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I had driven past that certain Interstate off-ramp more times than I cared to count. This day was different. An unexplained force from nowhere took control of the car, guiding me down a winding southern byway to a place long buried beneath the shifting sands of time; a journey I had anticipated but long denied myself.
After following the road until pitted country blacktop melded into a tree-lined boulevard, leading to a six-block college rectangle, I stopped the car, got out and stared. Little had changed in twenty years. The old college, devoid of even a single student, was a vision that assaulted my memory. I could not turn away and did not try.
A rapidly waning summer had left a pall in the air, the place deserted except for a pigeon pecking at a cigarette butt, and a lone jogger bent over, out of breath. Grass in front of the student union had turned brown and a lazy water sprinkler did little more than cast slow motion rainbows against the sidewalk. If the campus had been a corpse, then I was a curious child peeking through the mortuary window. A honking car ended my trance.
Just off campus, I found what had drawn me: a barroom catering to college students. The vision caused a broken crux of faded memory to flash like southern lightning. I took a humid breath and wheeled the car into the parking lot.
Except for a fresh coat of garish paint, the outside of the building had barely changed. The same railing of rusted steel surrounded the parking lot's pea gravel and broken oyster shell. Familiar faded warehouses framed either side. Instead of the name I remembered, Mike's Place now flashed in purple and gold lettering from a neon billboard. For a moment I thought I had found the wrong place, but for only a moment. A weather-beaten sign askance the roof proclaimed the bar's rightful name, Trianon. The sign beckoned me out of the car, causing my heart to race. I hastened to accept its invitation.
Hot Louisiana air threatened to suck the oxygen from my lungs as I strolled across the parking lot. I had just pulled out my handkerchief to dab my sweaty forehead when a rattling explosion of trashcans erupted on the side of the building. A brindle cat followed the noise, screeching as he bounded from the heap, neck hair standing on end. The big tom skipped past me in a frightened sideways motion, then disappeared in a rush behind the building. I watched him go as the trash can lid revolved like a percussive top before falling silent against broken concrete.
Sudden silence returned me to reality as I reached the ominous black-painted door. Feeling immediately light-headed from the humid heat, or maybe from the past's suffocating demons, I grabbed the handle and pulled. Icy refrigerated air blasted my face and engulfed me in a dry wave. It chilled my neck, reviving memories of sweltering southern summers.
“Come in heah,” the little man behind the bar drawled.
Before complying, I took a quick glance around the room. I could see how things had changed. Once dark, walls were now vivid white, decorated with randomly spaced black stripes. Fluorescent brightness, reminiscent of a New York bistro, replaced the dim coolness of my memory. I sat on a tall stool and waited for the bartender, the only other occupant of the establishment. Sun bleached hair and a mortician's complexion perfectly described the little man. His black shirt was the color and texture of a typewriter ribbon, and his white double-pleated linen pants matched the barroom's theme. Interconnecting diamond designs decorated his tie. When he smiled, his eyes seemed to focus on a spot between my eyes.
“What can I get you, big guy?” he said.
Continuing to polish a glass with his white cloth, he waited patiently for my answer. I looked at the colorful illustrations of many specialty drinks taped to the smoked-glass mirror behind him and pointed to the picture of a large glass.
“Hurricane, the house specialty, three-fifty with the souvenir glass, or two-fifty without.” he said, beaming.
“With,” I said.
“You bet,” he said with a wink. “Everybody needs a memory. Where are you from?”
“Oklahoma,” I answered tersely, more interested in the bar than conversation.
“Oweeee, boomer sooner! What'cha do up there?”
“I work for an oil company.”
“Got a cousin in Enid that's in oil,” he said above the whining blender. “Jake Perkins. Know him?”
My grin and shake of the head did not seem to surprise him as he continued pouring the icy pink concoction into a large glass garishly decorated in reds and greens. Adding a straw, cherry and an orange slice, he placed it on the polished counter in front of me.
“Not too fast,” he warned. “My name's Mike. What’s yours?”
“John Tolliver.”
“What brings you to town, Mr. Tolliver?”
“I went to school here, years ago.”
