Bourbon Street
A Novel
By Leonce Gaiter
Published by Leonce Gaiter at Smashwords
Copyright 2010 Leonce Gaiter
Representation:
Robert Astle & Associates Literary Management, Inc.
12 Desbrosses Street
New York, NY 10013
212.277.8014
[To my father]
New Orleans, 1958
Sometimes the world whispers to you, like too-young flesh too willing. You can almost feel the heat and wet of its tongue on your ear. Some believe it's God himself singling them out. But no god would so debase himself. No God would swivel his hips and moan and gyrate just for you. It's the world. It's the night. The unconscious yowl of a billion souls tramping toward their shocked, pain-wracked ends. Every now and then they swarm. The atmospheric conditions being just right, they join and momentarily rejoice in numbers, like a demon's hallelujah chorus, imps on an adrenaline rush, like a dust devil dancing on a dry Texas plain. Sometimes it comes your way.
It's called bad luck.
CHAPTER I
The bus was so loud he couldn’t hear anything else. The big gears grinding, and then the broadening roar until the gears crunched again; it had sounded like a monster breathing ever since they’d hit the city. The whole ride from Texas he’d sat in the grimy back of this dingy bus, in the thick of the engine’s dull roar, the dark window cut now and then by streaks of light as cars drove past or truck stops and small towns flashed by. As they approached New Orleans the big city lights lunged like flashbulbs bursting—like a Hollywood premiere and a whole history of Fourths of July.
He hadn’t known what to expect. He'd never been. It seemed impossible that a gambler could avoid New Orleans. But none had as good a reason as Deke; and then again, Deke was a gambler in name only. He only played games he could win. Sticking to the South and the Midwest, he picked his games carefully, gambled with suckers and almost always took their modest sums of money. He didn’t seek the big money games. He settled for the familiar and the middling and did quite nicely, thank you. As the bus hit the city he thought to himself, without lust or greed, This game will be a beautiful thing. These were the same folks he’d always played. Moneyed amateurs or second-rate pros. These were simply richer. The odds just didn’t get any healthier than that.
The passengers stood in anticipation when the brakes screeched the bus to a stop on Canal Street. A tall man, Deke bent down to see out the windows. The stop was dark, but up ahead were colors and motion bathed in light, shifting shadows—indecipherable patterns twisting and swirling like something inside a kaleidoscope.
A fat man in front of him heaved his huge bag up off the ground and huffed and struggled his way to the front of the bus. Big, florid, pink-faced, hauling a bag that must have weighed as much as him, he yanked a white handkerchief out of his pocket and mopped his sweating face. He dropped the bag with a thud once he reached land, and turned his full attention to his sweat. He smeared it off his face and neck, then examined the handkerchief before folding it over to sop up some more.
Deke stepped out after him and stretched his back before he picked up his bag and walked toward the brilliant, whirling world up ahead. Right behind him, the fat man grunted as he lifted his case. His heels clicked in time to his short, quick steps.
With his attention fixed on a tingling in his half-sleeping foot, Deke turned a corner. Suddenly, a riotous swarm of men and women surrounded him. They bore down on him like a herd of beasts, as if he’d suddenly materialized in the midst of a raucous parade. Horns blared ten different tunes, saxophones and tubas and trumpets, while a hundred voices fought to be heard. Sparklers sizzled and firecrackers smacked like gunshots while boisterous laughter flew through the air like bees, and bodies competed to see in how many different directions they could run and walk and scream and crawl. Their elaborate and grotesque costumes ate up every square inch—centaur heads of papier-mâché; kings and queens with foot-tall wigs; red, naked, horned men; coffin-bearing pallbearers and mummified corpses shedding their rotting, linen skins. It was dizzying. Pushed from every side, Deke fought to stay in place and almost closed his eyes until the storm had passed.
And suddenly it had. No longer buffeted, he looked up to see that mass had passed him by; only a few stragglers were left behind.
The fat man walked up behind him. It was quiet enough to hear his labored breathing. That suitcase full of bricks hit the ground with its usual thud and what must have been one of many white handkerchiefs did duty on his round, shiny face.
"It’s part of the religion, believe it or not," said the fat man, staring straight ahead.
Surprised, Deke looked over his shoulder to see if the man spoke to someone else.
"It’s the days before Lent," he went on, examining his sweat. "That’s when they have to abstain from things and quit doin’ just about anything that’s any fun."
After a pause and with a world-weary sigh the man bent to pick up that tremendous suitcase. For the first time he looked at Deke.
"Before that, though," the man said, "before that they go just a little bit crazy.” Leering a tight-lipped grin, he nodded at Deke and then resumed that quick-stepping dance with his colossal burden.
Deke noticed three colored men and two women standing around a fire burning in a barrel. It wasn’t cold enough for it, but they stood there as if warming themselves against some nonexistent chill. And they were staring at him—really staring, as if they dared him to do something about it. He’d heard about this town. They said that colored folks didn’t know their places here. Sure as hell in Texas no niggers would stare at a white man like that. They must have been damn sure of themselves to do it. Whatever made them so sure –whatever could make a nigger so sure to stare at a white man like that—was something he didn’t want to mess with, not in this strange place where he’d already sensed that the rules had been discarded. So he did not confront them. He picked up his suitcase and made his way down Bourbon Street.
The French Quarter reminded Deke of a great big over decorated wedding cake. The iron balconies had too many swirls and curlicues. The doors and windows had too many shutters. The shadows of too many ceiling fans skittered along the wooden porchlike floors that served as sidewalks. Deke was used to the bland American musk of Texas, not the prissy, Frenchified perfume that stank up the air around here. And these people. They hung out of every door and window, half of them in outlandish costume. Whores walked up and down the street as brazen as you please, not even a hint of shame, their smiles as big as sunshine as they minced along in spike heels, big thighs and dresses slit all the way up to there. On top of all that, the streets were so narrow the two-story buildings seemed to lean in over you as if they could swallow you with one bite. Looking inside the strip clubs—the sidewalks in front of them dotted with huge posters of the half-naked "Busty" and "Ginger," while hard-drinking barkers yelled what the men really needed—Deke saw smoke so thick it looked like cinder blocks hung in the air. The horns again. You couldn’t take another step without hearing more of those splatting, brassy horns. He knew that after a week in this place he’d give his eyeteeth to hear a fiddle. The noise blared through the open doors of one of the clubs. Inside, on the bandstand, four colored musicians played while a wild-haired, copper-colored man in a shiny suit stood up there with them, shaking his head and moving his hands and fingers in elaborate time like he was playing a piano that wasn’t there. Sweat poured off his face and his concentration was so intense, the illusion so convincing, that for a moment, Deke thought he heard a tinkling piano accenting the bass, horns and drum. Folks cheered and yelled and egged him on like he was really playing. Deke tore himself away from the strange sight. He looked up and down Bienville Street, but it seemed like more of the same. So Deke continued down Bourbon.
