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Abstract
Sall, Andrew Narinder. M.F.A. The University iemphis. August/2010.
Monsters and Wedding Flowers. Major Professor: Thomas Russell, Ph.D.

This narrative comprised of short stories, essayd,sketches, serves as the
culmination of my work as a fiction writer in thef¥A in the Memphis creative writing
program. Although the materials in this text faarsingle, cohesive plot, each individual
portion should stand on its own merits. | haverafited to establish certain themes that

resonate throughout the collection and inform tim@tgonal tone of the story.
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Please Don’t Believe Any of What You Are About tedl: A Note From the Author

Well, I'm happy to report that | made it back fra@reaux Bridge, a city within
America that feels like a landmass apart from mytéshStates. | have a few new marks
across my face, a little soreness in my ribs, gegpburning sensation over my tongue
that I'm starting to like with the taste of my fqaghd a notepad of memories that I'll be
able to laugh about for the rest of my life as sasrhe burning and the soreness have
gone.

| have, scribbled across coffee stained pagestteai®f the figure of Martin
Mazerolle, a man who, after completing his long@ni sentence, returned to Breaux
Bridge, boiled the best crawfish in the world, siered up the best etoufee in the world,
and then went on to perform a few other miraclesgéve a fatally ill woman a few
minutes of health so that she could reconcile gelimg family dispute; he made halil fall
from a full-blue summer sky because he needed staneAccording to an unreliable
witness, lighting struck Martin, who died but thgot up again, Of course, Martin wanted
only to perfect his blend of Cajun spices and toogebetter with his mom. | met the
guy, and I'm certain that he never wanted to penfariracles, but the people saw
miracles in Breaux Bridge, and when they recitedrtyths of these miracles at
groceries, churches, dinner tables, bars, theyded Martin’s name. They mixed into
the strange legends some of Martin’s flesh-and-lobaeacteristics and created a figure
separate from the man. Still, | believe that Marthe performer of miracles, has a lot in
common with Martin, the guy | met who sells boimdwdads. | don't think he’ll ever

forgive me for writing this. Sorry, Martin.



Most of the folks | met in Breux Bridge spoke to meslurred, Creole vowel
sounds connected by a stream of lazy consonantst & them have so thoroughly
perfected the craft of telling a story that thep'd@ven realize they are in fact
performing a craft. | have to guess that as candBreuax Bridgers watch the adults as
the adults tell stories: the children watch sta@liets become at once actors, narrators,
and authors of local plots; they watch as the dtelfgrs take on the voices and the
mannerisms of their characters; they see the séieys pause in anticipation of a
climatic event, as if what follows is unknown tetharrator; they see the audience drawn
into to the fiction.

And now, | have to make marks across a page tesept these performances.
I've written a deeply flawed translation. Yespb&e with many Breaux Bridgers, and
yes, | made as many notes with as many detaileasld. These coffee stained, beer
stained, mystery stained pages loom over my ddskklat them now; | see that these
pages and pages of wobbling shorthand are the biis text, and | cringe because |
see that language is imprecise and that I'm I&ssMichelangelo handling fine brush
and more like slow child fumbling with a wad of #{Boh.

There were many times when | couldn’t understaddran thing those people
were telling me in their damn Creole voices. kafheard different versions of the same
story, and, sometimes, these different versionsedaom the same story teller. Many
people would call these differences “contradictjbbsit such people are too honest to be
writers: | call these differences Parts of The $t0pen to Interpretation. When | retold
the events of the story, | included the parts sle@med to make the most sense, or that

sounded the best.



Worse still, even if my sources provided me witdiable accounts, | can’t
promise you, the reader, that | recorded theseuastsavithout error or omission. | got
drunk a few times while | was visiting. | know hdad this must sound, but | wasn’t
completely out of my mind, and I'll think that aftgou read my work, you'll see that |
was coping with a lot of stress and that | wastkeatito relax a little, but drinking never
makes anyoneworereliable. And sometimes, | just forget things.

Language doesn’t always explain things too wellerkif | could pretend that the
stories | heard provided accurate details, andtttgaversion | wrote was an accurate
recording of such stories, these stories live i@dBix Bridge. Unless you've lived
enough years in taking in the Creole voices, tlel fohe dances, the ceremonies, you'll
have to recreate the events of the stories usiagesand faces that are familiar things to
you.

So, reader, please don't believe any of what yoafreut to read. This is a just a
foreigner’s account of a fantastic place in his mgm This is a collection of myths, and
I’'m a lover of myths. In fact, at the time | wasnking on this document, | made a living
selling myths. | should explain what | mean.

1. About What I Did For a Living: An Apology

Look for American Phenomenon the next time you're at the bookstore. Go soon,
because | think we’ll only be on the shelves fée\a more months. It's bigger than most
monthly publications--1 mean “bigger” in terms age size--but my family, especially
my fiancée, always told me that they have a diffiime finding it on the magazine

aisle. So here’s the best way to go about seagdbirAmerican Phenomenon:



Start with the news section and move towards ploets and lifestyle. You see,
magazine sellers tend to arrange their publicatiommsder of relevance. You'll begin
with front page attention grabbers about Presi@ama’s plans for the economy.
Then, you'll move towards features about the Newl&md Patriots and How to Six Pack
Abs. When you get to the half naked female boddesned with tattoos and new strands
of sexy Marijuana leaves, you're close. Look dowiney usually leave our magazine in
a stack next to the green sheet ads and gothshfptiblications.

Most of our staff works out of Houston, Tx, but have freelance writers who
send contributions from all over the country. Iwatten about UFOs, sasquatches, sea
monsters (there are many species other than Negwisjs, the weird chucacabre critter
that runs around in Mexico, and even a few vampires

When | told people about my work, people usuallyigd to know if | believe in
the monsters that | publicize, and people usuadptvto hear “yes” or “no”. | start with a
“no” and quickly interject a But, you see, the tis... Of course, once most people hear
the “no”, they'd looked at me as they would lookaaised car salesman who puts fresh
paint and wax on lemons. Some people have accneetf feeding delusions to
vulnerable minds, and ultimately, planting the setdt will yield more monster stories.
Some people have told me that this paranoia-fuatiédstry of which | am a part draws
people away from reality and sets them in childsdairy tales and that the whole effort
of documenting paranormal sightings is a criminakte of time. When | say “some
people,” I'm referring mostly to my fiancé. She&'skes a strong case, but she’s wrong

about almost everything.



News journals report the events that shape oulizavion. Sports magazines,
beauty and fithess mags will show you the moderreAean version of the Greek Statue
of the Nude, Ideal Human Form. Many of these mallons contain alcohol ads,
reminders that people will seek intoxicating subsés, because all the things between
the ads can bring about terrible anxiety. Howeteeynderstand what motivates people
to build and maintain such a civilization, one retalsee what the American citizen’s
mind creates when left to dream, so one needtodbthe monsters he or she invents.

In six years of paranormal reporting people sniekleen | utter that term, so if
you’re snickering now, please stop and give meaacé to explain. I've seen no proof
that any of my subject matter is living, breathingflying around in spacecrafts. But |
see patterns in these myths. Myths are made of sttages. Even if you haven't seen
the Loch Ness monster, you have in your mind aupgcthat is similar to the image
described by some of the people I've interviewedMmerican Phenomenon.

Now that you're thinking about sea monsters, maye€ll find one when to go
to sleep. You'll probably see a dagger toothethesgine creature writhing through the
water. You probably won't be able to see alllef treature. The water will be dark and
bottomless, because you'll be facing an abyss khown things that frighten you and
confuse you. Have you ever thought about the maispf living for 60 or 70 years, then
wrinkling up and dying?

Have you thought about watching this happen tthallfolks you love? Do you
believe in God? Are you sure? | mean, really suré@se are the concerns that make up

the black, boundless water that your mind shagesmonsters.



Monsters, like real animals, have common habitstemts. Alien creatures from
distant galaxies generally appear to people aooaecombination of several species.
This is true of sea monsters swimming through btassdwaters, and of the bigfoot
trampling through the forest. The reason that @emany of the same monsters is that
our minds face common anxieties, and when we cahfrese anxieties, we grasp for the
same stock images. The other reason is that higfeatures you see captured on video
are guys running around in gorilla suits and gamlliits all look pretty much the same.
Yes, I've put it in print: those bigfoot videos dreaxes; yes, | mean all of them.
Apologies to any of my readers who are sasquatth f®lease keep sending me your
stories. And please, no more gorilla suit videbge seen so many of them that they
aren’'t even funny anymore. If you need somethindd, ghosts have become rather
fashionable recently.

| started following the story of Martin Mazerolecause Martin didn'’t fit any of
the stock images I've described. Stranger s@lwas quite accessible. Unlike the lights
in the sky that linger only minutes in front of @ipehome cameras, Martin was a guy |
could actually visit and ask if he could really suon rain or hail storms. You'd think
that some writer would have knocked on his doot | buas the first. I'd read the stories
| stay on the internet, you see- and | could satttie Myth of Martin was a myth
constructed of fears and curiosities separate frmse that make up the stock monsters
of American Phenomenon. When | examined the myth of Martin, | realizédttl was
examining a culture unknown to me and that thisucalwas only about a three hour
drive away from Houston. | decided that | neededisit Breaux Bridge. My editor

didn’t like the idea: Martin couldn’t be summarizedcatchy, palpable phrase. |



suggested the Weather Man, or the Hail Storm Mathnty editor just said No, and my
fianceé didn’t say anything at all.

Then, on a Thursday afternoon, | was at the magamsie where | met James,
one of Martin’s best friends. I've no problem wrg about this event, because | believe
in unlikely meetings and improbable coincidences.

2. | Meet James. He Hates My Magazine.

He has broad shoulders and a squared, SpartarHaiwgrows over his arms, his
shoulders, up his neck, and through the collai®shirt. In the morning, he spends just
enough time in the mirror to make himself preseletairecause, in his mind, to spend an
additional second grooming himself would be unmartys hair is hastily combed into a
benign, Clark Kent shape. He shaves the hair a¢risface when he wakes, and by
noon the shroud has returned. He wouldn’t shaweearsl time because doing so would
require more time in front of the mirror.

When he’s thinking, that Spartan jaw shifts lefd aight, his eyes narrow, and he
takes on the look of a hunter setting a bead dweheart and lungs of a deer. | saw him
reading a copy oAmerican Phenomenon. The cover featured a comic bookish portrait of
a stock fisherman in with a stock hat coweringisdtock fishing boat as giant anaconda
emerged from the stock tropical swamp. Giant andas are real, real in the sense that
you can see them as the zoo, but particularly giaatonda, one hundred foot serpents
gliding through the boundless waters, are thingsyth. This story that | wrote in a few
hours was, | believe, a good way to introduce &agler unacquainted wikmerican
Phenomenon to our publication. The reader can start by ¢aiteing that story that a

thirty foot snake was a fifty foot snake and themtthe page to alien space crafts.



| like to see how people respond to my work, satltkere watching James,
shifting Spartan jaw and probing eyes.

-Good to keep up with the really important newdyhusaid.

When | look for feedback, | start by trying to demv the reader feels about
myths and monsters. James heard me. | was stpadew feet away from him, and he
ignored me. | learned later that he ignores tlopl@eand the things that he dislikes. |
tried to get another response. Two weeks had gassee I'd seen anyone browsing the
pages of our magazine, and | wanted some recognpsitive or otherwise, for my
work, Helen, my fiancée, refused to talk abAmterican Phenomenon with me. She
certainly didn't tell her friends or her mom whatidl.

-They also cover ghosts and UFOs, | said. Ghostgahese days.

And he kept ignoring me.

-What did you think of the cover story? | askedrtff it seemed kind of thrown
together, you know.

He answered without looking to me.

-So you write for this newsletter?

-Oh, well, yeah. | write most of the magazine’s eostories.

-But it's not really a magazine, he answered. ptiated on a different kinda
paper. It's like the greensheets.

-Well, no, | answered, smiling. It's not like theegnsheets. It's a monthly
publication with a staff of writers and editors.

-Like the green sheets, James said, pointing tack ®f them. They put the

American Monster Sories next to the green sheets.



-See, we're calledmerican Phenomenon, | replied. Our magazine, which is
located in the magazine section, is about encosimtigh things people can’t explain

-But the green sheets are in the magazine secmrdames answered. They put
greensheets in the coffee shop, but you wouldy'tlsat they’re made of coffee.

-No, | said, resigned to agree. They aren’t madeotfee.

-God, James said, people are stupid.

-1 guess they can be.

| laughed and waited for him to start laughing witk, but he just sat there
shaking his head with a look on his face like hs fighting back nausea.

-No, you don't understand, he answered. | mearmplpexre really, really fucking
stupid.

-Because they believe the stuff in there? | asked.

-Because they spend time and energy on this.

-But do you ever wonder why so many people, manyladm are respectable
folks with respectable jobs and respectable livegsort seeing so many of the same
phenomenon? Do you ever wonder what informs gétostes and UFO sightings?

Yes, I've rehearsed this speech. As soon as ahdrgoffer, I'll be ready for my
local TV station interview. | wanted to see Jampasse and think about the profundity
of what I'd just said. My plan was to use the matgstransition to my speech about how
man’s deepest fears and curiosities engender tinsters you read about American
Phenomenon. But James answered too quickly.

-No, he said. I'm not interested in the reasohg people are stupid.

-Why do you call them stupid?



-Because they waste time and energy. Every stapid has a price that
someone has to pay. That's why we call it “stupid.

-But if you were a writer, wouldn’t you take ingst in this kind of modern
mythology? Don't you think that someone shoulcetéthe time to document these
people’s experiences?

-No, he answered. | think that someone shouldheim to stop being stupid.
They should just pick up the Green Sheets anddomething better to do.

| did what most people do when they start to femlamfortable: | spat some the
tell-me-about-your-work-and-about-yourself chattBtost people will go through the
routine, even if they really don'’t like you. Jangranted a few disinterested responses:
He was born in Riversdale, Alabama, a place hertbestas rural and “Kind of shitty.”
He was bouncer, a job that he said was “Kind of fuat a place in downtown he
described as “Kind of alright.” He was a colleggdent seeking a degree in Chemistry.
| was surprised to hear this. | grew a little miotterested in what he had to say. He went
back to ignoring me, but, after a few more questidre mentioned that he’d lived in a
Breaux Bridge for two years.

| told you that | have no qualms with unlikely coideences. | hope you feel the
same way.

| spoke a bit about the story of Martin Mazerolames finally looked up from
his magazine.

-Oh, | know that guy, he said.

-You've met him? | said.

10



-He’s one of my best friends, James answered. &lbte crazy, but everybody
in Breuax Bridge is a little crazy.

-This is really amazing, | said. Look, | know kjumet you.

| finally extended my hand and we shook and intoeduourselves.

-...but,  went on, | don’t’ suppose you could askiyériend to talk to me just for
about half an hour or so?

-Maybe, he said, tossing our magazine back toitkelgunno. He really
doesn't like all the attention. A lot of weird g#e started hounding him since all that
stuff went up on the internet.

-Let’s talk sometime, | said. Do you live far frdmre?

-Sure, why not, he said as he searched his poftketss keys.

-Uh, | asked, do you live far from here?

-Huh? Not really, James said. Where are my keys?

-We should meet up sometime, | said. If nothireggel bet your friend would like
to dispel the myths.

-Could you move your foot? he asked, still searghil know | had them with
me when | picked up your newsletter.

-Can | give you a call? | asked.

-Here they are, James said, drawing a set of kews liis back pocket. Ok, well,
good luck with...with whatever it is that you do.

-So can | give you a call?

-What? he answered. | haven't seen any flyinghasiaps.

-Not about that | said, laughing.

11



James shook his head.

-Well, 1 don’t swing that way, he said, but youiret a bad looking guy. You'll
do fine in this city.

-No, no, | stammered. | wanted to meet your friend

-Martin? Maybe. Probably not. | don’t know.

-Let’s just talk about it.

He finally gave me his number. We didn’t speakimdar nearly a month because
he didn’t return my calls.

3. My Life is A Series of Disasters, and | Make Tragetangements to Breaux

Bridge

During this period, nothing was right. My editoformed me thafmerican
Phenomenon, like most fringe magazines, had never really magdeone any money.
Within six months, it would soon become a websitdout a staff of salaried writers and
editors. | was free to keep writing fAmerican Phenomenon, my editor explained, but |
wouldn’t get any pay.

So | decided that the rest of the people on tlaisgt were too dim to understand
my work and why it was important. Almost everyawigo has failed at an artistic
endeavor seeks refuge in this belief. | remembé&aades saying that people are stupid.
Yeah, | thought, he’s right. Then | remembered beawas referring to my readers and
my contributors. | was hungry so | went to getub&n Sandwich. Sandwiches make me
feel better. You always win when you get a sandwi¢old myself.