With a knowing grin, he returned to his aimless glass polishing. “Summer vacation,” he explained. “Not many people around now.”
“When I lived here, an old black man waited bar.”
“Henry,” he said. “Died a few years back.”
Before I could question him further on the subject, a couple entered the bar, sitting on the opposite end of the long counter. The man made a production of lighting his woman’s cigarette as the little bartender smiled and popped the cotton cloth across his arm.
“Yell when you need another,” he said, moving away quickly.
Hot and thirsty, I sipped the syrupy drink and pivoted on the stool to have a look around the place. Then, either rum or else the moment hit me. Maybe both. Like a motion picture fading into another scene, my imagination began recreating the room as I remembered it. Somewhere in the recesses of my brain, fluorescent lighting dimmed and the walls began to darken. From somewhere in back, the jarring ring of pinball machines, and labored strains of Mick Jagger began to emanate. Scratched Formica set on corroded chrome replaced Mike's white plastic tables, and his black and white tile turned to dark oiled wood. Blinking twice, I turned around.
Gone were the bartender and his two customers, replaced in my mind by an old black man with snowy white hair and a tiny white moustache. A bow tie loosely girded the collar of his starched white shirt as he polished a glass with a soft cloth clutched in his gnarled hands. When he noticed me, he pushed his wire-framed glasses up on his forehead, leaving two burnished dents in the sides of his nose. He grinned, revealing a full set of shining teeth still firmly set in his sunken cheeks as I stared in disbelief.
“Henry? Is that you?”
“Sure is. Where you been?”
“Away. I wasn't sure you'd be here.”
Henry's chuckle dissolved into a rheumatic cough, and he stopped polishing the glass, leaning for a moment against the marble-surfaced bar.
“Where else would I be? Ol’ Henry's always here.” Henry had seemed a permanent fixture of the place as surely as the stools and dark wood. I could not recall visiting the Trianon without seeing his ageless face behind the bar. “What'cha gonna have?”
“Draw one,” I said.
Winking, Henry took a frosted mug from the freezer, filling it from the tap until a foamy head poured over the lip.
“You remembered,” he said, chuckling.
I did remember. During my first visit to the Trianon—only seventeen—I’d found myself anxious about what to order. “A beer,” I’d said when asked what I was having.
“What kind of beer?” Henry replied, eyeing me over his wire-rims.
“Tap.”
“You mean a draw,” he gently corrected. “Next time you want a beer, just say Henry, draw one. That's all you gotta do.”
I smiled as the recollection evoked a much deeper memory that sent a melancholy wave cresting across my bow.
“Your lady friend never came,” he said, handing me the draw.
“No.”
The loose layer of ebony skin on his neck wriggled. I nodded when he asked, “You made it anyway, didn't you?”
Once, I tutored a girl in math. Not just any girl—the college homecoming queen, a lovely young woman that normally wouldn’t have noticed a certain shy, mathematically inclined sophomore. Flunking math, she resorted to asking me for help. With my assistance, she aced the course, thrilling me with a warm kiss after seeing her grade. Feeling momentarily brazen, I invited her to meet me at the Trianon for a beer.
I felt the flush of heat spreading downward from my face, just as it had when she kissed me so many years before. That night, I’d waited alone at the Trianon until it closed, hoping for an explanation that, like my beautiful lady fair, never arrived. I suddenly remembered Henry’s commiseration.
“She musta got sick or something.”
We both knew she hadn’t, but the old man had helped ease me through the crisis and I had never forgotten.
“Getcha another, big guy?”
My eyes popped open and I straightened on the stool, leaning against the counter for support, trying to focus on the smiling man bedecked in black and white. Henry was gone, as was the dark interior of the bar I’d once frequented. I gasped for a reply to the little man's question.
“No,” I finally managed, seeing the empty glass in front of me. “How much do I owe you?”
“Three-fifty,” he said.
I handed him a five and started for the door.
“Wait,” he called. “You forgot your glass.”
“Keep it. I already have my memory.”
The little man scratched his head and returned to wiping the bar as I walked out the door.