These folks just weren’t right, as his mother used to say. Colored and white all run up together, some of ’em you had to look twice to see what they were, like the crazy one up on the bandstand. Deke had seen enough. He was relieved to see the pale green neon sign in grave cursive: L’hotel Moreau. He couldn’t pronounce it so he hadn’t asked where it was, but he’d never forgotten it once he’d seen it written down.
He stepped through the wrought iron gate at the next corner. Dagger leafed succulent plants grew so high and thick and wild you couldn’t see beyond them. Once inside the courtyard, he finally descried the two-story building, its second floor dotted with doors and surrounded by a balustrade of more wrought iron.
He passed through the hotel’s swinging double saloon doors and stepped onto a carpet so thick and lush he looked down to see if he was sinking. He stood there for a moment. He picked up one foot and then the other. Had he lifted up his trouser legs to show white socks, he couldn’t have looked more comical. He knew it, and he smiled. The place looked a million years old. A giant lizard might have slogged through the lobby and it wouldn’t have shocked him. He could have sworn the walls were covered with vines and branches. That rug that almost swallowed him up was the color of blood.
A clerk stood with his back to Deke; he was arranging keys in boxes. Deke waited, but the man paid no attention. He just kept fiddling with his keys.
"Just a moment," the clerk finally said, not stopping or turning around.
Deke noticed something odd about him. He was tall and thin, broad shouldered and wore a suit that even Deke could see cost a lot. It was his neck . . .
He turned around. A black silk sheath covered half his face. It covered his right eye and cheek and a bit of his mouth. It looked as if half his face had been erased. Deke instinctively drew back. It screamed of pain. You couldn’t even glance at it without wondering what lay under that mask and what kind of agony put it there. He also got the sense that the clerk was playing it. He’d lived with it so long, knew so well what to expect, that he delayed revealing his half masked face in order to amuse himself with people’s reactions.
"Prickly heat," the clerk said.
"I had a dose o’ that once," said Deke, returning the clerk’s half-smile.
"It’s easier to hide your butt than your face, though, right?" The clerk swung the hotel register toward him.
"Unless your butt is where your face oughta be," Deke replied.
"A condition we’re all prone to."
Deke took the pen and leaned to sign the register. "I think I’m gonna like you."
"Dekeson Watley. You’re here for the games."
Impressed, Deke nodded. "Well informed."
The clerk pulled a key from one of the little boxes. "You’ll find that people around here know a lot more than they ought to, Mr. Watley."
"Sounds dangerous," replied Deke, taking the key.
"It is."
Deke stared at him a moment. No, he decided. He wasn’t kidding.
"Call me Deke."
"Louisiana? Texas?" asked Ray, shaking the outstretched hand.
"Texas."
"It’s all over your mouth." The clerk rang the bell to call a bellhop. "The name’s Ray. Jimmy . . ."
The colored bellhop came and took Deke’s case. The hop didn’t wear a uniform, but his suit looked almost as good as Ray’s. Deke followed the hop to the elevator, the iron cage of which was, of course, elaborately wrought.
Going up, Deke eyed the nigger in the shiny rich man’s suit in the gilded cage with him and almost laughed out loud. The hop looked at him, just for an instant, but long enough and with enough hatred to make Deke remember to better guard his thoughts. As the elevator doors opened, Deke followed the hop down the hall. He realized that for the second time in as many hours, a look from a colored that should have demanded a white man’s rightful response, had not.
The hop put the key in the door and swung it open. Deke walked into another lush, blood-red cocoon of a place, like he’d crawled up inside of some fat woman’s belly. The dark woods and thick curtains looked as luxuriant and precious as everything downstairs.
"So how much is this gonna set me back," he said, almost to himself.
"Your bill’s taken care of," the hop replied. "Mr. Moreau has seen to it."
Deke hadn’t expected an answer, let along that one. For free, he could stand it. For free, he might even enjoy it a little, sit back and let that fat girl belch and fart—get a little comfortable.
Hands at his side, the hop still stood at the door. He wanted his tip, but he didn’t perform any of the usual "make work" tics that bellhops use to signal a forgetful or ignorant guest. This one just stared, almost daring you not to give him his money. No. That wasn’t it. He stared, knowing that you wouldn’t dare not give him his money.
"Oh." Deke dug into his pocket and pulled out some change. He dropped the coins into the hop’s waiting hand. The hop took it like a king’s lieutenant taking tribute from a pauper: neither impressed by the sum, nor respectful enough of the source to have expected anything more. He shut the door quietly behind him.
Deke hadn’t been alone for days. Buses and hotels and terminals and diners. He was tired of people's noises and smells. His little hotel rooms had always been a respite—home. Staring at ten feet by ten feet of dun colored wallpaper, faded and cracked, with a picture of Jesus on the wall, Deke could imagine wide open spaces and the freedom to move in any direction. No demands. But this busy place wouldn’t give his eyes a rest. Lines and colors dragged them from here to there, insisting. He tried closing his eyes, to regain his sense of control. But he opened them, and . . . riot. Gold, red and green trails and patterns and gilt—all just for the sake of it.
He stepped onto the balcony and looked down at the amusement park of a street below. He’d been physically farther from where he belonged, but he’d never felt this foreign. The costumed creatures down on Bourbon Street looked like they belonged here. They reeked of enormous appetites tied to the promise of imminent satisfaction. That was a recipe for sinning. His preaching Papa had taught him that before he was ten. He’d spent a life staunching any appetite, and avoiding the disappointment of what he’d been taught would be the inevitable failure to satisfy it.
