymond Earl standing before me, holding a football. We were about the same height but he was a bit stout—thick legs and arms. He had a block head, square with thick, tight, dark curls, but his distinguishing feature was his thick, bushy eyebrows that prompted others to call him Eddie Munster when he wasn’t around. But his reputation preceded him. He wasn’t a bully but he wasn’t a punk. He was fearless and fair with more courage than most of the kids in the hood, even many who were older. At ten years old, he had garnered respect from kids as old as sixteen, which was quite a feat.


“I ain’t see it,” I responded. He started throwing the ball in the air, then offered, “Wanna play catch?”


Short routes. Long routes. Bombs. He threw it all. He was strong for his age. He was in public school like most of the kids in my neighborhood and he lived on Rue Street around the corner, but he traveled everywhere. Walking. All the time by himself. On busy MLK Boulevard. At the light, eating candy. Raymond Earl.


Mother came to the door and told me I had to come in. I returned the ball to Raymond Earl. He didn’t say anything, just a nod. He wasn’t going home. Peeking from the living room curtains, I marveled at his calm paseo to Ricky Street. Part bravado, part nonchalance, he resembled the infamous Corduroy Brothers further up the block, who pushed nickel bags from ten-speeds and a dilapidated Lincoln sitting on blocks in their grandmomma’s front yard. But the only time Raymond Earl would run was during competition or immediate danger. That was it. I envied his stroll to Ricky Street, where he was accepted and approved. No slouching nor leaning, just appointed steps, one foot in front of the other, with purpose and direction. He walked like a man.


Mother cooked tripe and lima beans. Yuck! Father watched J. R. Richard pitch a no-hitter against the Padres on TV. I was in my room tracing Conan the Barbarian’s muscular arms and thinking about Cookie. I wondered if she was in Heaven. Or did she turn into a ghost? What would her parents do with her clothes and toys? The big Salvation Army truck made runs through the hood twice a year, but most times there was more giving than receiving. Saw a couch in the back that you liked, then you asked for it. You paid the delivery guy a small fee to put it in your house. More than a few families in the hood had their entire homes decorated by Salvation Army. It wasn’t a big deal since everybody in the neighborhood had achieved some level of manageable poverty. Status was only a matter of your vehicle and new paint on your house. And if you had saved a few extra bucks, you installed vinyl siding. That was about it.


I wondered if Mrs. Green would give all of Cookie’s stuff to Salvation Army for some other little girl to use. What if that little girl got hit by a car too? Would she die? Would Cookie’s stuff be cursed? I had read in the encyclopedia that some white guy had opened King Tut’s tomb and died. They said it was a curse. I guess you should leave dead people’s shit alone.


I hoped that Cookie found somebody to play with in Heaven. Somebody who would be her friend regardless of what she gave them. Somebody to twirl the rope and let her jump. Somebody to play jacks with and tell secrets to. And before I jumped in bed, I went to a knee and asked God to be kind to Cookie.


I turned off the light and listened to the train along Mykawa Road humming from a distance. I liked to think that I was Cookie’s friend and now I had lost her. But I had also gained a new friend in Raymond Earl, a worthy friend, a friend with connections on Ricky Street. I wasn’t really one to be a follower but if I had to follow somebody I thought Raymond Earl would be a good choice because for some reason, at least on Ricky Street and in my hood, he was important—he mattered.


Four o’clock in the morning. Benson & Hedges Regular Light. He was awake. Father always started his mornings with a cigarette while he sat at the edge of the bed, thinking about God knows what. He had to go to work, and for a longshoreman that usually meant leaving the house well before dawn. Mother would get up too, put on a pot of coffee, fry a few eggs, stir some grits, and feed her man before he went to work. Then she’d go back to bed for an hour and start all over with me. I’d watch her from the dining room table while glancing at Deputy Dawg on the small TV set that sat next to a huge pile of bills.


“Did you do your homework, Ti’ John?” she asked.


“Yep,” I replied with a smile.


“Keep doin’ your lessons, Ti’ John. Do that for Momma?” she said, eyes fixated on breakfast, heart and mind torn by a restless man. She saw salvation in me. I was her chance. Things would be different for me. She’d see to that. A parent’s wish.


The next day at school turned into a detective story. Some lady from Child Welfare asked each student in our class about Cookie. It seems that an investigation was begun after detectives interviewed Mrs. Green and learned of her voices. I guess someone had to pay for the Metro bus getting dented and stained, accidental or not. The lady wanted to know if Cookie appeared distraught or abused in any way. We didn’t notice. She was ashy, if that was the question, not sure if dry skin constitutes abuse. But the Child Welfare lady hung around the school for a week, prompting more theories about Cookie’s mother and Cookie’s death. By the end of the week, things got weird. Mrs. Green showed up at the school campus. Butt-naked.


• • •


Someone once said that too much Jesus could be a bad thing. In the case of cults and fanatics, that’s certainly true. But Adelai Green never for once believed such a thing. She was admittedly a bad Catholic, relegating her faith to the holiday services when her mother came to visit from Port Arthur. She liked music, gospel music in particular, and found herself coasting through Baptist services in South Park, Sunnyside, and Third Ward every Sunday looking for good music. But she was never invited to stay at any particular congregation because she hadn’t renounced her Catholic faith—at least that’s what the church directors said. The real reason was her dancing. She loved to dance. It drew her to Martin Luther’s children and their foot-stomping, tambourine-shaking gospel music. And she’d get the Holy Ghost and take that ghost for a spin. She’d dance. And not shake or jump around with familiar spastic “holy” movements, oh no. She’d slow-dance. And grind. And do the hustle or the bus stop or the dog or the mashed potato or the camel walk or whatever she saw on Soul Train the Saturday before church. Vulgar, yes. She’d shake her ass in church, preferably at the front so the entire congregation could see. Church ladies wrote her off as a coquette, a temptress who intended to lure their dear pastor and upright deacons to the fiery gates of Hell with her suggestive moves. So naturally, she had to move from church to church until finally word had spread and she was banned. When asked who she was dancing with, she’d respond, “The Holy Ghost.” And she believed that.
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