Glaring sunlight, along with a blast of humid air, struck me when I stepped outside. Still light-headed from three ounces of rum, I wobbled back to the car, my dilated eyes burning from the smoky barroom. I found the brindle cat perched on the Mustang.
When I opened the door, the stray tom bounded off the hood in a single fluid motion, stopping at a safe distance to yawn and lick his paws. Then, after a leisurely stretch, he strolled behind the bar on his way to view the garbage cans waiting in proper rows for His Majesty's late afternoon inspection.
As I drove away, I watched him in the rear-view mirror, until his graceful image melted into a warm summer daydream.
####
Willy stopped along the trail, tapping a bare toe in the dirt as he waited for his little sister to catch up.
“Willy,” she wailed. “Gonna tell Mama if you don't slow down and wait on me.”
Willy watched the little girl make her way through the vines and creeping greenery enveloping the damp path.
“Hurry up, Daisetta,” he said. “Ain't got all day.”
Daisetta's brown eyes glinted in filtered light as she strutted past her brother. Protruding her lower lip, she raised her chin and flicked her blue-bowed, braided pigtail to show her annoyance. Willy grinned and pulled her hair.
She squealed, “Willy!”
“Hurry up, girl,” he said, once again serious. “You're moving way too slow.”
Glad to be in front of her brother, Daisetta forgot her grievance and hurried along the trail, her brown skin melding with the forest's muted greens. Like a yellow beacon, her freshly pressed dress flashed through lighted slats in the lush vegetation. Willy caught up with her at the lily pond.
Finding a spot where the trail inscribed an arc around the pond's still surface, he tossed a pebble, watching as expanding circles lapped against the bank. After tossing another pebble at a lazy frog sunning on a hyacinth-topped pad, he hurried down the trail after his little sister.
“Willy, come on,” Daisetta called, relishing her new role as leader.
Annoyed by his little sister, Willy spat on the ground and kicked a muddy clod of dirt to show his disgust. Daisetta didn't seem to notice. When they reached a clearing in the woods, they found an untended hollyhock blooming like a lavender flower fall. Daisetta noticed a single rosebush flanking a clump of willow, and put her nose against the blossom. The rose's candied fragrance was wonderful, the scent spreading across the clearing, enhanced by cloying humidity and a gentle wafting breeze.
Willy spotted the striped tail of a garter snake protruding from the ruined foundation of an old house. Pulling it from its semi-shelter, he held it over Daisetta's head, lowering it slowly until it touched the little girl's neck.
“Willy!”
Daisetta slapped at the air, too frightened to cry. Willy grinned and raised a placating palm, not wanting to upset her to the point she might tell their mother.
“Just a little ol’ garden snake,” He said. Won't hurt nobody.”
Willy released the snake and watched it crawl lazily away through uncut St. Augustine grass. Then he started away down the trail. Daisetta followed him, quickly forgetting the incident.
Near the narrow country highway that halved the thick pine forest, he caught up with her. They raced through the clearing to an unpainted wooden house beside the roadway where they found Peonie, Ike and Smiling Sam sitting on the front porch. The fading sign on the roof said Sweet Peonie's.
So fat was the dusky Peonie, the roll of skin around her neck lapped over the top of her flower-print dress. She needed two chairs to support her bulk. Rocking slowly in the shade of the porch, she fanned herself with a folded magazine, her dress riding up over massive thighs that vaguely resembled a tandem pair of truck tires.
Peonie's husband Ike was half her size. Elephant-gray hair and a day-old growth of stubble framed his face, and when he saw Willy and Daisetta, he grinned an ivory and gold, gapped-tooth greeting.
“Lookie here, Peonie. Gotta couple of rich customers going to buy out the store.”
Peonie smiled and nodded her agreement. “Must be our lucky day, Ike. Won't have to work the rest of the week.”
Ike cackled. “Got that right, Sugar Dumpling.”
Smiling Sam's expression remained droll, his make-believe grin permanently attached to a strangely round face. Sitting with his hands on his knees, he nodded his head in a way that reminded Willy of a stuffed dog he’d once seen in the back of a passing car. He grinned when he remembered how the springy head kept rhythmic cadence with every bump in the road.