Back in his room, he threw his suitcase on the bed. He opened it up and pulled out his things. A slightly frayed shirt collar seemed downright rude in the midst of all this tropical luxuriance. Beneath the shirt sat his snub nosed .45. He’d never fired it. He didn’t expect to. The gun was window dressing, a prop. He’d picked it up after the war, back when he expected to take his gambler’s persona to heart. It hadn’t worked out that way. He hadn’t the skills or the temperament to make a true skin of it. It was just a child’s mask with which he played hide-and-seek with the world. So far, he’d eluded detection. He just wasn’t good enough, and he wasn’t blessed with the idiocy required to delude himself that he was. Sometimes he was proud of that and sometimes it sickened him. A man forced to face himself ought at least to have some booby prize like they had on the TV for the folks who didn’t win. Deke had to settle for the fact that he was not a fool. It was a mean, niggardly prize, and it didn’t seem enough anymore.
He heard a lone horn. He figured he’d already been here too long because it sounded good to him. From his balcony, he saw a group gathering around the hornman down on Bourbon Street. Somehow, that one horn cut through all the noise and din. It was an aching song. The revelers slowed, took a moment and drank it in. When they walked away, they stepped a little less lightly, a bit more aware of the weight they tried so hard to ignore. Death took a few steps with them that night, until they could slough him off with a belt or a tickle about a half block down.
A girl walked by in a yellow dress. She looked young, about sixteen or seventeen. It was one of those simple dresses, all of the same material, a belt cinching it at the waist—a girl’s dress, not a woman’s. Her dark blond hair fell onto her shoulders when she looked up and saw Deke. She leaned over and whispered to her girlfriend standing next to her. They both looked up and giggled.
Years ago, Deke had known a girl like her. Only she’d walked down a piss poor Texas street and there was no sadness on him yet. This town reminded him of what he’d done to her. She was one of his mistakes, and he lived with it still. That a small man like him had made so great a one . . . It always took him aback, like a bright diamond ring on a beggar's filthy hand. The hornman’s song came to an end, and once more, the streamers flew and the voices screamed.
There was a knock on the door.
"Come in," Deke called, returning to the room.
The bellhop in the expensive suit walked in. Immediately, the hop’s eyes scanned the room. He missed nothing. He even registered the frayed collars of Deke’s shirts. And then he saw the gun exposed on the bed. His eyes lit up a bit. It was the first true sign of life he’d shown. Deke crossed to the bed and gathered up the gun. He put it back in his suitcase.
"They say these are just a quick end to a bad second act," he said, embarrassed. The hop just stood there, that same smirk on his face and a twinkling in his eyes.
"It’s, uh . . . just for show. Gamblers are supposed to be tough guys." There was a pause.
"Of course," the hop replied. To Deke, the boy’s voice didn’t sound right. It didn’t fit.
"It’s not even loaded," Deke continued, unnecessarily.
"Really?" Jimmy replied.
Again, the voice didn’t fit.
Deke took the gun out of the suitcase and looked around for an appropriate place to stash it, one that would meet with the colored hop’s approval. He dove for the chifforobe and put it in the top drawer. When he turned around, he was staring down the barrel of a gun held by the colored bellhop in the rich man's silk suit.
"This one is," the hop said.
A mallet slammed Deke in the chest. His heart skipped beats. He stopped breathing. Jimmy smiled. Seeing the arrant shock on Deke’s face, he seemed satisfied and put the gun back inside his jacket.
"Once you’ve settled yourself," he said in his beautiful voice, "there’s a small reception for the members of the game party in the lounge." He turned to leave. Deke figured out what it was. It wasn’t just the quality of his voice; it was the diction, the poise of it.
"You . . . uh . . ." he had to remember to breathe "talk awfully fine for a colored man," he said, surprised—surprised that he fought for breath to say that, of all things, to a nigger who had just held a gun on him.
"It’s well, Mr. Watley," the hop said, a smile on his face. "Awfully well."
He closed the door behind him.
CHAPTER II
After taking time to put his pride back in place, Deke changed his shirt and prepared to meet his foes. In the lobby, Ray pointed him down the rococo hallway to a set of carved mahogany double doors. Since the bellhop incident, he felt like he was running a gauntlet, as if a series of trials had been laid before him to test his mettle. God must have figured that Deke needed a goose. All he could do was cover his ass the best he could and scoot on ahead just a little bit faster.
His hands on both cold, copper doorknobs, he breathed deeply as he drew the remarkably heavy doors toward him. At least there’d be no cripples in this group, he thought. They’d never get in.
Although the size of your average house, the room bore the air of a well appointed study. It had the coldness he always associated with the rich, but also the excess that people with too much money mistook for warmth. A woman sprawled on the brown leather sofa; a man stood behind it. At an ornately carved sideboard a man with his back to the door craned his neck to get a good look at the newcomer. Holding a shoe in one hand while her other grasped a corn infested foot sat an older woman, also stock-still and staring. A frail-looking man seated in a high-backed chair was chewing on his nails. They all looked professionally posed, as if waiting for the flash to pop before they moved. It took them a moment, but they finally came to life. A smile, bright and phony as pyrite, lit up the reclining woman’s face. The man behind her scooted from behind the sofa he used like a shield. A smile wormed its way over his mouth as he extended his hand.
"Ah. You must be Mr. Watley."
Deke couldn’t place the accent. It was either British or ridiculous. He wasn’t worldly enough to tell the difference.
"Call me Deke," he replied.
The man turned to look at the others, his audience. "'Call me Ishmael,'" he announced as he shook Deke’s hand and chortled merrily. The others looked to one another for reassurance before they, too, forced laughs as hearty and urbane as the man’s. The reclining woman looked disgusted.
"What?" Deke asked, half to her and half to himself.
The man laughed even louder. He finally let go of Deke’s hand to slap a thigh with mirth. Having had enough, the woman rose from her leather perch. She approached Deke and shook his hand.
"Pritchett read a book once," she said, indicating the laughing man, who now shook his head and held up his hands in an "I’m sorry, just couldn’t resist" gesture. The others seemed relieved that they didn’t have to laugh anymore and abruptly stopped.
"I’m Stacy," the woman continued. "Laughing boy here is Pritchett, my husband." She pointed to the woman now putting her shoe back on. "This is Honey." Honey gave a little wave. Next came the little man chewing his hands.
“Barker," she said of him. Finally taking his hand from his mouth, he nodded.
The man at the bar had a hard-core face. Not hard-core anything in particular, just hard-core. Anything he shouldn’t have done he’d done too much of and liked too well. "Tate," she said. He turned back to finish making his drink.
"Howdy," Deke said to the group.
"Sit, sit. Tell us about yourself," Pritchett prompted.