Then, | had a cell phone argument with Helen degfenerated into a fire-at-will

exchange of insults before she accused me livkegdisquatter. She was right about
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that. My apartment is cheap; it provides evergharprimate needs to survive, except
when one of the water pipes blow, but there’s mujlaesthetically pleasing about it. To
punctuate Helen’s remark, a well fed cockroach tzdwver the kitchen wall and on top
of the Ruben sandwich I'd left on the counter. Téfeigerator hadn’t been working for
about a week, you see. A frightening stench ofanagise and death was creeping
through the apartment; | was afraid of what I'dcdiger if | opened that stained, off-
white door to the unknown.

| saw that cockroach crawling over my Ruben, asaw all my frustrations. |
stood less than ten feet away from where that dittlegbastard was gobbling up
something that I'd desired, sought out, and paid fdook up a chef’s knife. Please
don’t ask why I tried to kill a roach with a knifé he reason, | think is that the knife fit a
scene in my mind: the climax of the cheesy moviemtine hero cries out in slow motion
after the bad guys do something like throw his nodha tall building, and the hero has
ample reason to kill people. The chase began.

I'm glad that | didn’t cut myself. | did, howevenanage to break my coffee
table, knock over a lamp, and sprain my ankle.l é&awled through wreckage left in the
wake of misdirected passion, | saw what looked fileesame roach crawling over my
sandwich, mocking me as he enjoyed it with impunitgursed him, his family, and |
decided that Helen is a fool who has no idea oftwalities she should look for in a
mate. Almost everyone who has failed in a relatiom seeks refuge in this belief, |

think.
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Then, my car broke in an expensive way. On thatesfine morning, James
called me and said that he’'d be willing to introelunge to Martin. | met him outside of
the bar where he worked, which looked, as he’dyaggbcribed, kind of alright.

The place, Sullivan’s, or maybe Sicily’s, certgimlasn’t dangerous. James
didn’t even card most of the patrons. For the rpast, he just nodded to the people who
walked through the door because they were regutaaaning that they were drunks.
Fortunately, they were weeknight drunks. This wasiarsday, so they weren't
celebrating anything because a trip to the barpaassof their routine. There was no
reason for zeal or enthusiasm.

-Yeah, so I've been talking to Martin, James eixjgd to me. For some reason, |
mentioned that you’'d asked about him.

-So you told him abouamerican Phenomenon? | asked.

-Well, 1 didn’t remember the name of the thing,d@mswered, but | told him that
you work on a bigfoot newsletter. Ya'll have atpygood circulation right? | mean,
they sell your stuff at big magazine stores.

-Sure. | said.

| wasn’t quite lying. Not yet.

-Ok, James said, Matrtin really, | mean, realyels all this publicity he’s getting.
People have tried camping outside his house. ldsashthem off with a shot gun. They
send him weird letters and weird emails. He'sdtioéit. Now, you know that all the
stories about him making hail fall and rain areshit, right?

-I guess that depends how you look at it, | said.

14



-Uh-huh. Well, here’s the deal, James said, Mavtants you to write an article
and tell your readers that he doesn’t have any &freliper powers. But he knows
someone who does have, uh, powers. And Martinlsaysn prove it.

-Who is Martin talking about? | asked.

-1 have no idea, what the hell he’s talking abdatnes said. He probably found
someone else who wants attention, and they've piglzmme up with some wacky
story. The point is, | think that you guys canghehch other out.

-Now this is interesting, | said. | think my ediis going to love the idea.

My editor didn’t love the idea. Martin, he saidppably didn’'t have any real
magic at his disposal. He said that he’'d foung anthandful of eyewitness accounts of
Martin’s doing something supernatural and thatstioey wasn’t of great interest to
anyone, other than people of Breaux Bridge anddo My editor is a true believer. He
doesn’t see ghost stories and alien encounteedessih collection of modern
mythologies; he’s out to find monsters. He told imewouldn’t run any kind of story,
and that | should focus on circulating my resumf@igeour magazine went online. |
realized then, as | was standing in his officet teawas possibly an idiot, and that I'd
despised him for years.

| wanted to explore this mythology. | wanted tglexe Breaux Bridge, a town
that | knew nothing about and that even James, smiifbtly branded everything he saw
with simple adjectives, said he couldn’t reallyctése. The phenomenon of Martin,
along with the entangled stories that comprisedryh, waited about three hours away
from Houston. Still, Breaux Bridge seemed distamd for some reason, | felt that if |

traveled somewhere distant, I'd find a City of Golda Holy Grail or a Fountain of

15



Youth that would resolve the problems of my homeere | fought with vermin over
scraps of food, and where Helen called me an asstmal refused to have sex with me.

| called James and told him that the story wasmligght and full speed ahead.
When | tell lies, | get a bit nervous and starturggtating clichés.

James was driving to Breaux Bridge to attend thedivey of another close friend,
a guy he called “Birdy.” He agreed to introduce tm@&lartin. Of course, as | explained
to James, I'd need a ride to Breaux Bridge sin@euldn’t have a car for the next few
days. He shook his head, paced around, shifte8phean jaw for a minute, and then
agreed.

-But I'm going to be there for at least three anrfdays, he explained

-1 don’t mind some time away, | said.

4. We Drive a Few Hours. James Spits Tobacco JutoeaiBottle Right Next to

Where I'm Sitting.

James dips only when he’s on a long drive or whesg dirinking. He sets a lump of
tobacco against his lips, and he places an empsfiplbottle in the cup holder of his
Dodge Ram. After a few minutes of pushing thatpushtobacco around with his
tongue, his presses the bottle to his lips and spioffee colored fluid.

| should probably explain to you the change in &aghe one observes when
driving from Houston to a Breaux Bridge; howevée tandscape is not the most vivid
memory of my drive to Breaux Bridge. That bottféabacco spit--1 don’t know if
tobacco connoisseurs have a term for it, and Itdmre--was nudging against my left for
the duration of the entire trip. 1 didn’t lookiadirectly, but it rippled and glimmered

sunlight.
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James spits roughly one-and-a-half inches of jperehour. At around the two
inch mark, we reached a point on interstate tenisreurrounded by swampland. We
passed Chanohooka Creek, Marpa Creek, and Watar@negk. James kept spitting,
and | started to really hate his spitting, so leas&bout Martin.

-Do you know about his family? | asked.

-I know all about his family, James said. Weltah tell you what | heard.

-Is what you heard true? | asked.

-What | heard is what people will tell you, he aesed.

To understand Martin’s story, you need to knowttéelbit about his dad, the
Cajun restaurant owner, and his mom, the schoohtgavho, in spite of watching her
son go to prison, enjoyed many happy years umdingss began to take her.

| believe that I've produced the only written regt@f this brief family history.
Much of it is embellished. Oh boy, | hope you ddselieve any of this.

5. The Story of Sarah and Hunter Mazerolle

The shotgun house in Artoix, in South Louisiana ret@arah Agnes Coleman was
born stands next to hundreds of acres of crawéism$. Sarah’s mother gave birth to
four boys before God answered her prayers for dungetielicate and refined and made
her last child a girl. Sarah’s mother was a scheather who, for reasons she never
understood herself, had married a mechanic. Safatiier was a man with many
friends; his sons all played football at Marthisu@ty High School, where he’'d led a
short, legendary career as a wide receiver.

But Sarah’s mother had received private schootiagce lessons, piano lessons.

She could read Latin. Her parents had been pobothky'd wanted to give their only
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daughter an opportunity to mingle with Refined Repa term that Sarah’s mother often
used. Refined People were thinking people who ntlaeie livings as Lawyers or
Professors or Doctors. They enjoyed the sameo$dobd as everyone else, but they
used proper French names rather than muddied G3eofels to describe the food. As
they enjoyed their food, they spoke about artistiiegs like paintings and symphonies or
things they’d read in the news section of the paper

Sarah’s mother was brilliant at every task heriliagave her, and even as a girl
she perfectly fit her family’s image of a Refinedr§on, and her family believed that the
next generation of Colemans would give up livinglmotgun homes, partaking in
moonshine-inspired barefoot walks through the sedder life, they believed, would be
a life of white collared work, proper grammar, artidiscussion.

Then, she turned seventeen and wanted to mawy afliwenty, a highschool
football star who worked at Robby’s Auto Shack.eTbleman’s despised him even
more when they discovered that he was handsonteheHaved to make people laugh,
and that he was kind to children, cats, and dogsarihed of any reason to oppose a
wedding, the Coleman’s accepted the unrefined rsama of their own. They were
married, and children soon occupied a shotgun hametoix, just five miles away from
the Coleman’s.

Sarah’s four brothers came home from the Marthostfall field coated in layers
of sweat and mud. His father came home with greassared over his clothes and his
face. They loved Sarah’s mother more than theyét ve anything, and she exhausted
herself keeping the home clean, and pull the béfysazh other when they brawled like

fighting dogs. Never at the dinner table was tlaedéscussion of art until Sarah was
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fourteen years old. Sarah’s mother trained hegldn in the habits of a Refined Person,
even as the four boys embarked on barefoot watksigfin the creek.

Sarah learned to sit upright at the table. Saekd which fork was for the salad
and which fork was for the meat. She learned thpqy way to utter phrases like Mwir-
phaw, Chateau, and names like Monet.

-When you look for a man, her mother explainedy'gat the market. Don’t
simply bring home the first thing you see. Browsek to see what everyone has to
offer you. Of course, it's of great importanceptesent yourself in a certain way so that
you'll find a man who is a Refined Person. Say ktaagain.

-Monet, Sarah, age 14, repeated.

-Excellent. Now you want to whet a fellow’s irgst in you so that you'll have
these options, but you don’t give yourself to argyanless he can prove his worth. Men
are often a great deal like barnyard animals, bhay'll try to take advantage of you if
you aren’t smart. A smart girl keeps a line otets who will go through great lengths to
impress her.

Sarah mastered her mother’s teachings, just ad st&stered Latin, and most of
Beethoven’s best known sonatas on the piano. &t ien men offered their hands in
marriage to Sarah, at least that’s what most paao@eeaux Bridge report.

Her brothers tormented her without pause. Thesgwthmud at her when she put
on a summer dress. They booed and tossed appésshie practiced the piano. Sarah
found satisfaction in the idea that one day shbate a home with a refined man while

her siblings continued to live like a gang of pasat
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She never left her home without dressing up teds®n. She was a pretty girl, but
Breaux Bridge produces many pretty girls; Saraateflingered in the minds of so many
young men because she presented herself as atjyegi®omed figure in a perfectly cut
summer dress who was always close, and yet alway®eyond their reach. She never
went downtown to the movies with a boy more thacedoefore she’d take up the offer
of another hopeful young man. If she took a paldicinterest in a boy, then she made
certain that said fellow would catch a glimpse ef tvhile she out on the town arm-in-
arm with another. She was ruthlessly effectivgedting young men to pursue her, and
more than once, these suitors came to blows over\Waen this happened, Sarah,
verbally repulsed and secretly excited by the smbetof males dueling for her hand,
would slowly walk away from the Dirty, savage faols

She was outside of the Cinema Six Theater, wal&imgy from a fist fight
between two young men whom she’d never liked all thuch, when she first met
Hunter. They knew of each other’s reputation. tdumwas the son of a Marine. He'd
had a great deal of success as a bareknuckle boBeeaux Bridge. Once or twice a
month, he’d go to Saul Stella’s gym, wrap his handk tape, and fight for sometimes
hours at a time. The rules of these bouts weraezagd often left to dispute, but the
only way for a fighter to lose was to stay downtfoe course of a thirty second count,
during which time the men in his corner we freee@ve him. These bouts probably
weren't legal, but the sheriff enjoyed them, andilun’t feel like taking the time to
consult the written law over something that otlesidents of Breaux Bridge seemed to

enjoy as well.
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The scar tissue across Hunter's mouth and eyebimweed in the most
handsome way possible. Sarah’s first reactionrtowas an unintentional smile. Hunter
saw her dueling suitors rolling around on the siglikwand he saw an opportunity.

-Hey, he said to her.

-Hey, she answered back, already a little offdnde

-I can give ya a ride home, he said.

-l don’'t even know you, she answered.

-I'm Hunter, he said. Bet ya heard of me.

-Oh, she said, you compete in the....the....

She made two fists.

-Kinda like that, he answered, but you wanna keéem thumbs outside yer
fingers. You'll break your hands that way. You Dsadaughter, right?

-l am, she said, suddenly feeling a bit awkward.

-Yea, he used to help coach football, Hunter séimh't seen him in forever.

How he doin’ these days?

-He’s fine, Sarah answered. He’s in good health.

-Alright, he said, I'm parked over there.

-No! she cried. Just because you've been acadiimith my father doesn’t mean
that I'll let you take me anywhere. | don’t knovhat your intentions are.

-My intentions are to give you a ride and thegaooan’ get myself a burger ‘cause
I’'m hungry, he said. Come on, how you gonna geié¢®

-I hadn’t thought about it, she said. | just hadet away from...from them.
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She pointed down the street to find that the catad ended and that the victor,
bearing a black eye and a bloodied noise was seartdr her.

-Walk with me! she said. | don’t want to deal witim.

-So now you givin’ the orders? Hunter asked.

-There’s no time for games! she shouted.

-There ain’t no game, Hunter answered. If we gdmné&iends then you gonna
have to start being nice to me. You gotta askiimgs properly. Please and Thank You
and all that.

-Please walk with me so that | don’t have to de#hthat fool, Sarah said, taking
him by the arm and walking down the street. Thygmk

They made their way to Hunter’s car, which was ingijust a few blocks away.

-You're very difficult, Sarah said as she workedtiust the layers of her dress in
the passenger’s seat.

-What you all dressed up for? Hunter asked. ysutr prom night or somethin’?

Sarah paused and thought about getting up anchiggavi

-No, she answered. It's not my prom night. Sorfhasdike to put on our best
when we’re out. I've already graduated. | was€ldn my class at St. Agnes.

-Was that a private school? Hunter asked.

-Yes.

-So it wasn’t a really big class huh? he askeder@& were probably ‘bout seven
other kids there, huh?

-Will you take you me home or should | scream fa police? Sarah said.
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-I'm takin’ you home, Hunter said. All the cop®and here are my buddies, by
the way. If ya started shouting, they’d just tytélk some sense into ya.

He started the engine and drove away from downt®reaux Bridge, passing
Swiney’s grocery and butcher shop and Saul's g$arah feigned ignorance of bare
knuckled boxing, but her brothers attended thetéigimd spoke of them at the dinner
table while Sarah’s mother coached her on propemers and French pronunciation.

-So what do you when you’re not hitting other meithie face? Sarah asked.

-I’'m out lookin’ for more men to hit in the faceurter answered. Your
boyfriend beat me to it today.

-He’s not my boyfriend, Sarah snapped. He’s an.uaitgance, and | won't be
speaking to him again because | hate fighting.

-1 don’t meet lots a people that say they hatetiingjy Hunter said.

-Well, I do. It's disgusting. It's absolutely digsting to watch people beat on
each other like that.

-Lots a’ fun though, Hunter said. | work in thedkien at Marque’s.

-Very nice restaurant, Sarah replied. So you'ce@k?

-Can't really say I'm a cook, Hunter answered. lgarnin’ though. | wanna get
real good at it, and | get plenty a practice. Qany school’'s expensive.

-You'd like to be a chef? Sarah asked.

-Somethin’ like that, Hunter said. | like Cajuyofl, so | just stay around what |

like.
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They finally arrived at Androix. Hunter steeredadoa twisting dirt road. He did
this slowly because the sun was falling and thezeewno lights, save the stars and the
glowing windows of the riverboat homes and shotsjuacks.

-Real pretty out here, Hunter said as he pullethdpont of Sarah’s house.

-Thank you again, Sarah said.

-‘Course, Hunter answered. You ever play cards?

-Sometimes, Sarah answered.

She played gin rummy, hearts, and spades with béners’ friends, and she’d
gotten skilled enough to play with ladies who haarenyears handling cards longer than
Sarah had been alive.

-1 play with Chris Caldoune over at Alderoun’s amd&y, Hunter said. You
should come along.

-Alderoun’s? Sarah said. You'll be playing poker?

-Just five card draw probably, Hunter answeredal Rienple stuff.

-1 don’t gamble, Sarah replied.

-You don’t got to, Hunter said. I'll give you sorabips.

-That's a very thoughtful offer, Sarah said. Bually don’t think that my
mother and father will allow me to go out and ptayds at a place like that.

-Let’s ask ‘em, Hunter said.

-That’s probably not a good idea, Sarah answered.

Before the argument could run its course, theyadio the sound of someone

knocking on the passenger’s side window and lod&este Sarah’s father waving.
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Hunter stepped out of the car to greet Mr. Colemdmg pat him on the shoulder and
congratulated him on his last fight.

-My youngest was there, Mr. Coleman said. Wayelis it, ya'll really went at it,
huh?