Peonie asked, “How much you got to spend, Sweetie?”
Willy opened his palm and showed her.
“Woowee!” Ike said. “That's every bit of fifteen cents.
What you think that all's gonna buy?”
“Candy,” Daisetta said, not waiting for Willy to respond.
“And a Chocolate Soldier,” Willy added.
Ike cackled again, holding out his hand as Willy filled it with his carefully hoarded nickels and dull pennies. Ike pointed to the red cold drink machine and the jar of hard candy sitting on the dusty counter.
“Help yourself, Willy. Ain't got time to fool with you.”
Willy raced up the steps after Daisetta, opened the jar and liberated several cellophane wrapped butterscotch jawbreakers. Popping one into each cheek, he tormented his little sister until she squealed before finally giving her one. Then they each grabbed bottles of brown carbonated beverage and returned to the porch with their mouths, hands, and pockets full.
Cloaking greenery surrounded Sweet Peonie's store, impairing visibility beyond a short distance. Tall pines grew to the very edge of the narrow highway, their branches draping the road. It imparted the feel of a shadowy tunnel carved through solid forest. Ike removed his favorite worn-out camouflage cap and scratched his head, cocking his ear at the sound of a distant motor. Willy and Daisetta didn’t seem to notice. Ignoring the grownup's, they continued sipping their sodas and crunching their butterscotch jawbreakers.
The drone increased. Soon, a chrome flash appeared from around the sweeping bend. Instead of driving past, as most cars did, this one pulled into the graveled lot beside Ike's two ancient gasoline pumps and screeched to a slow stop.
Ike unwound himself from the rocking chair and started down the wood steps. Willy had never seen such a bright and shiny vehicle. Its star-shaped silver ornament topped an expansive, equally silver hood. Willy watched as a beautiful woman exited from the passenger door, shutting it behind her with a solid sounding thump.
At first glance, the driver appeared much older than the pretty woman. Willy decided it was just his gray hair, curly on the sides and non-existent on top. Using a stubby finger to push his sunglasses up on his forehead, he shielded his eyes from the muted light with the flat of his hand, and surveyed Ike's station. As Ike approached at a limping gait, he smiled broadly.
“Fill it with super, my good man,” he directed, jauntily.
“Super's the far pump,” Ike said, pointing. “This here's regular unleaded.”
Still grinning, the men from the big silver vehicle said, “Then fill it with regular. I'm too lazy to move it forward.”
Ike cackled. “That's pretty good,” he said, enjoying the man's levity.
A flash of color caught the pretty woman’s eye. It was one of Peonie's homemade quilts hanging from the clothesline beside the store. Instantly, she became animated.
“Cohen,” she said. “Look at the beautiful blanket.”
Sounding less than enthusiastic, he said, “I see it, Dear.”
Leaving Ike to finish filling the car, he headed for the red cold drink machine on the porch. When he saw Willy and Daisetta, still sitting on the steps, he rubbed Willy's head. A gesture Willy thought much too friendly for a complete stranger.
“Mighty hot today,” the man said, his fake southern drawl failing to mask his shrill New England accent.
Peonie grinned, showing a mouthful of sparkling teeth. “Ain't half as hot it's going to get in July,” she allowed.
“You're right about that. How much for a couple of cold drinks?”
“You just take as many as you want. Twenty-five cents a pop,” she added, not intending the pun.
“Cheap at half the price,” he said in his best W.C. Field's imitation, grinning and moving toward the cooler.
Returning from her inspection of the quilt, the pretty woman approached rotund Peonie who was still laughing from her light-hearted exchange with the man.
“I love your beautiful blanket. Is it for sale?”
Peonie shook her head. “No ma'am. Grandma made it for me. Can't sell that one to nobody.”
Persisting, the pretty woman said, “I must have it. I'll give you two-hundred dollars if you'll change your mind.”
Peonies eyes widened.
The man from the car had his head in the cooler, inspecting the cold drinks. The pretty woman's offer caught him by surprise. Rising up immediately, he said, “Dear, don't be so stubborn. The nice lady told you she doesn't want to sell the quilt.”