Deke took a seat and grabbed hold of the armrests when he saw the silk suited, gun toting bellhop enter with a tray of drinks. The hop walked straight to Deke.
"Bourbon and seven?" he asked.
"That’s the usual," Deke replied.
"Here you are." As polite as could be, Jimmy placed a white napkin on the table and set the drink down next to Deke.
"How’d you know?" Deke asked.
"We know a lot about you, Deke," Pritchett replied.
Deke picked up the drink. "You should tell me about me sometime," he said as he took a sip. "I thought I wanted scotch." These people were starting to piss him off, and only the lady, Stacy, had the sense to know it. Pritchett was like a cat with a lizard. He’d go as far as you’d let him. The other three looked variously bored or drunk. The colored bellhop seemed more at ease here than they did.
"Talk to us, honey," the older woman said, and Deke suddenly knew why they called her Honey.
"Nothin’ to tell," he replied. "I’m just . . . a gambler."
"Ah," Pritchett said, shaking the lizard by the tail, "a simple man. That usually means he’s either annoyingly soulful or incredibly stupid."
Deke stared at him. "Like with most men," he replied, "that depends on the quality of the liquor."
"Where is Alex?" said Stacy, squelching the fight her husband was picking. And as if on cue, the huge doors swung open and in walked Alexander Moreau. Deke wasn’t even surprised. Which tells you how far he’d come in just one evening. Young, maybe twenty, maybe thirty. The power said thirty, but the boyish face said much younger. He was colored, like the people out on the street, but he was mixed. He had that copper orange skin and wavy black hair like so many colored down here. Deke almost dropped his drink when he realized this was the man from the bandstand on Bourbon Street, the one who played the piano that wasn’t there.
"Fashionably late as usual, Stacy," he said as he marched into the room. Everyone’s nerves stood up straight. Deke could feel the hair on their necks rise. They'd been bored and distracted before, but Alex now commanded their undivided attention. He had Deke’s too. There was something wild about him. In the eyes, the mouth. He was beautiful. Looking at him, you knew that there was only one like him in this world, and you didn’t know how such an oddity behaved (what, pray tell, were its habits, its mores, its pet peeves) and that scared you, but you couldn’t take your eyes off of him. Alex rubbed his hands together as he looked around the room.
"Let the games begin," he said. "Jimmy." The bellhop almost stood at attention. He’d long ago abandoned his silver serving tray and leaned against the wall to enjoy the show. "You’re wanted." Quickly grabbing his tray, he demurely left the room and closed the huge doors ceremoniously behind him.
"Alex Moreau," he said, extending a hand to Deke.
"Deke Watley." Deke was surprised he was already standing. He couldn’t remember when he’d gotten to his feet.
"You’re a wicked poker player, Deke. When I read about the Dallas win, I knew I wanted you here."
Alex moved to the sideboard. Tate, the hard core, stepped aside as he approached.
"You’re not what I expected," Alex continued, mixing. "You don’t look rich enough for these stakes."
It wasn’t insulting. Not from him. The way he said it, you knew that only a fool would not have mentioned it, and only a bigger one would have taken offense.
Deke looked him in the eye. "I can handle it," he said.
With an almost imperceptible flick of the head, Alex signaled that Deke's word was all he needed and went on. "Every few years we invite the winner of a regional. Keeps us on the ball, playing with pros. You know we play five card, one hundred dollar ante, and we play 'til we drop. It’s a day game, due to the festivities."
It was like watching a show. Every gesture, every movement was effortlessly constructed to manipulate his audience. The drink he held seemed to have flown into his hand. You couldn’t remember him making it.
"Sounds like it does get pretty rich," Deke said.
"You want to be rich, Deke?" He had the strangest way of introducing dissonance. It threw Deke, and everyone else. Not knowing how to answer the question without playing the patsy, Deke just shrugged.
"Two fisted greed," gauged Alex, eyeing Deke’s confusion. "You’ll do nicely."
"You folks know all about me," Deke said, "but I don’t know nothin’ about you." It was time for some information. If the game had begun, he was already behind.
"Well, let’s see . . ." said Alex, looking around the room. "Uh . . . Pritchett here is my father’s lawyer, and we’re still not sure where he bought the degree." There were weak smiles all around. Everyone tried to pretend it was in good fun. "His wife Stacy sits all alone at night, don’t you, Stace, baying at the moon and waiting for the fleet to dock." She rose from the sofa and stood by the window, staring out. Everyone, including Deke, braced himself for whatever might come. "Honey here is the city’s finest madame and previously one of its foremost whores."
"Your father," interjected Pritchett, playing his trump, "wouldn’t appreciate you perverting this . . ."
"I need another drink," Tate drawled drunkenly, smashing Pritchett’s moment.
"And what are you, Alex?" Stacy turned back to the room, her courage up. Alex smiled. He seemed to like a little backbone.
Barker tried to inch his way out of his seat. "I . . . I’ve got some work to do," he managed to say through a mouthful of his own fingers.
"SHUT UP. Sit down." Alex’s contempt splattered the walls as if he’d heaved offal about the place. They all stood there dripping in it. For a moment, all the play was gone from him.
"Come on, Alex," Stacy ventured, "What are you?"
The smile crept back into Alex. "I," he said, the smile reaching his lips, "am . . . "—he took a long pause "—mis-under-stood."
Like a true showman, Alex took the moment, and then threw himself into an oversized leather chair.
"Did you know, ladies and gentlemen," he said, looking at Deke and sending a chill through him. "Did you know that this man here is a bona fide killer?"
Barker even stopped chewing his nails.
"Really now!" said Stacy, barely able to contain her excitement.
Deke stared at Alex. "That’s a lie."
"Did it with his bare hands, too."
"Self defense," Deke spat.
"True. He was cleared. But the man did not come back to life once the verdict was read. He remains quite dead. That means you still killed him."
Now, for the first time since Alex walked in the room, Deke saw colored. He saw a nigger sitting there calling him a killer.
"How dare you, you little . . ."
Alex’s eyes had been riveted to Deke’s. He rose and moved so quickly and softly he might have floated right up to him. "How dare I what?"
Out of the corner of his eye, Deke saw Barker actually lower his head into his hand to cover his eyes. Stacy had stopped breathing. The whole room screamed at him to stop. Alex’s eyes, inches from his, urged "Come on . . . You know you want to . . ." Deke was not a stupid man.