-Think it was an hour, Hunter answered. | don'tlgegemember much after the
first five minutes. Got hit pretty hard early.

They laughed. Sarah watched as her father plgyfedived his fists and shoved
at Hunter, who shoved back.

-You havin’ dinner with us, right? Mr. Coleman adRke

-He’s got....Sarah stammered.

-Man, I'm ‘bout to starve to death, Mr. Coleman,rter said. What we havin’
tonight?

-My wife’s makin’ stuffed peppers, he answered. [ily, can she cook.

-Man, | was just lookin’ for a burger, Hunter saiddidn’t know that I'd be eatin’
five star.

-Ya'll just come on in when you ready, Mr. Colensaid.

Hunter placed his hand on Sarah’s back as theyadatiside. She glared, but
she didn’t push him away.

The boys greeted him as a celebrity. In the kitchdrs. Coleman heard an
uproar of brawling cheers and barroom chants. &Sked Sarah, who had retreated to the
kitchen to decide how she felt about the situatadogut the visitor. Then, she asked why

Sarah was allowing a caveman to court her about.tow
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-What about that college boy, Bobby Foudeoux? Kdeman demanded. What
about the one who works at the bank? Robertpktthat's his name.

Sarah didn’t want to explain that the two boyowhher mother thought to be
fine stock had been brawling on the streets jdstwahours earlier.

-As it turns out, Sarah replied, Hunter was thetraoslized of the three.

Mrs. Coleman set her stuffed peppers on the tabdag with brown rice,
broccoli, and a pecan pie. Sarah’s brothers deathtitht Hunter tell the story of his
bout with a black fellow from New Orleans who wastftaller and a hundred pounds
heavier than Hunter. Hunter tried to decline,thetboys, and the father, insisted.

Sarah would learn years later that Hunter was nmoucte complicated than he
appeared. Hunter knew that most Breaux Bridgeysght him friendly and dumb, but
he’'d discovered that most people were quick to gied trust and their love to someone
who seemed friendly and dumb. He had rare aliditynderstand human beings after
exchanging just a few words.

That evening, Hunter realized that he had takezatia the middle of a dilemma:
most of Sarah’s family wanted to hear a story @$ cfractured bones, and swollen faces,
while Sarah’s mother, the one who would be whisggem the girl's ear, would not think
the story pleasant conversation.

So Hunter did his best to present a less graphsioreof the story, omitting
details about a broken nose, six rounds of spittingd, and about dislodging his
opponent’s tooth from the from the spot betweerkhisckles where a scar remained.

Sarah was the only one sitting at the table whogeized that he was practicing

diplomacy.
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-1 still keep in touch with that big ole’ boy frod’Oleans, Hunter said.

Mr. Coleman put his hand on Hunter’s shoulder.

-You're a real gentleman, he said.

Mr. Coleman paused and smiled as he imaginedgsidtinhe dinner table,
addressing Hunter as “son.”

-A gentlemen, he repeated, and a refined person.

He looked across the table to his wife, who lookadk suspiciously.

-By the way, Mr. Coleman, Hunter said.

-Dean, Mr. Coleman interrupted.

-Sorry, Dean. Sarah and | were thinkin’ aboutngaip to Alderoun’s this
Saturday...

He didn’t finish his sentence.

-Ya'll want me to give you a ride up there? Mnol€@man offered.

Sarah looked to her father, her eyes wide, hedpuzzled by a series a
unexpected events that seemed to set in motion umanepected events that, for some
reason, felt unavoidable.

-Oh, sorry about that, Mr. Coleman said. | fortatt ya’'ll ain't little kids. You
don’t need an old man chaperone.

-There won’t be any big money games, Hunter shidathin’ like that...

Again, he wasn't able to finish his sentence.

-‘Course not, Mr. Coleman said. | used to plagréhall the time. I'll give ya

some money to throw ‘round.
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-1 didn’t know that you went out to play cards,MColeman said, looking to her
daughter. Is this a new interest?

Everyone turned to Sarah, who chewed slowly te gerself time to think of
what to say. She suffered every bite.

-I'll go and try something new, she answeredmnifght be fun.

-You picked a great boyfriend, her youngest bnosiaéd.

-Yeah, followed her oldest brother. I'm surprigea ain’'t gone an picked up
another sissy.

-Stop embarrassing your sister, Mr. Coleman iattgd. Just keep quiet,
hooligans.

But Sarah was red with embarrassment. Hunter khatwhe’'d succeeded. He
enjoyed his stuffed pepper.

-I can’t thank ya’'ll enough, he said. | can’'t rember last time | ever ate good
like this. I'll be famous if | can learn to makeydhing half as good as this, Mrs.
Coleman.

-You're interested in cooking? Mrs. Coleman asked

-Oh, yeah, Coleman said, leaning towards Sarabthen. Culinary arts are my
real passion.

Mrs. Colman grinned at the young man. A desiriiei® the room prodded at
Sarah, while a stronger desire to watch Huntendradrher mother kept her seated.

Before he went home that evening, Hunter and Sgaabin the porch looking on

the narrow waters of the creeks where farmersadalssir crawfish.
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-You have a method to everything you do, don’t ydg&rah said in an accusatory
tone.

-l can’t help bein’ friendly, he answered.

-You do, she continued. | bet you even have wayittihg. | bet you think about
all these things when you’re chopping vegetablerashing dishes.

-Well, I ain’t had too much of the brain damage shél.

-No, she answered. | can see that now. But I'mgto beat you at cards. You,
and your friends.

He chuckled.

-Sure you are, little girl, he said. You sleep lvinew.

-Goodnight, Hunter. You made it interesting.

She didn’t say anything to her mother that evehiegond a few short, mandatory
responses. She didn’t mention Hunter for thewétte week, even when her brothers
asked if her new boyfriend had broken anyone’s facently. Mrs. Coleman wanted no
drawn out discussion with her daughter: she asdi§aeah chores, assisted her with her
homework, and coached her on her Latin.

Friday evening arrived, and Mrs. Coleman foundderghter, wearing a summer
yellow, full skirted dress and stiffened neck ppetét, waiting at the dining table for
Hunter to knock on the front door. Mrs. Colemarhsid, She decided that she’d spend
the evening reading in bed.

-You'll have a wonderful time, Mrs. Coleman saidhter daughter before leaving

the room. I'm sure of it.
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Alderoun’s stands on a dock over Whiskey creele files away from
streetlights, paved roads, or any other place sinass. It's the size of small home, and
it offers two pool tables and three card tablessimgle light outside illuminates a dense
cloud of insects that hovers over a wooden sigdingg‘Ald un.” The owner, Mark
Butler, sits behind the counter reading hunting istdng catalogs, although he’s been
seen placing an order. Over the course of thiegry, Mark and his bar on the water
have softened and changed shape, but Alderouttig isame place it's always been, and
Mark, looking up from his catalog, greets mostlg #ame patrons who have allowed him
to enjoy a quite life of leisure.

Hunter and Sarah took their seats across frons@ipter Caldoun. Chris was a
first rate card player and a decent cheat. Whepldyeed, he smoked two dollar cigars
that sprinkled ashes across his brown beard. Hwas still a young man when Chris
was learning to hustle. He’'d spend most of hesilif New Orleans making his living at
pool tables and card tables, fleeing town everyrgmths or so when with a death
threat, always returning when he needed more moHeyd never retire.

They bought their chips, and Sarah excused hers#ie restroom.

-You brought in a pretty one, huh? Chris said.

-She’s alright. Hunter said.

-Yeah, | bet, Chris answered, lighting his cighwon’t clean her out too quick.

-1 think she’s a smart one though, Hunter warned.

- Sure thing, man. Christopher said. She followhound your dumbass, but
maybe she just ain’t realized what a mistake simkin’. Don’t matter though, | don’t

think women really cut out for cards.
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-Why you say that? Hunter said.

-‘Cause you got to be focused like you out trygmkill somethin’. Christopher
said. The ladies just aren’t wired like that, yaow?

Sarah returned. They started, and the first souorth of hands was
unspectacular. Hunter was focused on not drivia@$ out of the game; Christopher
was focused on learning how Hunter would play em¢bmpany of a date so that
Christopher could clean him out, and Sarah wasiegito play poker.

She understood the rules, which were far, far Entpan the games she’'d
learned at home, but wanted to know how to wine Bbast player, she decided, was the
player who could best read the others at the tabteact “properly” for seventeen years
of her life, Sarah had to focus on the most sultetails of how she presented herself, and
so she’'d learned to observe how others presenésalsitlves. Like Hunter, she was an
expert at interpreting human behavior, and, liketdry, she’d become so skilled that
most people never noticed.

Once she’d gotten comfortable with the rules dedmechanics of the game, she
set her thoughts to conquering the table. Shelcses that poor Hunter was trying to
coddle her and that Christopher also thought hitenaSo she put on her best naive face,
the kind that she knew would give men a surgingjrfgeof dominance and put them in
the proper state of mind to act boldly and lose @yorShe played a poor hand and lost a
small pile of chips to further encourage the otflayers. She then won four rather large
stacks.

Christopher was the first to accept that Sarah aitaevin, and that she might

have the opportunity to do so. Hunter becameratest. He played more aggressively
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and lost most hands. He grew reluctant to ra&rah pressured him to fold repeatedly.
He stopped focusing on cards and on human respansgestarted to wonder if he wanted
to see Sarah again. The people of Breaux Bridesay that Hunter is kind to everyone
he meets, that he enjoyed fighting because heigatiig as a game and not because any
malice dwells in his soul. They'll also say thaitHer did not want to lose to a girl in a
summer dress and petticoat.

But he lost his entire stack, and Christopherlfiinguit after he couldn’t endure
watching Sarah’s piano player fingers take awayraoye of his chips.

-You got yourself a pretty good ringer there, glsYou know, it seems to me
that women have got a natural talent for cardsb@&a good player, ya got to know how
to not get too excited, an how to tell lies. Thathy they shouldn’t be allowed to play.

He finished his cigar and left.

-Now this was fun, Sarah said, counting her chifys. so glad you went through
all the trouble of bringing me out.

-I'm tired, Hunter said. An’ I've gotta be in thitchen early tomorrow.

-Well, just let me count all these. Oh, here. biould reimburse your father. |
will keep the rest.

They made their way home as Sarah browsed the s&ation while Hunter
looked into the graveled road in front of him withoffering his date a word or a glance.

-I know we can pick up a country station out h&arah said. Maybe, no, that’s
not it. | know you can hear it clearly once youorfiit.

-I've got a few preset, Hunter said.

-Yes, but you have poor taste in everything, she. s
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-In girls too? he said.

-I'm sure that’s generally true, she answered.aVg¢hthe matter? At last, you
look serious.

-Ya kinda embarrassed me, he answered.

-1 told you that I'd win, she said. And besidebeat your friend too, so there’s
no shame in it.

- You knew | didn’t believe you, he said.

-Well, now you know to listen, she said. You'redr@ecause | won? Should |
take it easy on you next time?

-No, Hunter said quickly. You just didn’t havedo an’ gloat an’ make a scene.

-I didn’t make a scene, she said. What did ladmake a scene?

-You were...Hunter paused, you were countin’ ughalse chips when we were
done.

-Of course | counted my chips, she said.

-But it's the way you counted ‘em, he said. Yawited ‘em real slow.

-You do strike me as a slow counter, Sarah replied

Hunter’s friends will say that few people have resteallenged him, and that he
remembers those who have. After the first timéoketo Sarah, Hunter was infatuated.

-You really hard to deal with, he said.

-I'd say the same of you, Sarah replied. Youde full of yourself.

-You callin” me arrogant? Hunter shouted. Aiiat somethin’. The prom queen

say I'm too full @’ myself.
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-1 try to carry myself well, Sarah shouted badtou walk around, with
your...your caveman walk like you own everything \sme.

-That's just how | carry myself, Hunter said.sldifferent for men.

-Because men are vulgar, she said.

-Yeah, Hunter said, we vulgar, an’ we big, an’diugy, an’ you love it.

-Fine, she snapped. Why don’'t we head to theanalfind me a better male
specimen. | bet we could teach an ape to sit wilelbows at the table better than you.
I’'m certain that we could teach one to play careléds than you.

Hunter shouted again.

-1 will drive this car into a swamp, he said.

-Oh, it looks like I've hurt your feelings aga®arah said. Do you need me to
drive us home?

-Sure, he said, removing his hands from the stgeviheel and placing them
behind his head. You get us home.

-That'’s a brilliant idea! she hollered. You're ggito kill us both just to prove a
point. Here’s something else that | love about men

She crossed her arms, and looked to Hunter. bagsn their test of resolution.
Hunter’'s car gradually made its way off the dirhdcand onto grassy bank of Whiskey
Creek.

-This is your car, you know, Sarah said.

-Hey, | ain’t been swimmin’ in a while, Hunter dai

-You...
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Sarah was interrupted as the car took a sharp Both passengers scrambled to
grab the steering wheel. They bumped heads, buimgeds and elbows, and the car
landed two wheels in the creek. Hunter managédift t8arah out of the passenger’s seat
without getting her dress wet. They silently walkewards Sarah’s home, which was
about two miles away from where the lights and ftmumper of Hunter’s car was
completely submerged in muddy water.

They looked to the sky and to the pebbles undsr teet as their pulses slowed.

-We'll tell my parents that the steering of yoar event out, Sarah said.

-0k, he answered. Thought you'd be mad.

-Why would | be angry? she said. Again, it's yoar. If you feel the need to go
and destroy all your personal belongings, | wondtest.

-I mean, you coulda gotten hurt, he said, looldog/n.

-Then let’'s not do that again, she said. | ddmitk you’'d try to hurt me. You
seem domesticated enough.

-‘Course | am, Hunter said. I'm high school ededa I'm baptized.

-Oh, really? she said.

-Yeah, he said. My mom baptized me in the tula lake, and twice at a church.
She worked hard to get the devil out.

-And you cook, apparently.

-I'm gonna learn to cook, he said. And I'm gonmagood at it.

-I'm sure that you will, she said. | wouldn't barprised if you already are.

They arrived home, where Hunter called his towkrdriver friend. As soon as

he'd stepped out the door, Mrs. Coleman asked &ggltter how the evening had been.
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Sarah answered that the evening had been a dahghtat she wouldn’t be seeing
Hunter, the bare knuckled brawler, again.

Sarah’s remaining childhood friends say that stendr best the following week
to forget the excitement of knowing Hunter MazexolShe focused on her daily
routines: each day, when she returned from sclsbelwent directly to her room and
reopened her books. She scored higher on hergyi@oam than anyone else in her
class. She learned new words in French and n@s bhChopin. She washed dishes,
dusted, and folded clothes to help her mother kieejpp shotgun home in order. Then,
Friday afternoon, Hunter came to her door, andrahalf evening she put on her favorite
blue gown. He mother didn’t ask where her daughtes going when she found Sarah
on living room couch made-up, and perfumed, readibgok to pass time. She
remarked only that she hoped Sarah would have anatbnderful evening.

Mrs. Coleman found a book of her own, and satedinner table until her
daughter returned and Mrs. Coleman was able tp si8bae asked how the evening had
been. “Silly,” was Sarah’s answer.

-I've had my fill of that boy, she said.

And the following week, Sarah took up anotherauitho sat with her in French
class at St. Agnes. She told her mother how hetheasharpest in class because his
father was a native speaker, how he'd traveled fitaty to Germany and that he wore
the finest shoes she’d ever seen.

Saturday arrived, and as Mrs. Coleman was walkinthe bathroom, she saw her
daughter standing at the mirror, applying foundatio

-1 told dad | was going out, Sarah said.
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-I know, Mrs. Coleman answered.

Sarah avoided conversation with her mother tHeviehg week. Friday evening,
as Sarah, with her finishing school posture, wanét a book in her lap for a knock on
the door, Mrs. Coleman took a seat next to her liaug

-So, Mrs. Coleman asked calmly, are you goinget@deing him on a regular
basis?

-Yes, Sarah answered without looking from the pagener book.

-Will you marry him? she asked.

-Mother, please, Sarah said.

-That's a fair question, replied Mrs. Coleman.

-It's too early to even think about that sortlohty, Sarah answered. A girl
should take her time when making those kinds ofsitats. | don’t even know if I'll see
him again next week. I'm not sure he’s what I'veibéooking for. He’s very irritating
sometimes.

-Yes, Mrs. Coleman said. Irritating in a way y@an't forget.

-I’'m not sure about that, Sarah said.

-You'll be terribly happy, Mrs. Coleman said. TtEebe mud and grease and
Lord-knows-what everywhere. You'll feel some d#lyat you're feeding and grooming
savages. You'll pray, as | did, for a daughter.

-Mother, you're so dreary sometimes, Sarah said.

-1 didn’t mean to be, love, Mrs. Coleman answerkl@dppiness is the strangest
thing. Have a wonderful time.