“Two-fifty,” the pretty woman countered, not waiting for Peonie to reject her first offer.
“I'll get it for you,” Peonie said, hoisting her considerable bulk off the tandem chairs.
Fidgeting with his curly-gray moustache, the man shook his head and returned to searching the drink cooler.
“Can you direct me to the ladies room?” the pretty woman asked as Peonie ambled slowly down the stairs.
Peonie pointed. “Behind the house.”
Seemingly disinterested in the conversation, Smiling Sam straightened his cap and the pant legs of his new blue overalls. The man from the car nodded, and then glanced at the weather-beaten outhouse and subtropical greenery surrounding it. When he saw Ike had finished filling his car, he slugged down the last of his soda and started down the steps to pay. Willy and Daisetta were still sitting on the porch, enjoying their Chocolate Soldiers and butterscotch jawbreakers.
“You two look like you're enjoying yourselves,” he said.
Willy nodded.
“Yeah,” Daisetta said.
The man flipped Willy a fifty-cent piece from his pocket. “Then have another on me.”
Willy dropped the coin and was scrambling down the steps after it when the pretty lady rounded the corner from Peonie's outhouse. As Ike would say, she looked a little green around the gills. After daubing her forehead with a tissue, she waited until Peonie handed her the folded quilt. Then she spotted Willy and Daisetta.
“Cohen, look at these two precious children.”
Before Willy and Daisetta could escape, the pretty lady knelt beside them and hugged Daisetta. When she grabbed Willy and kissed him on the mouth, he grinned crookedly at the sweet-smelling woman and did not attempt to move away.
“You poor dears,” she said, stroking Daisetta's braided hair and touching Willy's protruding belly button. “When did you eat last?”
A half-dissolved jawbreaker still in his cheeks and sticky Chocolate Soldier dribbling down his face made the question sound silly to Willy. Daisetta pulled away and chased after one of Peonie's bantam roosters. Willy stayed put, blushing as the woman who smelled like Peonie's lilacs hugged him once again.
Glancing at his gold watch, the man frowned and said, “Dear, we need to go or we won't reach the Houston before dark.”
The pretty woman ignored him. “Please pay the nice lady for the blanket, Cohen. I'm talking with this wonderful child.”
The man frowned and rolled his eyes, but reached for his wallet to pay Peonie. The pretty woman took a crisp twenty from her purse and folded it into Willy's hand, then hugged him again and kissed him on the cheek. Willy watched her walk back to the big silver car.
Ike ruffled Willy's hair when he returned to the rocking chair. “What you going to do with all that money?”
Willy didn’t answer. After the car disappeared around the tree-lined bend, he handed the coin to Ike. Ike cackled as he palmed it.
“Willy, you're a regular John Q. Rockefeller, you are.”
Returning to the cold drink cooler, Willy grabbed another Chocolate Soldier for himself, and one for Daisetta. When they finished their second sodas, they waved and started home.
“Wait, Willy,” Peonie called. “Got somethin' for your mama. Ike, get that meatloaf I made last night.”
Ike dutifully rose up from the rocker, returning shortly from the kitchen with a rectangular package wrapped in foil. Ike handed the meatloaf to Daisetta and she started away down the path. Willy followed. Smiling Sam just sat there, patting his thighs to the rhythm of the rocker while he listened to the sounds of forest silence.
The wooded path soon swallowed up the running children and they stopped along the trail. What sky they could see through the branches had turned the color of a Navajo ring, its edges tinged with pink. Daisetta took off up the trail but Willy remained frozen in place. A bird, fallen from its nest, had caught his attention.
“Don't worry little bird,” Willy said, cupping the soft parcel of ruffled feathers in his palm.
He climbed the tree, all the way up to a high branch where a frantic mother bird swooped around his head, and gently placed the tiny bird back into the nest. He didn't bother climbing all the way down from the tree. Instead, he hung from a limb, swinging like a pendulum as he enjoyed the breeze in his face. When he released his grip and dropped to the ground, the pretty woman’s money blew out of his shirt pocket and floated down beside him.