"I am not a killer," he said. Alex actually looked disappointed, as if he was looking forward to what might have been if Deke had taken the bait.
"Don’t get defensive," said Alex, returning to his seat. "We won’t throw you out of the game for it. Actually, it’s all the more reason to keep you in it. If there’s one thing, and one thing only, that we won’t tolerate, it’s moral superiority."
Everyone laughed a hearty, tension-easing laugh. Alex stared at Deke like a jockey stares at a prize-winning horse. Deke wanted to turn off the gaze. It was too hungry, too keen. As the laughter died, the double doors swung open. A man in a black suit stood there solicitously holding the arm of a powerful-looking, sixtyish man. The older man wore dark glasses and it took Deke a moment to realize he was blind. Alex retired to the sideboard to mix a drink. He turned his back to the doorway.
Surprised and delighted, Pritchett leapt from his seat. "August," he said, grabbing the man’s hand to pump it vigorously. "Good to see you."
"I couldn’t let my game begin without a visit," said the man, full of pride.
"August began this game many years ago," Stacy purred.
"Our guest?" August inquired.
"Yes. Deke, come." Pritchett gesticulated and stage-managed to plop Deke in the proper position. "Deke Watley, this is August Moreau."
If he’d been playing for his life, Deke would have been a dead man. This blind white man was Alex’s father. Deke's eyes shot to Alex, who made a little "Surprise!" gesture with his hands.
"Say something," Moreau said good-naturedly.
"It’s . . . uh, good to meet you."
"Alex has mentioned your skills. Is Alex here?"
Arms folded, drink in hand, he was leaning against the sideboard, staring at the group.
"Right here," said Pritchett, finally enjoying some all-too-rare payback. "As a matter of fact, we were just talking about you, weren’t we, Alex?"
All eyes turned to him. Stacy and Pritchett obviously enjoyed his retreat into silence. "Alex?" Pritchett repeated.
He just stood, watching them.
"Alex," his father said.
At that he plunged his hand into the bucket’s half-melted ice. The loose cubes clacked and clattered. He dropped three into his glass. Clink . . . clink . . . clink . . .
August Moreau stood impassive as he took the insult. He turned to the others with a salesman's excuse for a smile on his face. "I wish you all a wonderful and profitable game. I must go. Deke, good luck to you."
"Thank you, sir."
Moreau paused a moment. His blind eyes haunted the direction of his son's noise. "Goodnight Alex," he said. Even the fake smile had disappeared. Moreau stood there, waiting, fury pouring off of him like smoke. Everyone else sat motionless; and Deke couldn't tell which scared him most, the father, or the son. Either could have pulled a gun and killed the other right there and it would not have surprised him. Finally, the servant rushed to take Moreau's arm as he turned to leave.
Alex sat in a corner, an attitude befitting the naughty child he’d been reduced to. No one spoke. No one moved. In the oppressive quiet, the doors sounded like a vault slamming shut.
"We should be off, too," Stacy finally braved, with a triumphant glance at Alex. "It was a pleasure meeting you, Deke."
All the others rose and said their good-byes. Tate, drunk, stumbled. Barker yanked his bloodied fingers from his mouth just in time to catch him. The last one out, Honey shut the doors behind her. Deke was alone with Alex, which might have been the last place in the world he wanted to be.
"Well . . . I better . . ."
"He owns this place. I run it, and they’re here to keep an eye on me. This place, it’s my toy. Something he gives me to shut me up."
That just about answered all Deke’s questions, and he found himself grateful to the younger man for acknowledging the legitimacy of his curiosity and doing him the courtesy of not making him ask. Alex’s manner had changed. He’d dropped the cat and canary routine. He opened the window as he looked out. Only a set of wrought iron bars separated them from the frantic street revelries.
"You ever been to Mardi Gras?" he shouted to Deke over the din of the bewigged and costumed crowds outside.
"No."
"It gets wild sometimes. Wild, I tell you. Scary even."
"Seems pretty wild now."
"Each day it gets more manic, more frenzied, until finally you know it’s all got to blow. Fire. Madness. Like something out of hell."
Deke began to sincerely entertain the prospect that Alex was insane. He thought it best to change the subject.
"Must be nice, you gettin’ to run this place. You bein’ . . ." Deke couldn’t believe he almost said it. Like most white people when trying to be polite, Deke thought it was insulting to acknowledge Alex was colored, but would have called him a nigger at the drop of a hat. To Deke, there was so little difference, and he assumed that the two were synonymous to Alex as well.
Alex closed the window. He turned from it, and stared Deke straight in the eye. "I’d leave tomorrow if I wouldn’t be living in a shotgun shack and walking in through someone’s back door."
Deke pretended to understand what he thought he should but didn't. "I guess," he replied.
"You should go out and take a look around, Deke. Most people don’t see this in a lifetime."
Deke looked out the window. "Think I will."
Alex downed the rest of his drink and headed for the door. "You like music, dancing?" he asked offhandedly.
"Sure," Deke replied.
"You might try the Ten Spot," said Alex, opening the doors, his back to Deke. "That’s a good place. On Lafayette, down by the river." He paused a moment, and then strode through the door. Deke watched him recede down that blood red hallway.
CHAPTER III
Out of the French Quarter’s fray, the world grew quiet. The dark, gothic streets reeked of grandeur and ruin. The past crawled all over the city like insects on a carcass. Gargantuan magnolias allowed to run riot boasted shoots and branches that created house-sized structures of their own. With their big, shiny green leaves soon to hold huge white blossoms they seemed primordial, and both mocked and accessorized the inhabitants' desperate attempt to mimic their permanence.
Deke passed a cemetery. He’d never seen anything like it. Great tombs decorated with saints and gargoyles struck in stone sat on slabs above the ground. These people couldn’t even die like everyone else, he thought. Not content to be placed in the ground, they had to sit above it, to tower in stone among the living.
He’d stopped paying attention to where he was going and got himself quite lost. He didn’t want to go back, though. For the first time since he’d hit town he’d found a little peace. There was very little here. Just some old buildings, factories maybe down by the great, big river. Nothing fancy. For once, nothing fancy. When he saw the sign he laughed. Up the street, a sign on a shacklike place read, TEN SPOT BAR. What the hell, he thought. He needed a drink.
It was dark inside. There was a bar alongside the far wall. There was a jukebox, and in a little dance area a woman in a black cocktail dress danced with a gray-suited man to the strains of Dinah Washington—“Blue Gardenia.” Deke liked the song and he liked the place. Each table even had a little candle on it. He took a seat at the bar.