She got up and paused.
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-I expect there will be no children until you'reamied, she said. I'll have no
scandals in this house. He’s a nice boy, but ltelime’s the type who will take liberties
with a young lady if given the opportunity. Befdmmarried your father, | had to
practically keep him at bay with a stick for thesfimonth until...

-Mom, please stop! Sarah shouted. You're makieghervous.

-Have a wonderful time, dear, she repeated.

Mr. Coleman, who had been in the kitchen, apgred his wife, and kissed her
on the cheek.

-You braggin’ about me again? He said.

He turned to Sarah.

-l don’t think | ever told you about how you wearenceived, little girl, he said.

-Dad! Sarah shouted.

-1 do believe that was a Wednesday, he said, sgilCame home with a lil’ extra
spring in my step. Your mom made those stuffeppep That’'s why [ still love me
some stuffed peppers.

There was a knock at the door.

-You're both disgusting! Sarah cried out. Thatlsy you get along so well.

Mr. Coleman opened to door to Hunter.

-How you doin’, big man? he said. We discussorhe family history. You
oughta come in an’ listen. Ya might learn a femgls from me.

-We’'re going, Sarah said, taking Hunter by the.atrove you both. I'll be

home in a few hours.
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-Just remember what your momma said! Mr. Colenmauted. You keep off that
good-lookin’ boy ‘till he gives you a ring. HunteDon't you let her take advantage of
ya! Stay honest!

He closed the door.

-You are quite incorrigible, dear, Mrs. Colemardséighting a grin.

That evening, Hunter took her to play poker agang again, she drove
Christopher to quit and took away all of Huntertgps. In time, he’d learn some of her
tricks and win a few games, but she’d learn maokdr misdirect him again, and their
rivalry would endure. They played cards, argueehtwto movies, and ate together for a
few months before on Friday night, Hunter stoppiscchr, took a knee on the bank of
whiskey creek, and offered Sarah a ring.

-Oh, of course dear, she said. But I'll haveimssh school first. And you need to
get a better-paying job before we even talk abbuten. I'll show you my ideas for the
wedding when we get home.

At home, Mrs. Coleman smiled and kissed her daarghten she heard the news.

-You'll have boys making a mess a everything, shid, laughing.

-You don’t know that, Sarah answered.

-Anything so ironic is bound to happen, her motsead.

6. | Get a Great Deal on Crawfish: How Some PeopteeCrawfish Shack Tricked

Me

The Red Shack has no real name. Nor does it henena. A composite wood wall
divides it into two sections. In the back room Kaand his staff drop handfuls of pots

crawdads, onions, garlic gloves, corn on the cabsage, and red potatoes and drop them
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into boiling pots along with a blend of spices thatdiscovered after spending months
alone in his kitchen. He bundles his seasonirgheese cloths and he holds each bundle
to his nose to reassure himself that each ingregiegs its part in the melody at the right
volume and pitch.

Martin learned ambition from his parents, and hellho't wait a minute longer
than needed to start boiling and selling crawfiste decided that he’'d take the time to
invent a name and pay someone to make an attesgrking sign whenever business
slowed, but his patrons kept forming lines, andhéeer had such an opportunity. He
neglected his plans for a menu for the same reason.

The shack stands in at the end of a dirt roademtiddle of grassy field, less than
half a mile from where Interstate Ten overlooks laphe Creek. We came during the
spring, when the leaves of the bald white cypreasdgrow along the banks turn pale.
James parked his truck in the dirt lot behind tlee Bhack at the peak of lunch time.
The regulars, along with a few visitors, had fodneir seats around the tables in the
shade of hideous, green umbrellas that, each Wégitin vows to replace and then
forgets his vow amidst a torrent of other concerns.

With learned motions, patrons peeled the tails afn@y the lumps of meat and
dropped empty shells into tin pales. They passednal rolls of paper towels, pitchers of
iced tea, pitchers of water, and a few pitchersedr. In the very center of each table,
there were slices of white bread next to jars of.jd commented that the bread and jelly

didn’t seem to fit. James said that he’'d explater.
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-This is my favorite food, James said as we stodahe. | don’'t see Martin. He
might have gone to grocery store or something. nWght have to come back after
they're closed if you wanna talk to him. He nestps moving when they’re open.

-That'’s fine, | said. 1 like the smell of this p&a

-Could you find us a seat? James asked. I'll order

| found one of the few empty places at the pitaiile and fumbled with one of
those red, insect-looking things as | tried toelaow to peel a crawfish tail. Two guys
who looked to be in their early twenties moved franother table and sat across from
me. James knew them. They rose when they splotted line. They shook hands and
hugged.

Later, | would hear many, many stories of Tim &adan. I’'m certain some of
these stories contain exaggerations, but if I'dthélaese exaggerations I'd have had
some idea what to expect from those two.

They introduced themselves as the ambassadoneatiB Bridge. Yes, they used
the word “ambassadors.” They asked where | wan find if I'd ever had crawdads. |
explained that | been to a few boils in Texas.

-I think you gonna love it here, Tim said.

-You seem pretty alright, Nolan said. | think wvandook you up with the first
time special.

Nolan has a face that draws trust, but he begrsxauggesting that he knows
how others perceive his face, so my first impulss wot to trust him. | believe that he’s
used to this response from the people he meetd, l@ikve he knows that he can

usually get the response he wants from peoplgita sf their suspicions, if he puts the
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trustworthy image of himself on display long enodghpeople to forget their
inhibitions.

Tim’s face draws fear. He isn't large, but hisggnce can shake you. He shaves
all the hair of his head. His ears are batterediswed cartilage lacking any symmetry. He
earned these cauliflower ears from dozens of hitjoa wrestling matches. He has wire
arms of tendons across strands of muscles. | samtissue across his face, and the
colors of bruises that had almost healed along thighcolors of bruises he’d just
received. His eyes open just a little too wide.

| can’t stand the way he smiles. His mouth exseaslfar as he can stretch it; the
tip of his tongue slithers across his teeth andipss His face beams with a deranged
sort of joy, the look of someone who has suffeneghtfy but still thinks that the world
will offer only blessings. | saw in his smile aas¢ who believes himself to be a playful
creature. | saw in his eyes that, given the rgjfoiation, he’d be ready with a blessed-by-
the-world smile and two clinched fists to march gram all standards of human
decency.

This is probably why Nolan talks for both of them.

-We want ya to get the right impression about MatWorld Famous crawdads,
he said waving his hands as if he were trying #xaoe to buy insurance. Go up there
and tell ‘em that Nolan said you can try the ftiste special.

-What is that? | asked.

-It’s all you can eat, man, he said. Just fivias.

-Five dollars, | said, that sounds great. Thanks.

-You don’t gotta thank me, Nolan said, you justtgdove what they give you.
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| went to the line and told James that I'd be plgeny own order. | asked for the
special, and less than ten minutes later, a yoelhgAf with a red pepper stained apron
set a plate of crawdads and vegetables in fronteaf Nolan and Tim stared at me, their
eyebrows perked with anticipation, as | staredeel jat the crawdads.

James had taken a seat next to me with his owh atang with a pitcher of beer.

-Do they have good beer? | asked.

James shrugged.

-It's good enough, he answered. It does the job.

| took my first bite, and as the spices ran ovgmalate, Nolan leaned towards
me and whispered.

-Just be careful what ya say ‘bout the food, hene@d. Some folks here take it
real serious. Specially the folks who been linetre a real long time.

He pointed to a white bearded man in a cowboyaatwboy shirt, and cowboy
boots who observed me with a look of mistrust asipped a cup of beer.

-Make sure you finish the plate too, Nolan whigger

He slapped me on the back, sending me into & éiboghing.

-So how you love it? he shouted.

-This is great, | said.

And it was great, but it was spicier food than thaas used to, and the burn of
the spices lingered on my lips.

-This is some good crawfish, | said.

The cowboy outfitted old man set his beer down spake in his cowboy accent.

-There is no finer crawfish in the world, he saldave you found better crawfish?
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-I haven't had a lot of crawfish, | answered.

-I didn’t think so, he said.

He went back to his beer, but he continued to gyl@bserve me as | kept eating,
making sure to smile and display my thumbs up prayal. | finished the plate; | sipped
iced tea and dabbed my eyes and my nose with paywel. Tim used this opportunity to
set another plate of crawdads and vegetablesm éfane. Steam carried an aroma of
peppers that drew more tears from my eyes.

-You got yourself a deal today, he said as he toskat across from me.

He stared at me, as did Nolan and the cowboy Hatfevho apparently took
crawfish quite seriously. James, with red fingerd lumps of vegetable across his face,
was pushing as much food into his mouth as he canld he had no interest in anything
beyond his plate and his pitcher.

| realized then that they were pressuring me aatlittvas probably the butt of a
joke. 1 was born a coward, so even though I'd éadugh to eat, | began peeling at
another crawdad to the approval of my new acquadetsin Breaux Bridge.

This batch hurt more. At the first bite, | felethngering burn of the pervious
batch ignited across my tongue and the inside o€hhegks. Tim was biting on his
bottom lip to repress laughter. Nolan whisperethtagain.

-Remember, he said, don’t waste anything. Thatguig over there’s gonna
throw a fit.

That white haired, mean-looking bastard was stdking right at me. The world
around me suddenly appeared bizarre and diffioudixplain. More so than usual, |

mean. I'd driven just three and an half hours fitberdomino skyline of Houston and

44



taken a seat in a dreamscape of impressions:neads everyone’s faces into blurs along
with the smudges of pepper red, corn yellow, lgedd, potato white, and more and
more red. The voices surrounding were a messuthem noises stewed together with
an accent that had been born long ago in Francssed the ocean, and rowed through
the damn mud to get there.

For some reason, | focused on the pale blurs makprgybeard and cowboy hat.
And for some reason, | thought that | could dafy by doing exactly what he wanted
me to do.

He didn’t think | had the stomach or the soul td@e this burn, | thought. Stare
at me all you want, | thought, and sit here as lasgou want! I've a lot more time left
on this earth than you!

Bravery becomes easy when the world seems likdstnaation. | finished that
second plate. Well, I thought I'd finished befdiien picked up one of the tailless shells
that I'd discarded and explained that | was thragnont the best part.

-You gotta suck on the heads, he said. That's evhkithe best stuff's at.

He pressed the crawdad to his lips and sucked,ngakterrible, terrible sound of
a vacuum cleaner and an animal dying.

Of course, | followed his lead. | didn’t reallysta anything, but tears obscured
Breaux Bridge once again.

They put another batch in front of me. | shouldrd@te been surprised that it was
hotter than the previous two. Each bite sent thinout my face a scorching sting
following by a period of numbness interrupted bgther sting.

The old face laughed.
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-He’d had enough now, he said. You boys needd teirturing him. This is
starting to get downright inhumane.

-You alright, Tim said. Most folks quit after tlsecond round.

| gave him another thumb up as | dabbed at mywiis a beer dampened paper
towel. A bit of drool flowed from the side of myauth. | was rather proud of myself.

-My face doesn't feel right, | said to James.

James dislikes sympathy as much as he dislikessixeegrooming. He ignored
me.

-Hey, he said to Nolan and Tim, is Martin around?

-Nope, Nolan answered. He went off to find histbeo.

-Oh no, James said. Why’s he looking for his becth

-Don’t know, Tim said. But he looked madder thanals Maybe he’ll kill ‘em
and carry off his wife.

-Was he really that mad? James asked. Is he ggmaad do something crazy
again?

-That's what we watin’ to see, Nolan said. | thimKs just gonna smack that boy
around with his hands. You know, nothin’ serioust ja legit ass whoopin’. Now Tim
thinks that Martin’s gonna break out a club or stinmg.

-Oh no, James said. You think so?

-Yeah, Tim replied, you could see in his eyes hHwatvas thinkin’ *bout killin’
something. Always liked Martin.

-Oh no, James repeated. You didn't try to stopzim
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-Well, we gotta wager, Nolan explained. If he ddtn up barehanded, Timmy
gonna buy me a handle a’ whiskey.

-You both think he’s gonna make it physical? Jaas®d.

-Yup, Tim said. He looked kinda like he did lasté when he busted up Frankie.
It's a safe bet that there’s a beating on the wlye question is how it'll go down.

-Seriously, | said, my face is hurting.

-You're fine, James said. Just don’t touch yowrseyWe don’t have time to go to
the hospital. | need to go find Martin.

| complained on the way to James’ truck. Agaieréhwas no sympathy.

-Why did you keep eating? James asked as he pthteariamp of dip in his
mouth. If you didn't like it, you shouldn’t havede it.

-They were, | stammered, they were all pushingnitre.

-So push the plate away, James said. Jesus, hithis Spanish inquisition.
Sack up and don't let people bully you.

-1 had to prove something, | said. | had to gat thoral victory.

James shook his head and started the engine.

-A moral victory, he said. Yeah, well, in a fewuns, when you're taking the
most painful shit of your life, the moral victoryilixseem very far away.

In the glove box mirror, | could see that the skimler my eyes was swelling, as
were my lips. I'd brought a cup of water with nbeif the cup was empty within minutes.

-l can’t get these spices out of my mouth, | said.
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My vision still blurred, | reached for a plastickeobottle, and nearly set it to my
mouth before | realized that this bottle held a feehes of James’ tobacco fluid. The
outside of the bottle was wet.

-I'm gonna need that back when you’re done, Jaraies s

-Oh, I need a napkin, | said, raising my contanaddtand away from my body.
And some soap. You weren’t going to stop me fromkihg that, were you?

-Why would 1? James answered.

-How are we going to find your friend? | asked.

-l can guess where he’ll be, James said, becateme duess where his brother will
be.

-Is this Martin guy violent? | said. He’s beerptason, right?

-See, it's easy to get the wrong idea, James said.

-But your friends back there said that he’s gom@eat up his brother.

-Well, I know it sounds bad, James said, but yoteha hear the story.

He told me a bit about Martin. Later, | learnedrendetails regarding Martin’s
life from other Breaux Bridgers. The story in prig a combination of these accounts. |
filled the gaps of what | didn’t know with scendshmy own imagination.

7. The Story of How Martin Learned to Get Along witlisHFather

Martin’s friends say that the owner of the Red &seldom discusses his

childhood, his teenage years, or his brief lifealiege. He believes that there is no
way to leave the places you've been, even when iyamory fades to impression
that start to bleed onto each other. Still, Maptiafers not to reflect too long on the

young man he was, a happy fool happily making rag t@ a prison cell.
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On Saturdays, when he meets his five or six friendss garage to boil shrimp
with peppers, onions, garlic cloves, and potathtstin talks about his ideas for
seasonings, about the new, paved roads makingwhgialong Watachabe creek, about
the new shops downtown, about the constructionggomat Martheux Elementary
school, and about other developments shaping BrBadge into a place where people
will find comfort and safety.

One of the only things he did right, Martin willysavas getting on better terms
with his dad, a man who is easy to love, diffi¢alget along with, and perhaps
impossible to understand. Martin has told the stdityow he learned to get along with
his father often enough that every version | heead almost completely the same.

Sarah Mazerolle gave birth to two boys, Martinnthevo years later, Frankie.
Her mother’s predictions turned out to be accur&arah decided to stop conceiving
after the second little boy. Her friends specuthte although she would have liked a
girl, Sarah feared that if she’d kept giving birthe’d keep making little men until she
had enough to fill every position on the Marthawu€ty football team. She believed that
begetting males was what some people would calinyelsecause, as her mother had
warned, God found it ironic.

She taught elementary school. She fed her childneihher husband, who at
twenty-seven years of age, borrowed money to inmestCajun restaurant in Lafayette.
She acquired her mother’s habit of sending her boyday outside of their home located
just a few miles from Whiskey creek, where the bagse free to be savage and could do

no serious damage. She kept the floors and thie wlahn; she opened the windows of
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the house, even when the summer’s heat peakedeartisband grumbled and
complained. She insisted that they savor the yowelather, not shut it out.

Hunter spent most of time awake at his restauEgmite, where, according most
Breaux Bridgers, they serve the best crawfish eever mixed. Epice consumed
Hunter’s hours, his money, and his energy. Fadhyears, Hunter left his home at
dawn, and returned home after midnight, poor arhested. Eventually, he would
make a great sum of money, and he could haveddtrey ago, but relentless work had
become a habit, and he still gives most of himseEpice.

During the first three hard years, Hunter needetking hands but had little
money, so Martin and Frankie became servants teeftaurant. As boys, they worked
at their father’s pace, a pace that drove many eyepls to quit mid workday. They also
suffered the temperaments of Hunter’'s pendulum nswadgs, which also sent
employees fleeing through the back door, cursiegdstaurant from foundation to
rooftop.