An errant gust of wind caught the twenty before it reached the ground. He watched, not bothering to chase after it, as it did loopity-loops through the branches. Daisetta was far ahead of him and he hurried down the wooded path, hoping she hadn’t dropped Peonie's meatloaf.
Down the road, a big silver Mercedes roared out of the forest, its occupant’s intent on reaching their destination before sundown. The car soon disappeared leaving only the pretty woman’s twenty, still wafting upward in a late spring breeze.
####
I can’t forget those hot Louisiana days, my car’s air conditioning blowing full blast and still unable to prevent the drop of sweat from rolling down my neck, dampening my collar.
Rita would wait for me at the door of the building where she worked. I’d drive up close to the door and wait until she came out. Our routine was always the same. That day, a powder-blue Mercedes had taken my usual parking spot. The car's anxious driver, a prepped-out lawyer type with moussed hair, turned halfway around in his bucket seat to watch Rita leave the office complex.
“Who was that?” I asked.
Rita leaned across the seat to plant a sultry kiss full on my lips. “I didn't see anyone.”
The man in the Mercedes watched us with interest and continued staring as we pulled away from the curb.
“Today I want it hot and fast,” Rita said, turning the rearview mirror and using it to touch up her lipstick.
“Whatever. How have you been?”
Crossing her legs, she gave me much more than a momentary peek at her shapely thighs.
“Beyond irritation,” she said. “Russell came home late after leaving me alone with Jessica. Ever try communicating with a blonde teen-aged cheerleader with tits bigger than her mom's?”
“What happened when Russell got home?”
“Absolutely nothing. I even paraded around in my stretch-lace teddy to show him what he was missing.”
Talk of Rita's husband always made me uncomfortable. Sensing my discomfort, she leaned across the console, squeezing my leg. It was late autumn, a beautiful clear-blue day, her grin wicked when I braked hard to avoid a squirrel scurrying across the road.
We barely spoke during the short distance to my apartment. I found the parking lot empty and a spot near the stairs. Just the way Rita liked it. She had her arms around my neck almost before I shut the apartment door behind us.
“Miss me?” she said.
“You know I did.”
“Miss these?”
After quickly unbuttoning her frocked blouse to the waist, she cupped her breasts in her hands, smiling and licking her lips. I traced a narrow path up her smooth belly with the tips of my fingers, electrical impulses surging to the pleasure center of my brain. Rita was having none of it. Grabbing my wrist, she pulled me down the narrow hallway to the bedroom in back.
“Let's not waste it.” Releasing my hand beside the bed, she dropped her dress, slip, and opened bra in one practiced motion and fell back onto the covers. “Now, I want it hard and fast.”
I’d left the air conditioner on high before leaving for work that morning. The room was dark and cold, Rita already hot, immersed in all the foreplay she’d needed during our torrid stroll from the front door. For the next five minutes, she clawed painful Xs in my back, yanked handfuls of hair, moaned loudly, and squirmed like a woman possessed. I lay panting with barely satiated desire when she pushed me off of her. Rolling off the bed, she hurried into the bathroom, closing the door and returning five minutes later, still quite naked, and with a can of hair spray in her hand.
“Hurry,” she said. I have a prospective employee to interview at one.”
“But we just got here.”
“And did what we came to do. Now be a sweetie. You know my job is important to me.”
As I got out of bed and pulled on my pants, Rita returned to the bathroom to fix her hair. This time, she emerged looking ready for an important business meeting and tapped her shoe as she waited for me to knot my tie. Grasping my hand when I finished, she squeezed it tightly and hurried me to the car. Because of lunch hour traffic, we found the return trip to her office much slower. Rita remained silent most of the way.
When we were almost there, she said, “I have a question and I need an answer.”
“Something wrong?”
“Does there have to be?”
“It's just the sound of your voice.”
Rita ignored my psychoanalysis, folded her arms and turned her knees toward the door.
“Tell me. What's the name of the game?”
“Game?”
“The one we're playing.”
Not understanding her question, I paused before answering. “Infidelity, maybe?”
Rita closed her eyes. “This isn't a joke.”
A blaring horn distracted me from the unexpected direction our conversation had taken. “Have I done something wrong?”