"What can I get you?" the colored barkeep asked.
"Bourbon and sev . . . No. Make that a scotch. I’m gettin’ predictable." The bartender didn’t crack a smile. Good, Deke thought. No nonsense drinking here.
The song on the jukebox ended and the man and the woman stopped dancing. Each set the other free without even a glance. No nonsense everything, Deke noted. The woman headed to the juke and stood with both hands on it; slipping free of one black shoe, she rubbed the calf of her shapely leg with the top of her foot. She had a good figure. Dark blonde hair fell thickly to just below her shoulders. It had that slightly wild, unkempt look that Deke had always liked.
She stood there a long time studying the selections. Finally she rested on one outstretched arm as she pushed the buttons. It surprised him when something so slow came on. A woman like that, he expected something lively. Instead, the same notes again and again—could have been a piano or a guitar, he couldn’t tell—and then some horns played a sad, sad tune. She walked to the screened door and looked outside at the silent night. She stretched and put her hands beneath the fall of her hair to raise it off her neck. It could have been the walk or it could have been the gesture, but as she headed for the bar, Deke turned away. Fairy tales didn't come true, and if they did, you’d pay, he knew. For deliverance from what he’d come to this town not daring to admit he ever wanted, for what every god and hell knew he didn’t deserve, there would be a price. He felt her coming closer. Two seats down she leaned over the bar. She barely gestured, but the bartender brought her a drink. She looked at Deke. He couldn't even turn his head enough to see her out of the corner of his eye. His heart beat faster. He looked for a door that wouldn’t take him past her. If there had been one, he would have run through it.
She was staring at him. He knew that. Then she moved closer. He could smell her—part perfume, part makeup, part hair.
"Hey," he heard her low voice right behind him. "You dance?"
Hoping he was wrong, he sat wondering if he could turn around and be wrong. Slowly, he turned on his stool toward her, and looked up into her still beautiful face.
It’s fascinating to watch a face dissolve. Hers bore a look of feminine mastery the moment he saw it, and then, when she saw his, that studied look liquified and masks of horror and hurt and hatred took turns melting into one another in chaotic patterns over which she had no control. She turned, grabbed her purse and ran toward the door. At her first step Deke was out of his seat and after her. She was halfway there when he grabbed her arm and turned her toward him. There were tears in her eyes. She tried to yank her arm away from him. She pushed at him with her other hand, but he held on tight.
Then her body slumped. The will and the fight dissolved and left her smaller, frail. He barely heard her sobs as he put his hand on her hair and laid her head against his shoulder. That slow, sad music still played. He kissed her hair and holding her, swayed to the music.
****
Alex strode through the hotel restaurant, his silver silk suit blazing. Black and white waiters and busboys with trays perched high swerved thoughtlessly to let him pass. All of the diners knew who he was. The son of August Moreau. Moreau’s nigger bastard. Black New Orleanians feared and resented him; white New Orleanians feared and hated him. For August had let it be known: He would kill any man who touched his son. And August did not just kill. August ripped and savaged. Tales of his vengeance were legend, and all had been warped to emphasize the exquisite pain, the downright operatic agonies, in which his victims had died. He’d kept a lower profile since turning up blind, but no one forgot. He saw to that.
Alex was a lot like his father. "If he’d a been white," they all said, "he’d a been king of this town." As it stood, Alex was king of L’hotel Moreau. Black folks knew he went too far. They knew they suffered because of the liberties he took— acting like some white man, flaunting his enforced inviolability. They knew they were demeaned and brutalized more often by whites desperate to get the taste of that vicious, uppity nigger out of their mouths. The Creoles, the quadroons and all the other high yellow coloreds resented the fact that they weren’t good enough for him. Their smart society wasn’t smart enough. Their privilege wasn’t privileged enough. He wouldn’t stop, they said, until he had everything—until he was downright white.
Walking through the restaurant, Alex saw Barker heading in his direction. Barker turned to avoid being seen. When he finally lifted his eyes off of his wingtips, he almost jumped out of his skin to find Alex right in front of him. Alex lifted his hand. Barker flinched, but Alex just helpfully tucked Barker’s shirt collar under his jacket lapel. Barker’s fingernails flew to his mouth as if magnetized and attracted to teeth.
"I want Watley to win tomorrow," Alex said. Barker’s head immediately shook back and forth like a child’s.
"I can’t fix the game," he said. "Mr. Moreau . . . Your father would . . ."
"My father . . ." Alex interrupted, "is not here. I am Barker. And I can see you." Barker nodded.
"And he’ll continue winning until I say otherwise," Alex continued as he straightened and fiddled with Barker’s jacket. From Barker's reaction he might have been sticking pins in him.
"Subtly, Barker," Alex continued. "Nothing obvious. You’re very good when you want to be."
"Yes, sir."
At a nearby table sat Don Boudrille out of Plaquemine, Louisiana. A hardware man, he’d brought his wife down to see the Mardi Gras. He was a little shocked to see colored and white folks sitting in the same restaurant. But this was New Orleans. They had whores all up and down the streets, and half the city was dressed up like it had lost its mind. Things were different here during Carnival, that’s all. Wasn’t that why he’d opted for New Orleans this vacation—the tickle of wickedness?
He’d been watching Alex. That suit and the way he walked and the way white men moved out of his way. Now, not five feet away, a white man was calling him "Sir."
****
She’d been sixteen years old and the kindest thing he'd ever known. The woman sitting in front of Deke was not the same. He knew that; but it didn’t matter. She didn’t have to be. She was one of his mistakes. How many men have a chance to make those right?
He talked. Told her why he’d come to New Orleans, what had happened so far. He said that there had to be some kind of fate for him to find her here.
She looked so much the same, Deke thought. She looked the same.
"No one’d ever been that good to me before. Or since," he said, remembering.
"Then why’d you leave?"
"I saw a girl who looked like you today. She reminded me of that."
"Answer me.”
The sudden steel surprised him. He wished to God he had a better answer. "Young, I guess. Stupid. I thought I could . . . I don’t know . . . I don't know . . . "
“Be somebody?” she asked, fingering the little red candle on the table.
“Yeah,” he replied, feeling the sting. “Be somebody.” He paused. "I'm still workin' on that. I got a chance here. This game I’m in. I can win big. This could set me up for a long, long time." He was surprised to hear himself consider big winnings. Seeing her again, he wanted them.