A successful fighter can be a man full of love vahows kindness to his wife and
children, but he must also be a cruel son-of-ahbitdunter never lost a fight, save a
match in New Orleans in which the police chief paiiithe referee. A few hours after
the fight stoppage, he dragged that referee behmduditorium, grabbed him by the
hair, and battered him until the official offered @ology and a wad of sweaty bills.
Hunter applied this kind of pitbull tenacity, thenuset that had yielded success in
fistfights, to his restaurant. Martin learned fram father to work beyond the point of

exhaustion, to speak the truth, and to act crweltign necessary.
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Martin describes his early life by describing esdléowers of dirty pots looming
over him in the kitchen of Epice. The restauraas hlways offered a broad selection of
Cajun dishes, most of which require at least agetg or pans. Many of the larger
utensils, such as the pots that Martin could havadide, needed to be washed by hand
at the end of each business day. Some of thosesplbinvade Martin’s dreams: rows of
armored vessels bearing forks and knives marchrttsa@m in Roman infantry
formation while Martin, equipped with only a danggy awaits the ordeal of scrubbing
and rinsing.

He didn’t mind the labor of chopping green oniaredery, and green peppers for
his father’s Holy Trinity Mix. The act of prepagrood, breaking down ingredients,
fusing them together with fire and creating a nwdr in a process that felt like
alchemy, always calmed Martin and set him intca#éesdf meditation. His father often
chopped alongside him, and Martin listened as Hukplained what made a decent
plate of Cajun food and what made a plate of C&od that a customer would
remember. Martin watched as his father stirrecetedgles into oil over stove fire. He
watched him add pinches of seasonings to potsmbguwvhile taking sips through a
spoon to see if the flavors were balanced. Heaavan devote himself to each plate of
food while disregarding everything else around him.

When his father grew tired, his Cajun accent thed and the syllables that
came from Hunter's mouth fused together in a flgumess of sounds that baffled his
employees, even though most of the people workififpace grew up close to Breaux
Bridge. When he found that no one understood Rumter turned more agitated, less

focused, and his language morphed into somethiag ewore cryptic. Sometimes, when
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Hunter shouted a set of indecipherable commantsststaff, his employees would look
to Martin and Frankie, hoping that they could pdsva translation. The boys would
shake their heads and shrug; they offered the ®thehe kitchen assurances that their
father would probably forget most of his incompnetible decrees so long as the plates
of food kept coming.

When he was twelve years old, Martin was an exgtedking a chef's knife to
vegetables. He soon found that he performed esteske at Epice better than his brother
but that Frankie was far better at taking cre#fitankie would steal piles of Martin’'s
diced vegetables to convince their father thatythenger brother was moving faster. He
would move some of the dirty pots he was supposetetin over to Martin’s section of
the kitchen. He had a talent for knowing whengpear busy and focused, and for years,
he tricked his father. Some days, Frankie woulttpsy leave the kitchen and walk out
back to draw shapes in the dirt. Martin would ghradthim, repeating all the threats he’'d
learned from the adults. Frankie, who family fderagree was never as tough as his
older brother, would eventually go back to thelkgie, where he’d find a way to get more
praise than Martin. The boys never played spogsther; at home, they threw rocks and
mud at each other.

Martin was fifteen years old when he started to glam. The kitchen and the
towers of pots in need of washing were commonto, 8o he never thought to question
his situation until, through conversations with tiiends, he discovered that although
many of the boys his age worked as waiters, disherasor kitchen hands, his friends
usually worked just a few times a week rather thlamost every day, and his friends

received money. Based on the way his friends desttheir jobs, Martin got the
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impression that they enjoyed more pleasant workorglitions than he did. He spent
most of his hours outside of school by his bosstieed pugilist, and his brother, a
prodigal slacker.

One evening, Martin asked his father about a salary

-No, his father answered without looking up frore ot of chicken and sausage
gumbo that he was tasting.

-But | spend all my time here, and | got no morigrtin said. | can’t get on the
baseball team ‘cause I'm always workin’.

-No, his father answered, still tasting the gumbo.

- I don’t think it's even legal for you to make rkeep workin’ like this without
givin’ me anything.

His father looked up, dropped his spoon with aglamd then glared down at
Martin. Dark circles had formed under Hunter'seye

-Are you an’ your brotha formin’ a union? He asked.

Martin didn’t know how to answer. He’d never nagted pay before.

-1 guess not, he said, unsure about what he anfdthisr were actually talking
about.

-Well, I'll tell ya’ what, Hunter said, I'll figureout how much you make an hour.
Then, we gonna figure out how much you owe me éusm’ and food. Go finish
choppin’ them peppers.

So Martin returned to his cutting board to findtthes stack of uncut green bell
peppers had grown, while most of his pile of neatlgpped peppers now sat next to

Frankie’s cutting board on the other side of thielen.
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-You keep that up, Frankie! Hunter shouted. Martidu stop tryin’ to organize
unions and do like yo’ brother.

Martin clenched his teeth and started cutting.

Later that evening, when the customers had leftthadboys found themselves in
the kitchen amongst dirty pots and tired employ®&tstin noticed that, as he scrubbed,
his brother was counting dollar bills. He had ofmn or six dollars, so Frankie was
probably gloating.

-Where you get that money? Martin asked.

-You mean this money? Frankie said. | got a prfthat table a’ old ladies for
takin’ up all their dishes.

Martin paused his scrubbing.

-Them old laidies in section one?

-Yeah, Frankie said, that sounds right.

-You didn’t take up their dirty dishes, Martin saitdid.

-1 guess you got most of ‘em, Frankie said.

-1 got just ‘bout all but two of ‘em, Martin said.

-But you went to take out the trash, Frankie said.

-Dad shouted at me to take out the trash, ‘causalidn’t do it, and shit was
fallin” all over the floor, Martin said. You pickegp two dishes and got a tip.

-1 don’t remember all that, Frankie said as he ¢tedionce again. You know, it's
hard to keep track a’ what's goin’ on when thiscel@ets busy.

Then, he slid the money in his pocket, took upramgleag and started washing.

Martin didn’t see his father standing behind him.
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-Are you gonna get anything done today? Huntet gaMartin.
Martin grinded his teeth and started to breathebdyithrough his nostrils.
-I'm quittin’ this job! Martin shouted.

To make his point, he searched the room for apiaged it up, and then tossed it

to the kitchen floor.

-What's wrong wit’ you today? Hunter said. Are yow the dope now?

-I'm quittin’ alright, Martin said. You must owe @rtwenty thousand dollars for

the all the work | done here.

you.

-Are we gonna go through this again? Hunter skidtry up with them pots.
-You a tyrant! Martin shouted. I'm risin’ againgiu!

In history class that week, he’d been studying Aoaés revolutionary war.
-You outta complain less and get more done in Heankie said.

He’d continued to scrub.

-I'll break one of these pot’'s up on yo’ head! Mashouted at his brother.

-Hey! Hunter shouted back. You stop actin’ crazyll smack some sense into

-Aw, just shut up! Martin said to his father.| Bust your head too!

Silence took hold of the room. Frankie stoppedhivas Hunter started to

unbutton his chef’s coat; Martin waited to see whiatld happen.

-We goin’ outside, boy. Hunter said. Right now.

So they made their way out the back door, Franied to follow, but Hunter

ordered him back into the kitchen.

-I'll stay later if ya let me watch, Frankie said.
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Hunter pointed to the kitchen.

-Go and finish, he said.

-You shoulda’ heard what he was sayin’ about yaliegaFrankie said to this
father. Said he was gonna toss you around likdedirl.

-Get the hell outta here! Hunter shouted.

Outside, Hunter stripped down to a seasoning-sdainelershirt and started
stretching his arms and his back. Martin stoodiomtgssly, again waiting to see what
would happen.

-If you gonna run your mouth like you a bad manntéu said, then you gonna
owe up to it. We gonna have this out. Hope yadye‘cause I'm commin’ for ya.

Martin was as tall as his father, but he was rathier Hunter hadn’t performed
any exercise outside Epice in almost ten yearsd Aeajuired a belly; sharp bursts of
pain often hit his lower back. Still he was, aethains today, rather strong.

Martin needed no further incitement to attack. reie towards his father, red eyes
and flailing knuckles. His father punched himhe belly and pushed him to the dirt
where Martin remained on his knees, strugglingreavcbreathe, conjuring visions of
warfare. Frankie had opened the back door and $tischead through to watch the
ordeal. He snickered; Hunter turned and hollered.

-l ain’t gonna tell you again to get back in thetéé said.

Martin took a handful of damp soil and tossed hiatdad’s face. Hunter moved
backwards, blinded and stumbling. Martin drovekmse into his father’s groin.

The fight really started at this point. Frankisrdigarded his father's admonitions

and took a seat on the back doorsteps, reasoranh¢hr show would be well worth any
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measure of punishment to come later. He had a babarrying a bag of peanuts in his
pocket; he took it out, opened it, and enjoyedeawdatched the spectacle before him.

Martin held his father down and bloodied up hisefantil Hunter regained his
faculties. The two rolled through dirt tradingtéisand profanities. They came to their
feet; Martin found a pile of shattered cinder bleekd started tossing fragments at his
father. Martin could throw a ball fairly well. Hminted Hunter’s neck and forehead with
swelling. Hunter closed in on his son.

Time couldn’t be measured. After a series of Imygseconds, their faces
swelled and their hands ached. Fatigue sappedammgition to fight; they started to feel
the pains that hd been concealed by a surges ehaldre. The warm copper sensation
of blood filled their mouths. They stopped swirgyin survey the damage they'd done.

Without any exchange of words, they establishedasefire and a truce. Hunter
nodded to his son, who started to walk back inside.

-That was great stuff from both of ya’ll, Frankied through a mouthful of
peanuts.

Martin and his father glared at him, sweaty andirepof aggression. Frankie
scurried through the door to the kitchen.

Everyone finished his chores and then went horheyevSarah was keeping
herself awake with a cup of tea and a copy of Reaflegest. She said nothing when
Martin and Hunter walked through the door soiledin and bloodstains on their clothes.
Behind them, Frankie entered with the grin.

-Great day at work, mom, Frankie said.
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Martin and his dad sat at the kitchen table holdiags of ice against their faces.
Sarah decided to go to bed and to wait until mgmiask what had happened.

-Irony, Irony, she said, making her way up therstaill is irony.

A discussion over payment took place in the kitchEpice was finally starting to
yield a substantial profit. Hunter could affordiioe new employees, and to give his
sons five dollars an hour.

-I'll let ya work some tables and get some tips tdanter said.

They shook hands and never raised their voiceadb ether again.

Many years later, Hunter would be the first in flaiily to forgive his son, and
the only one to offer him help. No one is ceri&iBarah ever found a way to accept the
person that Martin became, nor is anyone certédarih ever had the ability to do so
later in her life. At least, Martin will say, lg®t one thing right with the family.

8. The crawfish was really, really spicy. | can'tlfegy tongue.

Seldom do the settings and the characters youdfi@astories closely fit the
places you visit and the people you meet, but Aldeis, the bar on the creek, was
almost exactly the bar I'd imagined when James itoddwhere Sarah and Hunter used to
play poker with Christopher Caldoun. Mark Butlat en a stool behind the bar with his
fishing catalogue. An overfed golden retrievegjrg lay across the floor. To indicate
excitement, she wagged her tail, shuffling arouanst @nd wads of trash, as the rest of
her body remained inanimate.

Alderoun’s was one of Frankie’s hangout spots,\@adeeded to find Frankie,

although 1 still wasn’t certain why.

58



-You know, James said as he stood at the doampsagthe room, you really
want to know a lot about these people.

-That's part of doing my research, | said.

-I didn’t think that was the sort of writing youdd he said. How much personal
history stuff are you gonna put in the article?

-1 need to just gather materials at this poisiit, resorting to my emergency
cliché language. I'll work out all the nuts andtbaf it later.

He addressed Mark, who looked up from his cataagnd came out of his stupor.

-Jimmy boy! He shouted as he extended his haral Back, big man.

-Yes sir, James answered.

-You in town for Birdy’s wedding?

-Yes sir, James said. But right now, I'm tryio’find Martin.

-He out lookin’ for his brother again? Mark said.

-Yup. Martin said.

-Man, oh man, Mark said, | bet those boys gontia&ch other. It's funny,
funny stuff.

-Sure is, James said, frowning. Funny every time.

-Your boy Birdy’s over there at the pool table.

-Didn’t even see him, James said.

-That's ‘cause he’s hidin’ Mark, explained. Hethme out, but he’s a little
scared a getting married. Usually it ain’t whatiyexpect, you know. Funny, funny
stuff.

James insisted that we go and say Hi to the groom.
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-1 just need to wash this hand, | said.

Mark pointed to the restroom, but | couldn’t see i

| tried not to think about touching James’ tobabottle, but the more | tried not
to think about it, the more | wondered how muchhaf moist stuff on my hand was
saliva, how much was tobacco excretions, and hoshnofiit was an unidentified fluid.
| tried not to think about the fact that | almosaik the stuff. My mouth had gone numb.

Birdy, a thin fellow with curly hair flowing outfa baseball cap, was shooting
pool by himself. He stood reflecting on the baN®r the table until he saw James.

-Oh no! he shouted as he extended his armsHaga Trouble’s here now!

They embraced and pat each other’s shouldersear¢hed for the restroom.

James introduced me as his friend, because,l,thendidn’t feel like taking the
time to explain why I'd come. Birdy greeted meddmeplied, rudely, with a nod and a
grunt. I'd just found the restroom door.

-He’s a tough boy, huh? | heard Birdy say as kedlaway. No handshake or
nothin’. He’s got kinda like an intense face.

-Sure. James answered.

| certainly never expected anyone to describe itle aword like “tough.” Let
me explain: | couldn’t play sports because | waaidfto catch the ball because the other
kids threw it too fast. | didn’t want to get taelll | didn’t like running because running
made my stomach hurt. | didn’t like going campbegause bug bites hurt and the
ground isn’t a comfortable place to sleep. Hednd scares me. So do most insects.

Once, in the fifth grade, | pushed a bigger kidpwlushed me back. 1 fell down

and started crying. Before | came to Breaux Bridlis incident made up both the sum
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of my fighting experience and the sum of my expereeof taking a stand. So people
usually don’t put a word like “tough” around my nam

| washed my hand and rinsed my mouth. | got sfa@kng back across my
tongue and my cheeks, but my face was still, adyBsaid, “intense” with redness and
what looked like swelling.

Birdy and James were chatting at the pool tablenssdked out. A girl entered
through the doorway and gave Mark Butler a frierstiyt of kiss on his cheek. She was
fairly young, and she had dark hair that drew ntgrdion. Birdy saw my reaction.

-Not bad, huh? he said to me. I'll put her nexy4o

He’d paused his conversation to watch as thesgoke to Mark.

-Don’t say nothin’, Mark. Birdy said in a hushegice. Don’t you tell where I'm
at. Don’t you tell her just ‘cause you think shpietty. Aw, hell!

Mark pointed to our table in the back of the roo8he made a little jump and
waived.

-You know, Birdy said, pointing to an unlit neagrson the wall, | pulled the
plug on that so that | wouldn’t have to deal witty &inda stress. Well here it comes.

She made her way towards us, using her fingdosush some of that hair behind
her ears.

Birdy returned a clam, tilted smile as he whisgdeme.

-Alright, he said, you just follow what | say, ight?

-Huh? Was my response.

I looked to James, hoping for an explanation.

-Just roll with it, James said. He knows whaslaing.
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-But what's he doing? | asked.

She arrived at our table, and gave hugs to Badg,then to James. She turned to
speak with Birdy, but he put his hand on her shewhd turned her towards me.

-This my boy Randy, he said. Randy, you luckynet Aldara.

-Hey, she said, scanning me up and down.

Randy is not my name. Birdy knew that this isn{t name. | went along with
the ruse because | felt pressured and, as | skodehée usually back down from
everything.

-Randy you from...uh...Birdy said.

-Houston, | answered.

This also wasn’t exactly true, but | thought itwlebmake our story simple as
possible.

-Houston, right, Birdy said. This wedding got foegettin’ things. Now, this boy
got kinda an intense face huh? He one of thoss gimp looks tough, in kind of a not-
tough looking way. You know, you wouldn’t see itnamin.

Aldara was starting to look as confused as | was.

-Something wrong with your face? she asked.

-He’s a fighter, Birdy said.

Even James almost lost his stoic face at thistpdddara didn’t see my look of
you-can’t-really-expect-anyone-to-fall-for-this lzerse she turned all her attention to
Birdy.

-He is? she said, projecting an appropriate lef/disbelief as she pointed in my

direction.
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She looked back to me, and it was my turn to rith the lie.
-What kinda fightin’ you do? she asked. It logkstty nasty.

In the dim light and in the distorting fog of s@ggion, | could convince someone

that I'd been hit in the face.

-Cage fighting, | said.

Birdy nodded without falling out of character. Hmlly was good at this.
-Really? Aldara said, scanning me up and down agean.