“You've done everything just right and I've enjoyed every minute of it. Cool drinks in smoky bars, peanut butter picnics in vacant lots and steamy sex in ways I love. I'd just like to know what it all means to you.”
“Something exciting and very special. I can't remember having so much fun since I went skinny dipping with the homecoming queen in the Principal's pool.”
Rita's strained smile flickered briefly. “Now what? It's almost winter, the pool all but empty.”
“You're shooting over my head. Is this about Russell? Are you thinking of divorce?”
“Russell's not the problem.”
“But isn't Russell part of the equation? And Jessica?”
“That's not what we're discussing here,” Rita said, her voice rising.
“Then please tell me what we are discussing.”
By now, Rita's demeanor had diminished from silent composure to barely suppressed rage. I still was not sure why.
“Just let me off in front of the building,” she said.
I coasted into the slow lane and let several irritated motorists stream past on the left. “First explain why you're angry with me.”
She’d neither a frown nor a smile on her face, only the blank expression of muted frustration as she pointed at the curb in front of her building.
Sounding deadly serious, she said, “Pull in and let me out. I never play the game with someone who doesn't understand the rules. You don't even know we're playing.”
She hurried across the busy street without a backwards glance. When I phoned to apologize, she refused my call.
Three days passed, and then a week, without a word from her. Finally, no longer able to contain my curiosity and hurt feelings, I drove to our old rendezvous spot, and parked at the curb. From there I watched, aware of a sudden wave of deja vu as she walked out the door at exactly our usual time. I quickly realized why.
Even though she recognized my car as she hurried across the sidewalk, she didn’t look my way or acknowledge my presence. Instead, she focused her smiling attention on a young man in a red Corvette as he opened the passenger door to let her in. Once inside, she wrapped herself around him, giving him a sultry kiss. I won’t forget that hot Louisiana day, watching as they disappeared down the street, the young man in the red Corvette casting a curious glance in his rear-view mirror.
####
Slow rain, dimpling water pooled on ancient streets, created colorful shadows in flashing neon that danced on surrounding brick masonry. Johnny T. Sampson didn't notice. He had a distasteful task to complete and jerked his collar up around his neck as he glanced back at the lights of Bourbon Street.
Droves of tourists crowding the narrow thoroughfare ignored bone-chilling humidity in the Quarter. Among them were several tipsy college girls that brushed against him, flirting as they passed. Seeing only trouble in his ashen eyes, they shrugged and kept walking. For the tenth time in as many minutes, he touched his jacket and inhaled deeply, letting damp air flood his lungs. With temples throbbing like a jazz funeral, he turned away from flashing neon and melded into Lafitte's shadows. Soon, he was out of sight. One block from the strip-show barkers and foot-long hot dogs, the Quarter sucked him up like Iberville's ashes.
Rain dribbled down his neck as he made his way between buildings dripping with humidity and age. After living in the City all his life, he still despised cloying dampness and constant rain. Now his feet were wet from trudging through puddles. A drunken bum accosted him as he approached Royal Street. The man stunk of wine and vomit.
“Can you give me a dollar for a cup of coffee?” Getting no answer, the bum said, “Why don’t you go back to Africa?”
Ignoring the drunk, Johnny T walked faster, quickly eluding the street person. Still, the words burned into his brain like a round of hot lead. Times had changed. Winos once stayed south of Canal Street—mostly in the blue-collar district around St. Charles Avenue. Lately, they had begun gravitating toward lights and tourist money of the French Quarter. Johnny T. Sampson didn’t like it.
Wiping away water dripping down his forehead, he glanced at his watch and hurried down the street, wanting to reach Twotime's apartment on Esplanade before the dealer left on his rounds. Streets were dark and deserted. His heels, combined with a mournful tugboat whistle, replaced the old wino's taunts, echoing vacuously against uneven cobbles. The sound pleased him.
Johnny T soon reached the old French government building, long ago converted to apartments, where Twotime lived. Dim light filtered through giant oaks surrounding the complex as he studied the names inscribed on entry buttons. Twotime responded on the first ring through a tinny door speaker.
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