She looked up at him. "I hope it happens for you.”
“I can’t believe I found you here."
"I've been worse places." She stood suddenly and grabbed her purse. "Let’s get out of here."
She took him outside and they walked down the dark and empty streets. She took him down by the river. She stopped to stare out at the lights of the ferry heading to the other side. Then she kept on walking. Deke did all the talking. He thought words might keep her.
"Everybody in this town knows too much about me and I don’t know a damn thing about anyone. You haven’t said a word about yourself. What you been doin’ all this time?"
She shrugged. "Best I can."
"I mean are you married? You in love?"
She laughed at that. “Deke Watley talking about love. That’s a change. When did you become the romantic?"
"I’m gettin’ old," Deke said. "I’ve tried everything else."
“I’m not married," she answered. "I’m not in love. I’ve just been drifting. Some good luck. Some bad. For a long time now, the good’s had a way of turning bad for me." She took a cigarette from her purse. He lit it for her.
"No, no," Deke protested, smiling and shaking his head. "You were so good . . . and so beautiful. Everyone said so. When’d you start talking like that?"
She stopped and stared straight ahead. There was no distance between using him and the truth. "After you left," she said.
He marveled at how one act, one tiny scene of his life, had come to dominate it so fully. He didn’t realize that it—that act—was just the spark that lit combustibles that had been seeping for years. Witnessing wars small and large, inside and between his mother and father, nations; praising Jesus and dreading damnation under the covers at night and all the while becoming dismayed at the prospect of living in this world and desperately clutching any excuse not to. He had had a chance to change all that, to step out of the battlefield graveyard that had come to embody the world to him; and he had let it go.
He didn't fight it. He let the guilt and longing overwhelm him. He took her arm, and when he couldn’t stand the hard, empty look in her eyes, he pulled her close and held her tight, as if trying to take her into himself, to absorb whatever it was his mistake had become—to make it right.
****
Don Boudrille pulled his napkin from his chin and threw it on the table.
"Did you hear that?" he thundered to his wife and everyone else. "A white man callin’ a nigger ‘sir’? "
“Don,” his wife embarrassedly admonished as all eyes turned to them. Boudrille stood and stared at Alex and Barker.
Ray's desk sat at the opposite end of a long, grand hallway from the restaurant. A uniformed bellhop hung around the station.
"Call an ambulance," Ray told him.
"I don’t like no white men callin’ niggers ‘sir’," Boudrille announced to the restaurant. A couple of diners tried to pretend it hadn’t happened, but that only lasted a moment. The tinkle and clatter of silver on china ceased entirely.
Alex sighed and stared at the ordinary looking, red faced white man. The poor thing had no idea. He couldn’t fathom that he’d entered an alternate universe in which Alex, and Alex alone, held sway. He couldn’t fathom what Alex did to keep it that way. Alex had learned from the awe that white folks inspired in colored ones. Black folks stood in awe of those who had raped and murdered and butchered them. He often lamented that there had been so little white blood shed. He knew. It had osmosed through the warm, red goo in his mother’s black womb, swum into him on the back of his white father’s seed. He knew that if all those colored women taking care of all those white babies had, one night, after girding themselves, killing their Jesus, whispering plans among themselves for days, months, years—if they had one night resurrected their ancient gods of death and vengeance and quietly, mercilessly, smashed the brains out of those tiny, defenseless creatures who’d never done them any harm (this time white mothers waking to blood and madness, white men breathless at the viciousness)—if they had, Alex knew, one way or another Don Boudrille would not be standing before him calling him a nigger. The black and white of him knew it.
Alex turned without casting another eye on Boudrille and disappeared into the bowels of the restaurant. Jimmy appeared and stood at Boudrille’s right. A quick, lascivious grin flew on and off of Barker’s face as he positioned himself on the man’s left side. Each of them placed one hand on Boudrille’s arm and planted the other in his armpit. He felt their grips tighten. As he shifted slightly, he sensed he could not move. His look of surprise brought his wife to her feet.
"We’ll take him to the manager, ma’am. He can make a complaint," Barker assured her.
At that, Boudrille was practically lifted off of his feet. Struggling in earnest now, he refused to believe he was being dragged through the restaurant. He wanted to shout out his protest, but he couldn’t. His position was so absurd, so helpless. It infuriated him to the point of speechlessness. His face was the first thing to hit the swinging double doors into the kitchen. Cooks and sous chefs calmly stepped out of the way.
"What the hell is this!?" he finally screamed, just as his head ran past the gauntlet of pots hanging from the ceiling. He saw a dim, narrow hallway before him and another set of doors. He thrashed violently. He kicked and hollered. He closed his eyes as his face pounded through the doors; and then he was free and falling.
He landed flat on his face. Slime on the ground kept him from planting his hands firmly enough to lift his dazed self up, so he stayed there a moment to get his bearings. It was garbage. He was outside, in some kind of alley, and there was garbage all over the ground.
"I’ll kill you," he heard himself mutter. Flies buzzed murderously and the rotting stench overwhelmed him in the still, humid night air.
"Welcome to customer relations," he heard a voice say. He looked up and saw Alex standing at the other end of the alleyway, his figure perfectly framed by brick walls on either side and a sliver of moon in the sky.
"They’ll kill you for this," he said.
"That’s doubtful," Alex replied.
"You can’t do this!" insisted Boudrille, pounding his fist in the dirt.
"You had a complaint," Alex coached impatiently.
"I don’t talk to . . ." Boudrille stopped himself.
"Ah. There it is. You were about to call me something, weren't you?"
Alex approached him and touched his cheek with the tip of his shoe. "I could tell."
"Niggers," Boudrille spat. "I don’t talk to niggers." He lay on the ground and waited for the worst. He waited. He waited.
Alex had produced a file and engrossed himself in digging some foreign substance from beneath his left index fingernail. He wanted the man nervous. He wanted his audience, Jimmy and Barker, nervous. They way they would tell of this was all that mattered. "Oh, pardon me," he said. "My mind wandered. What was that?"
Again, the white man weighed his options.
"Nigger," he spat into the mud and stared at Alex’s shoes.
"Speak up," Alex said, a sudden anger welling up in him. "Don’t mumble!"
The man’s face turned beet red. Spittle flew and he shook with rage as he screamed, "NIGGER! I CALLED YOU A NIGGER!"