-He fights lightweight, Birdy said.

-Really? She said.

-Lighter than that, actually, | said. | do uhe thillow weight division.

-You said the feather weight division? Birdy out

-That's what | said, | answered. Feather. Likathers in....featherweight.

-Well, 'm about to get outta here, Birdy saidowbe sweet for Randy. He’s still

kinda busted up from his last match. You won, t’gh

Yep.

-Yup, | said.

-How'd you win? Aldara asked.

At this moment, | wished that I'd had some chataceshearse.
-With...

| paused and made a choking gesture like the ahseen on TV.
-A choke, | said, one of those nude chokes frohirze..

-You said a rear naked choke? Birdy interjected.

-A rear naked choke, | said. | put it right omhilt wasn’t nice, but | had to it.
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-Well, are ya'll stayin? Aldara said. Some frisrad mine are gonna be here in a
minute.

-We've got some things to do, James said.

-Randy’s commin’ to my wedding too, Birdy saide’slgot a few days to heal
up. Wait till you see him dance.

-Be safe then, she said, as the three of us walkedBye, Randy. Don’t choke
nobody out there.

-I'll try, | said.

Aldara waived as we left.

-So you wanna come to my wedding? Birdy asked.

-What is all this? [ said.

-Man, Birdy sighed. | broke it off with her righefore | got engaged. Now, she
won't leave me alone. I'm tryin’ to behave.

-Why would you invite her to your wedding? | agke

-l didn’t, he said. My fiancée did. They been W@ each other since first grade.

-Does you fiancée know that....

-Hell yes, she knows that that girl still tryingltook up with me. Birdy
answered. That's why this is really causin’ me sanxiety, man. But they in this big
group a’ friends together.

-Even now? | asked.

-Well, Birdy said, they kinda hate each other, thety still friends. Look, | never
really figured out how girls think. Not really.

-But why the fake name and the fighter storyZkedl.
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Birdy speaks in a seamless rumble of low toneswiees trying to persuade you.

-Cause it’s perfect for you, Birdy said. Aldarkds Cajun guys, and rough-type
guys, and | can’t pass you as a Cajun guy.

-1 don’t look anything like a fighter, | said.

-You do now, Birdy answered. She is pretty muchrgodo anything | ask her. |
already tried to pass her off on someone elsewmit,it didn’t work out. James don’t
want her ‘cause he got this rule about friendsgels. But hey, she don’t even know
your real name, and James says you’re going ta btenn for just a few days.

He put his arm across my shoulders.

-This is a gift from God, man, he said. There’shin@ to tie you down. This
ain’t gonna cost you anything. All you gotta dgust show up and it's a done deal.
You've had bad luck before, right? No one everaixig to you why you get hit with bad
luck. So when you get some good luck, when youthaldice, and God gives you the
numbers you want, you don’t ask questions. Jksttiae free booty and thank God later.

-But I'm engaged, | said.

-What? Birdy said. Is it really serious? | melow come you went along with
all that?

| didn’t have an answer.

-Just come to the wedding, Birdy said. | don’textpyou to do anything if you
don’t want to. Just get yourself some free driakd some great food and have some fun.

-We'll see, | said.
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This was a lie. It wasn’t a direct lie, but | waddmonest about my intentions. |
wanted to see what I'd find at the wedding. Sorhe stories I'd heard might take
shape in front of me.

-We'll try Jerry’s, James said when we were intiluek. | hope Martin hasn't
gone off yet.

-Would that girl really make eyes at your frienchag wedding? | asked. | mean,
at his wedding?

-I've got some strange friends here, James answered

-But they seem pretty amiable, | said. | meany #irda mess with you, but it's
like they mess with you because they want to lends.

-Maybe we can teach you a Cajun accent, Jamestaking up his bag and his
bottle.

9. The Fog of Suggestion: How to Make a Fence Postarea Monster

Please believe this story. This story is truel idevery other word outside of this
section is a distortion, at least you’ll have asmgato forgive me. About six years ago,
the British Broadcasting Company set out to restteemystery of the Loch Ness
monster. Some of my readers will always loatheBBE€ for this reason. A research
team spent a terrible sum of money, and they wussat katellite technology to scan the
depths for the exhalations of a sea monster. peesisted for days, and they found
absolutely no evidence of any creature large entale the fabled monster of the Loch
Ness. Sorry, faithful readers; | published as mafnyour angry letters as my editor

allowed.
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But if Nesse lives in the boundless waters ofrtired and not at bottom of a Loch
in Scotland, why, the folks from the BBC wantekitmw, have so many regular people
with no signs of mental illness and who stand to gaake no money from telling wild
stories keep reporting sightings of a creaturertesg¢mbles the infamous black and white
silhouette?

You must know what silhouette I'm talking aboutdieeven if you think that
trading sea monster stories is the basest of aldmunteractions. You've seen the image
of the serpentine neck emerging from the water.eW§ou hear or read the words Loch
Ness Monster, I'm willing to guess that this is theage you imagine, unless you're
among the group of people who have witnessed aeeatperson, or if you're among the
smaller group of people who have never given messtey thought.

The photo was a hoax, probably, in my opinion,gteatest hoax of all time
because we know it's a hoax, and yet it shapew#yepeople see the world. You don't
have to believe in a monster to see it, just asdanit have to believe in the things you
find in your dreams to experience them. The BBGpte bless their meticulous souls,
stuck a fence post, just a straight slab of woadthéxmud in view of where ferries carry
tourists on guided tours of the Loch Ness. Ateahd of the tour, the reporters ask the
tour-goers if they had seen anything unusual corfrong the water. About nine out of
every ten people said that a wooden object pratguffiom mud looked a bit out of place.
The rest of them described a creature shaped tiieedilhouette of the black and white
picture, the one that we all know is a hoax. @&twho reported to have encountered a
sea monster, about half of them didn’t believeBB& people who later explained that

the fence post was part of an experiment. Theg&hs monster, and about half of the

67



true believers said they didn’t believe in the ledjef the Loch Ness before going on the
tour.

A fence post can morph into a monster once thewdtie swims into your
dreams. A girl can look at me, a frightened ligley, and see a brawling hero.

You ought to stop believing me at this point. Bming to give another story
about Martin and his family. Most of it comes fravhat | heard, what | saw, what |
know must be true.

10.The Story of Martin’s Imprisonment and Sarah’sdls

Both of the Mazerolle boys earned scholarshipgtemd Louisiana State
University. Patrons were lining up for more thanhaur to visit their father’s restaurant,
and Hunter had enough money to start buying homesnt out in Breaux Bridge, but the
father believed that boys needed to overcome hgusigihorder to become men.

Martin worked for his opportunities much harderttheankie, who studied the
night before his tests, slept in class, and grauitarthaw Country high school at the
top of his class. Once enrolled in college, Madtlared Mechanical Engineering as a
major and tainted the pages of his textbooks witiram his fingers. Frankie, an
accounting major, frequented bars and staggerbs tdasses to continue earning the
highest marks in his class.

While the Mazerolle boys were still college studetihey’d gone drinking around
the LSU campus, and then gone out to a parkinfisiotight with two other LSU
freshmen over a money game of pool. Frankie had b® one who had gone to his
truck, pulled out a handgun, and fired in the lairt, after his rivals went running, Frankie

drove off as Martin, bloody faced and inconsolablegsed them down the road where
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the police eventually tackled them all, and, inbloat of confusion, Martin took the fight
to the officers, grabbed one of their guns and pdgshe barrel against one of the police
man’s forehead. They clubbed Martin, cuffed himathim, and carried him off.

Two days before Martin went to trial, he’'d satass the table from his mother.
She’d spread some marmalade jam on an Englishmadfhe’d explained that he might
be gone for a while. Sarah took a bite of the muthen wiped her mouth and started to
scream and shed tears. Martin had no answer.d 3hpéd her face, taken another bite
and said Well, Marty, this is the person you'vedree.

Sarah had started to forget the names and addtbssdsd always been at the tip
of her pen when she sat down to write her keepiatguch letters. She lost her keys and
her purse. The azaleas in her garden withereghanshed because she was drenching
them with water six or seven times a day. She weetlte doctor after she took her once-
a-day heart medication three times in one hour,sliedearned that her mind was sick
and fading.

As her friends turned to strangers and Breaux Brigdgcame an unknown place,
Sarah made sure that her house was in order. Béledbevery box, alphabetized every
book and every herb and spice in her kitchen. rBbged, vacuumed, dusted, and swept.
She crawled over her wooden floors to inspect ewerger of each room, fearing that
even a spec-sized contaminant might set everyihihgr home into a storm of confusion
like the sort that had already taken over the wodtside of her immaculate walls.

Her older son, Martin, went away. Her youngerdahirankie, who had been
born with a talent for numbers, learned accounding found a pretty lady to marry.

Sarah tried to remember the face of this pretty,l&dping that before all the memories
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faded, Sarah would be able to hold a pretty newbacthknow that the baby was her own
grandchild.

When Martin returned years later, his face had ghdn His hair was turning
gray. He spoke in different voice. Sarah didn’t wnieim; he was a stranger in her house
that stood just a few miles down a pebbled roadre/Martin had rented out a shotgun
home by Whiskey Creek. He embraced her; she trehard whimpered as if he’'d taken
her captive in his arms. Martin watched her reétteder room and sighed Well ma, |
guess | ain’t your son no more.

Frankie walked in the door a while later; Sarahdaejhim, sat him down at the
coffee table to play a few hands of a card gameaowk to everyone but her. She set
jars of strawberry jam in his lap, kissed his faath, and exclaimed Here’s my college
boy!

She set her cards in front of Frankie while Masfioke to his father, who wrote a
check for seven thousand dollars.

-This is a loan right here, Mr. Mazerolle explainedis son. You go and be an
honest man. | ain’'t ever gonna ask you to repaylbmeyou gonna have to if you really
wanna be honest.

As he spoke, he could hear Sarah, who had leftdrergame to enter the kitchen
where she mumbled half sentences and half wordst dleories and seasons and
grandma’s recipes. She clanged her pans as sfiledhitbrough the cabinets to make
another jar of strawberry jam. Each day, she addedr three jars to the pantry.
Strawberries were in season, but in a few montladasses colored rows of apricot

would line up in the kitchen followed by golden mwaf marmalade. Her husband gave
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as many jars as he could to neighbors and friendsathe Baptist Church of Marthaw
County for bake sales. Still, the jars were talorgr the kitchen and making their way
to the laundry room. She’d been making jam siteevgas a girl; the only other way she
knew to spend the hours of each day was to pladscaBut her husband never knew
what game Sarah was playing when she sat beforgittenng eyes, and delt random
numbers of cards across the table stuttering, | lnn, you gotta play that hand better
now; | win. She was no longer playing gen rummyearts or spades, the games in
which she’d bested her husband for thirty-two yeditheir marriage.

Martin thanked his father and left with eight stbenry jars and a seven-thousand
dollar check and returned to his shotgun home whergat drinking coffee and staring
into the jars as he wondered what to do with leedom. He went to his kitchen where
he chopped up green onions, green bell peppersy aldh celery to make up a Holy
Trinity the way he’d learned when he was boy wogkim his father’s Cajun restaurant in
Lafayette. He dropped the mix onto a skillet vaime margarine, added spices and
herbs, tasted his concoction, tossed everythitigarskillet away, and then started
chopping more vegetables to try a new mix. He wabikénight, slept a few hours,
awoke to drink a few cups of coffee and then wexakito testing his seasonings. Two
days later, he'd found the right blend; he jottediawn in his notebook and then left his
home to examine an old shed that stood in a figld pebbled road less than a mile away
from I-10. The place had remained empty and négiesince Robby Foudeaux and his
wife had stopped selling burgers out of the sheel years earlier and retired in a boat
house a few miles away. Robby wore a cowboy hebwboy belt buckle, and snakeskin

cowboy boots. He started drinking beer promptlglaven each morning until about four
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when his wife drove by to bring him home. Martimekv where to find the old man who
always sat at the same barstool.

He told Robby that he wanted to sell crawfish, that he wanted to do it the right
way: he’d make sure to buy it from the right faram&l not from those sloppy sons-of-
bitches up north who peddle the bitter stuff, aatdllpurge the crawdads, and boil them
twice, the way a chef like his dad would do it, d®dd use his own mix of spices to
make sure that anyone driving over I-10 who stodpetis shack would know a little bit
of what Breaux Bridge was about.

-So, he asked Robby, how much you want for thap loear there?

Robby laughed as the younger man talked about mameylans for the future
and replied, Son, just go boil up your crawdads, iigou do ‘em right, if I can and walk
down that road and get quality cuisine, then yaultave the place, and I'll have another
reason to wake up.

A week later, Robby made his way down the peblded and through the field
to discover that his tired-red shack now stoodhfresl, fuming with smoke that carried
the aroma of Martin’s spices. Martin gave him amubof crawdads and vegetables free
of charge. When Bobby had finished, he wiped Higewbeard and said, Well, sir, this is
the best boiled crawfish since people boiled crelwfl’ll let everybody know; make sure
you get one of them licenses ya need to sell saag bnd you’'ll have yourself a
valuable patron.

Martin knew that he’d need a name for his busi@sssell as a sign displaying
this name, but the people of Breaux Bridge staatei@ing in long, demanding lines.

Martin had to hire a few high school kids for hedpd he never found the hours he
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needed to make his place official. The peoplerefaBx Bridge knew it as a Red Shack
in the field by the interstate where Martin Maz&rph reformed sinner who kept his
sorry brother in line, boiled the best crawdad&haworld.

11.The Story of How Tim and Birdy Became Friends

The patrons who sit around Martin’s picnic taldésunch time care for Tim and
accept the trouble he gives Breaux Bridge becauselike Martin’s blend of
seasonings, is made of the elements unique tohlibeie. If you ever visit the Red shack
to try the best crawdads in the world, you'll prblyafind Tim among the other regulars
who nudge together and dampen each others’ sheuldtr sweat. Even if Tim is
absent, you'll probably hear stories of Crazy Twho set the Marthaw Country High
School wrestling team record for the most pins geason, or Timmy the Mad Dog who
drinks Louisiana moonshine right from the damnlbaintil his eyes go red and a stench
comes through his pores, or Moccasin Tim, whoséfbeads are pits, who fights at
weddings, and who likes classical music and Greek a

The newest, least revised Tim story passing badif@th over Martin’s tables is
that of Tim’s friendship with Birdy Thompson BraglleMartin’s customers can think of
only a few circumstances in which such dissimil@atures might grow so close so
quickly: a war, a prison, or natural disaster. $araim that, perhaps, Birdy and Tim
share a trait that most people can't see.

Most of the story comes from Tim, who is always éstrbut never reliable. If
Tim reports to have seen a fourteen foot alligatafvhiskey creek, those who know him
know that the alligator might have been about ségenor that, maybe, there was no

alligator at all, but something with the shape mfdligator was rippling the muddy
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water. So when Tim offers a story, listen for dstthat resonate, and perhaps you'll
have some idea of the shape of that set the ripple®tion.

Tim was a strange child who had few friends arehsmost of his after school
days walking the fields and the creeks barefoat.likes to feel the cool mud between
his toes and to watch how living things compete @maperate without human intrusions.
On more than a few of those afternoon walks, heleoty frightened a water moccasin
and gave it reason to strike. He’'d return to haghrar and lie sick with venom for a few
days. Before he was a teenager, he’d receivedgbnaitthe moccasin’s poison to
develop a tolerance, and he started carrying ibéltsa hunting knife. Then, one
afternoon, he came to his mother with a pale tarfes skin indicating that he’d be ill
from venom and a jar bearing the head of a wat@kesnHis mother ordered him to bed,
and shouted for him to throw the nasty thing awathe back yard. She knew then that
God had given her a peculiar son who wouldn’t meaturite like the other boys of
Breaux Bridge.

He was born strange, Breaux Bridgers say, and tregrom flowed through his
veins into his mind and changed him into a difféisart of animal that preferred the
ruthless environment of the natural world overrlies of men and women.

When he was twelve years old, two older, biggersldfoynd Tim riding his bike
through the park behind St. Peter's Church of Pedéey waited for him to stop at a
water fountain, where one of the boys pushed himndehile the other straddled his
bike and began circling hm and taunting him.

Tim took up his bike helmet with both hands, anehething took hold of him.

Many of his friends say that it was serpent’s mstio attack when threatened; other’s
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claim that a demon occupies Tim’s body when thedroys angry. He broke one boy’s
nose. He knocked the other off the bike, and bdnbdgwn the helmet on the other’s
body until a few adults managed to pull Tim awd#ike Butler, a superstitious fellow,
will still claim that some of the devil's essenceshflow through Tim’s body, because
no boy, according to Mike, could be that strong.

Tim’s father also witnessed the incident. In viefithe crowd, he told his son to
remove his shirt and lean both hands against a tieefather took off his work belt and
lashed his son until his lashing arms burned fratigfie and streaks of red, and purple
colored Tim’s pale back. The boy never flinchediwed out. His father took him home
to the back yard, where he again instructed higlebs son to find a tree. Again, the
father couldn’t endure the labor swinging the belthe image of red and purple over
pale skin, so he quit. The next day, brought biste Marthaw County Wrestling
practice, hoping to give purpose and disciplinthtoboy who now frightened him.

The wrath that controlled Tim was, at first, anamed thing that more
experienced wrestlers could outmaneuver and defdt, Tim’s coaches had never seen
any child with such a desire to knock over the ghetho had such a disregard for pain
and exhaustion. They trained him into an athlete.

At fifteen years old, Tim had learned to focusihs&incts and attack his
opponents with measured explosions. In compestianinflicted on the others the sort
of cruelty that he’'d observed during his ventutesuigh the creeks. He pushed their
heads to the mat and grinded his elbows againstfdoes. He full-nelsoned them and
torqued their necks with as much force as he ceudmon. He dislocated elbows and

knees. He fractured a few arms. Rival parents deleththat Tim be prohibited from
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competing, but Tim never once broke any rules,aems began pulling their children
off the mats to avoid an encounter with the litlenster from Breaux Bridge.

Tim counts his pit bulls as some of his closdsthfils. He looks for fighting
traits in his acquaintances. Each time he vis@thlin Antoline, the dog breeder, in
Baton Rouge to take a pup, he takes up one byathi® esee if the creature yelps. If it
does yelp, then Tim drops it back into the littez;looks for the pups that growl. Tim
would never send his dogs to fight because Timddws friends, but he doesn’t want to
keep company with a curr that would retreat inghtfi

Most of his human friends wrestled for Marthaw otyu He and Nolan Marquart,
who grew up in Lafayette and moved to Breaux Bridfjer high school, were opponents
at a division meet. Nolan lost two matches hislighool career, one loss being a
disqualification. He believed himself to be theamest wrestler in the state of Louisiana,
while Tim believed himself to be the most terribfeall God’s creations. Tim won the
match in overtime, and the two were friends as thialked out the gymnasium.

He works at Swiney's grocery a few nights a weat eoaches wrestling at
Marthaw County High. He still makes his walks thgh creek. A stack of library books
about the ancient sculptures of Greece sit indosralong with texts about the artwork
of the Renaissance. Nolan, who eventually shatesliae with Tim, asked why.

-‘Cause it's funny how we shape things, Tim angaesith his hand on a picture
of a Greek statue. It's funny how we make thiraggkllike us, ‘cause we don’t know
what we really made of or what we are. And youtgd¢now something about art or

people gonna say you a coonass.
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Nolan never asked again, nor did he ask abowgéleetion of classical music that
Tim listens to every morning and evening. But whesy sit on their couch, which is
missing the left arm, drinking beer and moonshine articulates his thoughts.

His favorite composer is Wolfgang Amedeus Mozatp was, in his opinion,
one of the best specimens mankind has ever prodat®d) with Albert Einstein,
Thomas Jonathan “Stonewall” Jackson, Ghengis Kéuath Dan Gable.

He despises the music of Ludwich Von Beethovenabse he was “An arrogant
sumabtich” whose music “too damn dramatic” andt‘jusring sometimes.”

But he loves the compositions of Richard Wagner.

-1 like what those Germans do, he explained taaNpivho was drunk and fading
to sleep. So much art and music and good ideasl. cArs too. | like just ‘bout
everything that country does. Except for that dneg.

Tim and his sister have the same hue of greémein pupils. This is probably
the only trait they have in common. Gina is atyrgirl who spent few waking hours
away from the company of girlfriends or boyfriendshe acquired her mother’s body
when she was fourteen years old.

Her father saw how the young men of Breaux Brisdgkéd at her and recalled
his own adventures with blossoming ladies that le@jdyed as a young man. He hoped
that Tim would take on the role of a guard dog, iat had no common interests with
his sister and saw no reason to defend a girl woaoldd, according to him, fight for
herself if she wanted. The father’'s hands stadeshake whenever he held up a
magazine to pass the time as he awaited Ginagsnlght, weekend returns through the

back door.
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When she became engaged at eighteen years ofaagigdthanked the Lord for
making Breaux Bridge a righteous place of Christialues. He didn’t even mind that
Gina had chosen Birdy Thompson Bradley as a fiathespite Birdy’s reputation.

Birdy cannot speak to a female, regardless of geroa his relation to her,
without putting on a subtle performance. He wpkkak in his baritone flow of calming
syllables and put on a tilted smile that, many yeao, he rehearsed until it was no
longer an effort, but an impulse. He winks, pirghgins, leans close, whispers, and
teases just as some people will bite their nailscoatch the back of their heads.

Like most young men, Birdy wanted exploration andguests, and, once he’d
tasted enough, he wanted a safe home and a wifeoid offer comfort rather than
thrills. But unlike more men, Birdy had tasted eglo adventure by the time he was
twenty years old, embarking on new conquestsitadtfloating through dreams of old
conguests. He took girls by their hands to Jertg Alderoun’s, to the Red Shack, to the
upstairs of his parent’s garage where he always&efean sleeping bag, to his room, to
dorm rooms, to sorority houses, to bars in Lafaygtat he entered with a fake driver’s
license, to church, to his car, to hotels, to oestrs, and, once, to a barn. He found
excitement in the approach and the pursuit. Wieediscovered a new face, leaned
close, winked, pinched, smiled, grinned, whispexed teased, his heart pumped quicker
as his blood warmed.

But when he first met Gina, Birdy had noticed thetv faces and new pursuits no
longer quickened his pulse or warmed his blood.wids courting three other girls when
he first took Gina by the hand to a pool hall ifdyeette, where the doorman, whom

Birdy had introduced to a few other young ladidi®vweed them to enter. Gina did
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everything he knew he liked as well as a some thihgt Birdy never knew that he liked.
She returned all his quips with laughter, all msles with kisses.

When he pulled by the hand or by the arm, shetesklsefore she gave in, so that
Birdy was always in pursuit, even after he’d kndwan for months. She giggled and
always put on a look of wonder when he broughtdugédown town or back to his room,
but he learned that she had experience placatiyg lbad he thought of her more than
other girls, all of whom he eventually stoppedioall

After they were engaged, Birdy learned that Gina wéetter performer than
he’'d ever been. He discovered this after theyichtban apartment together, and,
without discussion, she decided what should adach evall, and how the furniture
should be arranged. Birdy didn’t mind her leadnm to pick out flower arrangements,
leading him to church with her family, or leadinignito whatever restaurant she’'d
selected for a given evening, but one night, hekavwamd realized that he been lead for
the last four months of his life.

Within a few months of their wedding, Gina annouhoee evening that they
would not make love again until after the weddinglsat the honeymoon would be more
than common routine in a different setting. Biafyreed without protest, believing that
his fiancée would surrender, just as she’'d alwaysosed and disrobed after feigning
resistance. He was wrong, and the world as heepexd reshaped.

Birdy decided that he would entertain Gina'‘s pr@ddsr a week before having
his way again. He picked a Saturday, and toldrieads that he wouldn’t be able to
meet them at the pool tables because his fiancaged&im to stay home. That night,

Birdy found her on the sofa, snuggling a blankettching a movie. He moved close; she
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nudged him away. This skirmish continued until Gst@od, crossed her arms and told
him to go out to into the winter night and takeua.rHe leaned in and started his
performance; her shielding arms and her posturaalidalter. He knew then that he
could charm her only when she wanted to be charriedtook a step back and grew
very afraid.

Birdy did not want to betray his future wife. Hacdha weakness for
overindulgence, but Birdy was born without any ¢igum his soul. Of course, there
were temptations, and Birdy knew of himself that lmabit was not to fight temptations,
but to surrender to them unconditionally. Notddlthe girls that he’d given up were
willing to give him up in return. His strategywase one, was to keep himself as far
away from these temptations as possible. He paectha new cell phone with a new
phone number. He severed his contacts with alalbst his girls, all but a lovely,
confused girl named Aldara Alderon.

As a young girl, Aldara didn’t speak to boys, uel&ina, her friend since the first
grade. She had braces and oily blots across ber fder father was something of a
stranger; he would stand in his bedroom all nigtat gnen collapse on the floor. He
would take walks around the block in his pajam&sahms extended like a bird taking
flight, and he wouldn’t answer his wife when shewed at him from her minivan, so he
was taken away. At school, Aldara remained infloek of girlfriends, listening to their
conversations. At home, she shut herself in hemigsometimes to study, and
sometimes to look into her bed sheets or her cgilin

She grew older and worked to be a pretty sightysBwticed her, but she didn’t

know how to respond to their invitations, so sheally returned to her room, alone, still
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dressed and made up. Birdy was the first onekim h@r by the hand out of her room; she
made a mistake common to many lonely people andicoed herself that his hand was
the only one that could guide her out of solituhe also made the mistake of believing
that she’d fallen in love with Birdy, when she’'diéa in love with his performances, just
as a girl in a theatre might believe that she laresactor after watching a character move
across the screen for a few hours.

Aldara probably knew that Birdy ran with other girlMost Breaux Bridgers
knew this of Birdy, but Birdy knew how to help Aldepush her doubts and her fears
aside to somewhere she could ignore them. On esd@ay night, while she was
spreading foundation over her face, Birdy calletetbher that he was engaged. He'd
rehearsed his speech for a an hour or so, andiglosdivered it to four other girls whom
he left laughing through their tears. They'd alsived him the best.

After he’'d finished his speech, some of whichnerovised, Birdy waited for
Aldara to react with a similar outburst of sobs affdction. But he heard only calmness
in the receiver.

-Congratulations, she said. | hope it works outyg’ll.

-Thanks, Birdy said.

There was a pause as Birdy ran his fingers thrdugyhair and Aldara applied
more makeup.

-Hey, Birdy said, you know I'm serious about thight?

-Talk to you soon, hun, Aldara answered.

She hung up before she heard any of Birdy’s ptetes
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This was when Birdy went to get a new phone. teqd the memories of Aldara
and his other girls in a compartment his of minthwecollections painful experiences
that he didn’t want to look in the face. He wasrfeore concerned with Gina’s brother,
someone he would have to see at Church, and atsGitieer family functions. He’d
heard of Tim, the demon of local legends, sincé Bithool, and he’'d spoken to Tim a
few times. Tim was always polite, but Birdy goe impression that Tim didn’t like him,
probably because Tim really didn’t like him.

Tim found in Birdy none of the pitbull traits hdraired in living things. He
watched Birdy cast a charm on every individual Bindet, and Tim saw someone who
avoided conflicts and confrontations. One eveminghe couch, while he was sharing a
bottle of moon shine with Nolan, Tim’s doubts abbist future brother in law took shape.
Nolan didn’t have to broach the subject; they weth slumped over, breathing through
their mouths as the effects of the moonshine rehahmeak, when Tim, jolted to life by a
revelation, sat up and said I’'m not gonna get alwitly that Pretty-eyed boy.

-Who you talkin’ about? Nolan said. Ain’t nobodlge here. You goin’ crazy
again?

-I'm talking about that brother in law of mine.nfisaid.

-How come you don't like him? Nolan said.

Tim’s eyes shifted left, right, up, and down aschasidered how to vocalize his
thoughts. Nolan regretted asking the question.

-Because, Tim finally said. He’s like a littledird.

-Man, Nolan said, when you start drinking you da@ven try to make sense, huh?
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-I was watching this nature show on the natureaobba few days ago, Tim said.
They were showin’ how, in the Amazon forest patisy got two types a’ lizards. They
big lizards, who go and get the females by beiggbr and tougher than the other male
lizards. Then, they these little male lizardse Skese lizards are so small and girl-like
that the female lizards mistake ‘em as femalesth8yp get close to the girl lizards that
way, and then jump up on ‘em, and then, you gohalevnew generation of bitch-made
males. It's like they cheat the whole system.

-So you think that you a big lizard? Nolan asked.

-l would be big lizard, Tim said. And | wouldrie friends with little lizards.

-You would definitely scare off the girl lizarddplan said. So you hate the guy
‘cause he’s gotten lots of girls. Man, of all teasons to hate a guy.

-I might have to mess up that pretty eyed boy ardavice before the wedding,
Tim said. You know, test ‘em.

-1 hope you forget about all this, Nolan saidsing his eyes.

But Tim had passed judgment and assigned Birdp@l| The next time he saw
Birdy at the Red Shack, he shook his hand and askedhe plans for the wedding were
going. But after they had exchanged goodbyes,adodently bumped his shoulder into
Nolan in a way that was not an accident. Birdynged and reeled back from the blow.

-Careful, Tim said. You don’t wanna get all ugliep before the wedding.

Later, he decided to take a seat next to Birdfzg@picnic table. Tim sucked the
juices from a crawfish head, producing a slurpiogngl that drove off Birdy’s appetite
for food of any kind. Birdy didn’t respond, but ®ndered if, maybe, fortune would

deal him a winning hand and send Tim to the mifitarto prison within the next few
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years. Then, a girl walked past their table, airdyBsaw Tim’s face, the expression of a
dog in biting range of a raw steak. Birdy camenigh a plan.

-So what’s up, man? Birdy said. You find somertalover there?

Tim nodded.

-That'’s Lisa, Birdy said. I've been knowin’ hense my sophomore year. | can
introduce you.

-Well, Tim said, ok.

-Just don’t be so scary, man. Birdy said.

-Whatcha mean? Tim asked.

-I mean you look like a serial killer sometimes,dy said. Girls would probably
get more comfortable around you if they weren'ta/fearin’ for their lives.

Tim peeled another crawfish tail and took a mirtatdecide if he was going to
stand up and punch his future brother-in-law infdwe. After some consideration, Tim
found his answer.

-Ok, Tim said, so what should | do?

And the coaching session began. They stayed dtriViall afternoon, Tim
asking questions and Birdy providing anecdotesxameles, until the sun neared the
horizon and Martin and his employees started pgkip trash and hosing off the tables.
They shook hands before they left, and this timen Made no attempt to test Birdy’s
courage.

The two continued their discussion the next daj/fanthe rest of the week. At
first, Birdy feared that offering Tim advice woubg a chore of drudgery, but he found

that, like any effective teacher, he wanted torse@upil grow and succeed. He wanted
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the safety and the comfort of marriage, but Birdddventure seeking instincts still
engendered in him a desire to explore and to fewl conquests, a desire that the groom
knew might never leave him. Maybe, he thoughtcdndd live through another man’s
stories.

He hoped that Tim could bring to Martin’s tablegle week tales of glorious
debaucheries. They would celebrate each victotly drinks and obscenities, Birdy
thought. They would laugh and shout, and Birdy \doe able to enjoy those blood-
warming thrills of his past by following a hero dlugh a narrative landscape occupied by
nymphs of Birdy’s imagination.

At first, Birdy’s plan yielded blessings. When &yrreturned home after an
afternoon session of beer and life coaching, Giaaked him for making friends with
her peculiar brother. She kissed him and therpsiis hand when he tried to remove
her dress. She left for the grocery store, andyBiet! back into the sofa, rubbing his
stomach, savoring the feeling of life without aggti@on or turmoil.

A few minutes later, Aldara knocked on his dodre Svas dressed in an evening
gown that adorned her shoulders, neckline and etidssilky blue.

Of course, Birdy realized, she knew where he livBte’s known Gina since
kindergarten. She embraced him, moved her handssahis back. Birdy silently
repeated his vow to remain faithful.

Stay righteous. Stay righteous, was his mantra.

-l was up on this side of town, she said, andeldngour new number.

-My number, he repeated.
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She pulled his phone out of his front shirt pockétere she knew he always kept

-You're callin” me right now, she said, his phanéher hands.

-Aldara, Birdy said, you remember what | said...

-So when we gonna play some pool?

He didn’t have enough time to answer: his fiantée forgotten her check book
and returned to find Aldara still dialing on Birdyphone.

Something froze his muscles. He experienced thgagien of falling towards a
concrete floor without any idea of how he’d lost balance or where he’d land.

The young ladies greeted and hugged.

-l was tellin’ Birdy that we all gonna be at Robbilliards on Friday, Aldara
said.

-Oh, you were? Aldara said.

-For sure. Ya'll oughta come.

-We'll see, Birdy said. You know, this weddindjlee a full time job.

He laughed, but they didn’t join him.

-You stop your whining, Gina said. We’'ll let yondw if we can make it.

-By, gorgeous, Aldara said

-You take care, honey, Gina said.

-Yeah, take care, Birdy repeated.

She left and the couple went inside.

At this time, Birdy wasn't certain if his fiancé&w about his involvement with

Aldara. They shared common friends, and Aldargedshe Red Shack a few times a
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month, but nearly a year ago, Birdy had convincéthra not to reveal the details of their
encounters to anyone, even close friends, claitiiaghe wasn’t comfortable sharing his
private life with the entire community.