Alex’s foot reared back and kicked the face like it was a tin can. All heard the snapping sound and saw the blood gush out of Boudrille’s mouth. Jimmy watched impassively. Barker flinched as the foot met the flesh, but his repugnance lost the fight with his lurid fascination.
"I don’t think he’s a very nice man at all," Alex told Jimmy and Barker. The creature on the ground was no longer human to him. It was not animal. It was just flesh and mass.
Filthy and bleeding, Boudrille still asserted his privilege. "I doe taw to nehus!" he wept through blood and teeth and bone. As opposed to the placid lesson Alex had planned to teach, he found himself enraged. The smell of freedom made any reminder of his imprisonment all the more foul. He could taste the day when he would never have to suffer men like this, so Don Boudrille became a symbol. He was every black or white man he'd had to beat, or threaten or kill to get what would have been handed to any white man on a platter. This poor fool had just called the wrong man "nigger."
Barker closed his eyes. Even Jimmy flinched as Alex walked from place to place as if in a trance, then set himself and kicked the man's face again, and then stepped deliberately to another spot from which to smash that face again, and then another, and again, and again. To any onlooker, he seemed to plan his angles as carefully as any portraitist plans his brushstrokes—in the throes of bloody creation. Bone cracked. Flesh tore. His rage was ruled by parts of the brain most men have the luxury to ignore.
When he finally looked down at what he'd done, even he was shocked at what was left. The man was still conscious. His breathing was irregular. He made sounds like whimpers. He could not speak through the lips that looked as if knives had been taken to them, or see through the eye that dangled from its socket, or breathe through the nose that almost lay flat against his blood drenched face.
"Get him out of here," said Alex, recovering from his exertions and shocked at his loss of control.
Barker and Jimmy moved to pick him up, but didn’t quite know how. Where to place their hands to produce the least pain? At what point would he not break?
"Blood disgusts me!" muttered Alex, wiping spots of the stuff from his suit as he stormed inside.
****
Down the street from Deke and Hannah, Tate, too, thought a cigarette sounded good, so he lit one. Not only did he need a smoke, he had to take a piss. Turning to face a wall, he craned his neck to keep an eye on his quarry. He happened to spy Deke and Hannah on his way back from a bottle blonde. Stacy hated Hannah, and he knew she'd pay dearly for all the details. He worked for Moreau but took some gravy on the side whenever he could. A man did what a man had to do. He thought of Stacy as he pulled his penis from his trousers. This bit might even get him another shot at her. The very idea made him stiffen a little. A man like him didn’t get a classy piece like that every day. Even here, alone, he waved his big dick around before settling down to urinate. He was so used to brandishing it in urinals and attracting the envious stares of other men that he couldn’t piss without a flourish. He sighed as he let lose a massive stream against the building, while he watched Deke and Hannah down the street a ways.
****
The diners glanced only furtively when Alex returned. They wanted to know, and they didn’t want to know. They had seen enough to imagine. That was good enough for Alex’s needs. They would hear tell. The whole town would know, and tomorrow would stand in awe at what he'd done.
"Excuse me, ma’am," Alex said to Mrs. Boudrille, practically clicking his heels in formal abjection. "Your husband decided against returning. He suggested you meet him by the side of the hotel."
The woman looked flustered as she rose. Grabbing her gloves and purse, she looked around for any sundries that may have escaped her.
"Thank you so much," she said to Alex. She opened her purse and pulled out a tip, which he accepted with a smart bow.
"Thank you, ma’am." The smile on his face disappeared the moment her back was turned. Still chiding himself for his lack of control in the alley, he passed a busboy.
"Here," he said, dropping the change into the boy’s hand without so much as glancing at him. "Buy yourself some land."
Outside, the wild cry of an ambulance approached the hotel.
CHAPTER IV
Alex hated this house. He shook his head each time he caught sight of it as he passed the rich men's houses on Bellaire Drive. He was regularly amazed at its dreadfulness. As he cruised up its long, arced driveway, he slowed his car to watch the clouds and moonlight play menacingly above it; he practically expected organ music to blare out in gothic accompaniment. After Alex’s mother died, his father didn’t so much build this house as tear down the last one. The building-up was an afterthought. "Oh," he realized, "I’ll need a place to live." He bought himself an architect with an expensive name to create this hideous mass of overlapping planes, like enormous razors suspended in air with some mysterious, malignant purpose. Only when you got up close did you see the windows that passed for walls. It reminded Alex of a modern take on the Pharaohs’ mausoleums. It was his father as Cheops, only Moreau had moved in while waiting to die. He had, however, dragged his vassals and valuables with him. Alex was just one among them.
The house was always steeped in blind man's darkness. Walking through the front door, you entered a room the size of a basketball court. The far side led to the hall, off which the bedrooms lay. To the right, was the dining room, with its large, inviting bar. Alex poured himself a drink, parked on a stool and stared off into the cavernous emptiness of his father’s architectural folly. In the huge living room, sat only a slablike sofa and couple of chairs sat, dwarfed and huddled together as if for warmth before the enormous fireplace.
A German shepherd lifted its massive head off its paws. Moreau’s hand was lying on the dog and the animal’s movement woke him.
"Hannah?" called Moreau, anticipatory. He dozed in his ornate silk dressing gown. In this cavernous place with its modern furnishings, he might have arisen from a coroner’s slab. Alex mumbled a curse to himself. If he had seen his father there, he would not have stopped at the bar.
"Alex," Moreau said resignedly.
Alex downed his drink.
"I hope the game goes well," said Moreau, standing. "You found a good man?"
"He’ll do nicely."
Moreau walked toward the hallway. His dog rose to follow. He stopped after a moment.
"I often try to picture you," he said, "but I can't. Seeing you . . . it was so long ago. And I never mastered the blind man's touch."
"And what would be different if you could see me?" Alex asked perfunctorily.
"You might be more real. A person instead of a . . . a reminder."
Alex's foot tapped furiously against the bar. He dunked his hand in the ice bucket. Once again he slowly threw three cubes into his glass. Clink . . . Clink . . . Clink.
"You can treat me as if I don’t exist in this house. I don’t care," Moreau said, anger rising. "But never in public, do you understand? Never!" He turned to leave the room.
"Or what?" Alex said. His father stiffened at the challenge. Alex suddenly flailed his arms toward the dog and snarled like a madman at it. It lunged viciously.
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