He found the crevasse on the coach that, just esresarlier, had been place he
could sit without any concerns. Gina said notharg] went to find her check book.

-How ‘bout we try someplace new for dinner ton®jehe asked.

-Hey, you the one with all the brains, Birdy said.

She headed to the door, but stopped next to wieriancé rested.

-So, she said, looking into her purse to make suegything was in order, does
that Aldara girl come over a lot?

The falling sensation took him again.

-Who? he said. Aldara. You mean her, huh? Nope. | was real surprised
that she showed up.

-Did you invite her? Gina said.

Birdy wondered what she was looking for in thatgeu

-No. he said. | don’t even know how she foundace.

-Well me and her been friends forever, she sagii khow that.

-Sure do. he answered. So | guess that's how.

-She wanted your number, huh? Gina answered.

-What you lookin’ for in there? Birdy asked. Ydtop something?

He started to rise from his seat; Gina made &drdirecting, stop motion with
her hand.

-You just stay where you at, baby, she said. albaomfortable down there.
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-Right. he said.

-So she wanted your number? Gina repeated.

-Well, yeah, Birdy said. We used to...we all, a rgup of us, used to chill over
at Alderoun’s.

-So she had your old number, Gina said.

-Right.

-You didn’t invite her in, she said.

-No! Bird said. He paused after he realized tleataised his voice. I'm just
gonna rest for a while.

-Well, let me know if she wants to stop by. Gsazad. Kinda funny she didn’t
just give me a call.

-Oh, she kinda crazy, Birdy said.

Once again, he failed to make his fiancée laugh.

-What you mean by that? Gina asked.

-You know, Birdy said. She just goes and does onsmeous things sometimes.
You know.

-I guess you know her real well, she answeredbd&x in a while.

Like most people with a weakness for overindulgemirdy hated to worry and
worked and planned to avoid worrying about anythifigro days later at the Red Shack,
Birdy had some news for Tim.

-1 think | found ya’ a girl, he said.

-Yeah? Tim answered, beer dripping down his chiie &n't ugly, is she?
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-‘Course not, man, Birdy answered. I’'m not gonmaaduce you to no
scallywags. You gonna like her, and she’ll likaiyance | put in a good word for ya. All
you gonna have to do is not scare her off.

He watched Tim suck the head of another crawfish.

-Ok, Birdy said, we’ll come up with a plan of whatdo. And what not to do.
How ‘bout we start with what not to do?

So he enumerated a list of Tim’s habits that cqalsisibly ruin the deal: at the top
of the list were sliding his tongue around, ramdplom about fighting dogs or lizards, and
shifting his jaw around as if he were preparinfigat. Birdy devoted around half an
hour to this list.

-Napkins, man, Birdy concluded, Napkins are likeryfsiends.

He devoted an additional hour to instructing Timvdmat Birdy called a “game
plan”: a meeting somewhere causal, followed by atmg someplace casual but quieter,
followed by, God willing, music in Tim’s room.

The next phase of Birdy’s plan was to wait for All#o contact him. He had to
wait just one day until she knocked on his dooilrag&ortunately, Gina had gone
shopping with her mother, but Birdy insisted thédaka walk with him outside, fearing
that if he invited the girl in, she’d leave somedewice of her visit or that Gina might
return home while Aldara was stalking him in therlg room.

They took a walk that summer afternoon; they seuaimt the sunlight and their
clothes grew damp with sweat. Aldara was in heslise Birdy wore flip flops.

-You want us to stay friends? Birdy said.

-What do you mean? Aldara said. Why couldn’t werlsnds?
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-We can, Birdy said. We can still talk. Maybe hang. But you gotta do
something for me.

-Ok. Aldara answered.

-You gotta get to know someone for me. Birdy saf@u'll like ‘em. He’s an
athlete. He’s tough. He’s real smart, but youehmvtalk to him for a while to see how
smart he is.

-I'm not sure, Aldara said. What are you askingme

-We don’t have to talk at all, Birdy said. My wieactin’ funny since you came
by. Easiest thing for me would be to lose your harmand just act like | hardly know ya.

-Hold on, Aldara said, staggering in her heels.

Birdy knew by the panic in her voice and by the ezt fear shook her off
balance that she would agree to what he’'d ask.

-Now, he said, | hope | can make this all work oluthope | can make everybody
happy, but | need you to do me a favor. All youehto do is make friends with
somebody.

He told her to wait for Tim’s call, and gave Thmar number, instructing him to
speak of nothing beyond meeting arrangements.yBietieved in his plan, and he
believed that Aldara and Tim were flawed in wayat tnade them compatible for each
other.

Tim followed Birdy’s advice, and, to his credit, fecceeded through most of the
evening. They met at Ralphie’s for chicken wings;duse, as Birdy had pointed out,
Aldara would have no reason to feel threatenddefdccasion was chicken wings. Then,

Tim suggested that they go someplace that wasmib®y; Tim drove them a few
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minutes to Madleline’s coffee shop where they spékees inches away, across a narrow
table.

Aldara found in Tim traits that disgusted her anghtened her but that also
excited her. They spoke of Mike Butler who, whegreshouting matches or fights
erupted at Alderoun’s, waived a police baton bwendeft his seat behind the bar. Tim
hadn’'t moved his hands over a woman in a few momthd, without a proper name for
the burning in his chest and stomach, he regatdesilove.

They spoke also of Martin and his sorry brothemkie, and the injustice of
Frankie’s marriage to Sophia. They argued abagva story that Martin had, on two
separate occasions, clapped his hands and commé#nalskly to stop sending rain.
Aldara called it ridiculous; Tim wasn’t certain adldimed that Martin was gifted in
ways that most people didn’t understand.

Birdy had put into their minds the suggestion thal would drift towards Tim'’s
room as the night progressed. This suggestiotihegat in motion, and at around ten
o’clock they stood by Tim’s bed, entangled arms @pein mouths. The problems started
when Tim decided to play some music.

He’'d set a list of songs to play on his computirdy suggested that put on
something to dispel any anxiety out of the roomrom8how, Tim had mixed up one of
the lists, but he didn’t realize this until thestisong ended with Al Green’s falsetto wall
fading to silence, and then, opened with an erapticstring instruments and horns.

In the imaginations of most American’s Aldara’sagho are familiar with the
piece, Wagner’s Flight of the Valkries elicits twets of stock images, neither of which is

conducive to love-making. The first is Third Relobots, wheels, and tank treads
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moving to conquer new territory. The second, tessfying but equally as harmful to
Tim’s plan, is cartoon popular among elementarypstimusic teacher’s entitled “What's
Opera, Doc?” In this short feature, Bugs Bunny Bhder Fudd, both in Viking-themed
clothes, continue their ongoing rivalry while singialong to a classical score. The most
enduring scene of the cartoon is probably EImebranze, horned cap and golden chest
plate, singing Kill the Wabbit/Kill the Wabbit tone of Wagner’s famous melody.

The story teller can’t be certain if Aldara, asilkissed her shoulders and neck,
visualized the march of a German army, a duel b&tveartoon characters, or, worse, a
horrifying juxtaposition of both, but whatever inesg\Wagner brought into the room sent
her back a few inches away from Tim. Accordingtm, she vocalized some of what
she was thinking: she was thinking about how sfeetithe following day, an exercise
that tends to kill an erotic mood. She thoughtualher reasons for letting a boy she
didn’t know coil his arms around her waist.

Tim hadn’t expected any of these hurdles, so tieisenstincts guide his actions.
He’'d heard a few of his friends talk about usingitheeth to tease and to remove a girl’s
clothes, but Tim had not yet mastered this techaigde bit too hard; she yelped and
jumped away as the orchestra reached an explotimgx

The rest of the evening consisted of regrets aelthfgs of injury. Aldara
searched for her purse, Tim asked her not to gef&@md her purse and announced that
she couldn’t do this because she and Birdy woudch $e together.

She went to her car as Tim went to his moonshiriebaoHe sat outside, drinking

himself blush-faced and blood-eyed. After a fewrsp Tim decided that he would
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blame Birdy, as well as the entire nation of Geryalde went to the kitchen, shuffled
through the cabinets, and then went out to findutisre brother-in-law.

Tim knew that on Friday, Birdy usually shot pooldtleroun‘s. He parked in the
dirt lot, pushed the door open, and ignored Mike kamncy, his golden retriever as they
both greeted him. Frankie Mazerolle was sittinthatbar. Birdy was standing in his
corner enjoying the illusion of sanctuary when Blapped him on the shoulder. Birdy
saw that Tim was drunk and that Tim had in hisheftd what looked like a bundled up
napkin.

-We've got business outside, Tim said.

Birdy complied, and they made their way out therdmoMark, Lucy, and Frankie
watched.

-He gone crazy? Frankie said after the door slathme

-He was born crazy, Mike said. Now, I think heidave.

-Aw, hell, Frankie said.

In the parking lot, to the humming and fading andiming of the old lights in
need of replacement, Tim unfolded the napkin, diragppwrvo forks and two knives at
Birdy's feet.

-You pick up two of those, Tim said.

-Again, Birdy did as he was told.

-What the hell are we doing? he asked.

-You and me need to resolve a dispute, Tim said.

-Dispute? Birdy shouted. I've been helpin’ you.out

-You went and grabbed up my girl, Tim said. Andiymgaged to my sister.
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-1 sent her to you, man! Birdy shouted. Whathk# happened?

-1 think you changed your mind, Tim said. | thipgu wanna keep her around a
little more.

Birdy spoke with the conviction of someone représgrhimself at a murder
trial.

-Aldara? | want you to take her! | want you toddier out and have your way
with her. Please! Take her!

-She said that ya’ll back together. Tim said,esiware in his hands.

-She’s gone out her mind again! Birdy cried. Ihaven’t seen her in a year, and
| ain’t wanted to since.

-So you set me up with crazy girl you tired a’ s&&i Tim said.

-It's not like that, Birdy answered. | figured Jlavould be a good match.

He paused and realized his mistake.

-Well, Tim said. That ain’t the only issue. Youyau got a little bit of curr in
you.

-Huh?

-Ain’t no curr gonna marry my sister, Tim said. /pick up those weapons and
get ready to prove yourself.

-Weapons? Birdy said. | think these are buttevési And this a salad fork.

-l was in a hurry to get here, ok? Tim shouted. dbve’t have much silverware
utensils. And I've been drinking since ‘bout nirielock.

-Tim, look....

He shouted as Tim sent the knife towards his chest.
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-You got any blood on you? Tim asked. You feelms?

-No, Birdy answered. |told you, these knives au@ry sharp. But that hurt,
man!

Tim attacked with the fork. Birdy cried out agaamd then swung back, leaving a
red abrasion over Tim’s collarbone.

-See? Tim said, we just gotta bring it out of ya.

Streaks of metal glimmered in over the parking [6im and Birdy ended up
rolling over the gravel, scratching their faces;kse and arms. Tim ended up on Birdy’s
chest with his finger around Birdy’s throat. Heseal his salad fork to the sky.

-You go and do it, you crazy bastard, Birdy sdich tired a dealin’ with your
shit anyway. | tried to help, but you can justagband die alone.

Tim dropped the fork and stood up.

-Alright, he said. Least you did what you coulduess you’re not all bitch.

Birdy came to his feet and charged at Tim, whoselddhim down again.

-Nah, Tim said, | think that’s good for tonight.

He offered his hand.

-Thanks, Tim said. Maybe | got too worked up, ¥oow. It wasn’t really your
fault. It's those damn Germans.

Birdy was confused for many reasons, but, forfitlsé time, he saw his brother-
in-law offering what looked like a friendship rathitban a co-existence. He took his
hand.

-Yeah, he said, those damn Germans.

They went inside, marked with bruises and redtsbes.
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Both were still marked when they sat at the Realc8hthe next day. Weeks
passed until Tim started to tell the story of haatdhgotten close to his brother-in-law.
Until then, the mystery was the allure of the ledjen

Still, some of Martin’s patrons say that Birdy afidh are more similar than they
appear to be. Both acquired a talent for gainevgidage over others and imposing
themselves on others. Both discovered these taldmite they were boys, before they'd
matured enough to realize how their games mightenpeople.

Birdy still faced the concern of Aldara, who haarted to call him every other
day, but, eventually, he’'d find another plan.

12. The Story of How Martin Worked to Make Thinggir With his Family

The trouble started right after the white rose &eras Bluebonnet wedding,
where Sofia was slender in her gown although steewith child. They kissed: she
loved the imperfect man in her arms and the hondettae family in her imagination,
while Frankie loved the feel of his wife’s bodyher gown, and in a spell that lasted only
a few hours, he was unburdened of fear

But for weeks he and his fiancée had endured ttad $tages of preparations that
deprived them of rest and put shadows under tiyes.eThe marriage had already
started. Even when there were hours left untildRend Howard made the union official
before friends, relations, God, and all His kingddéirankie sprinted about Breaux Bridge
to complete the final list of tasks that had tadbee. His pants needed to be hemmed.
He needed to find the disc with the song that thais song so that they’d have proper

music for the photo album dance. In-laws wereingiat the airport.
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Sitting in the passenger’s seat, helping Frankig btave through the last dash,
was his brother, Martin. He’d left his prison callout four weeks earlier, so he gazed
through the window at all the folks working andktag on cell phones and laughing and
going through the motions of their daily habits.t€dde was beautiful; he loved watching
all the commotion even though the open space &igdd him.

All that worry was worth it, Sofia told her mothadter the ceremony. The
married couple would later look through their bindeéwedding photos and say that
everything had been right with the service, th&t fmarried kiss, and that everything had
been right with the ballroom reception in Lafayettdil Timothy and Nolan had gotten
into a fight and knocked over a tower of champagjasses that had shattered over the
floor and sent a speck of glass into the Reveremaand’s eye.

The incident was a popular story around the RextIShlrim and Nolan had been
close friends for a few weeks after Tim had pinhedan at the competition at
Labraunch County High School. They'd just sat tigio what they complained had been
a boring service that lasted too long, so the beysced when they found themselves in
a ballroom among glasses of wine, bottles of eerstories of campaign glasses, and a
flock of Sofia’s bridesmaids. Nolan and Tim’s paiehad granted the boys freedom on
that special evening, and the boys had indulgedisifreedom until they were drunk and
feeling all the more liberated.

-Good stuff here, man, Tim said as he looked actios room.

-Yeah, Nolan answered.

-We outta do some damage here tonight, Tim sugdeste

-Yeah, Nolan answered.
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So Nolan found a bridesmaid who was alone and sgyiWwhile Tim found a
bridesmaid who was dancing with another young mao was Sofia’s brother, Edward
Frederick. Edward had been dating Molly, the yolaaty with whom he was dancing,
for a few months; they would be engaged a year.latan grabbed Molly by the wrist
and pulled. She resisted, so Tim lifted her up dmscshoulder. Edward, who was
currently in the police academy, intervened, amdielee started.

Reverend Howard heard the commotion. He turndahdothat Tim brawling
with two other boys in fine tuxedoes while Nolanswassing and fondling the
Reverend’s daughter, who was only fifteen but Heehdy acquired her mother’s body.
Nolan let her go to join the brawl next to the towéglasses, and Howard ran towards
the ordeal.

As soon as Martin had taken Nolan and Tim by tHexand dragged them out
the back door, the reception attendants had moapeédwept away the mess and a
paramedic in attendance had removed the glassR®rerend Howard'’s eye, and
Frankie and Sofia went back to creating scenethophoto album.

The reception ended peacefully. The couple weettteir wedding suite.
Bellhops in their bellhop red-and-blacks and cajpsight to the suite clusters of Texas
Bluebonnets and whites roses with a million stamtmbreath from the wedding, along
with clay pots holding sweet basil, gifts from Sdéi mother. The husband and wife
stripped naked and sat in the hot tub for an hatif they went to bed to make love for
the duration of just a few frantic breathes. Thbry released each other, fell on

opposite sides, and went to sleep, exhausted tnerordeal of the ceremony.
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Frankie awoke sweating with fever. He spenttieening in the restroom
vomiting, and he continued to vomit even after éh@as nothing in his stomach left but
the clear fluid dangling from his open lips as hed out Enough already, I've had
enough of this.

Sofia called the airport to postpone their firgtsd honeymoon flight to Hilo. She
could hear her husband crying in a voice she’d negard before. For three days, he sat
up in bed nibbling at his wife’s tuna sandwiched apple slices and sipping lemonade
through a straw; he didn’t look at her or answenileen she asked What was wrong or
If he’d go to the doctor or Why he was acting thesy or Where was his ring.

On the third day in bed, he couldn't tolerate @éinema of the wilting bluebonnets
and roses mixed with the basil, so Frankie leftwife at the wedding suite and drove
back to the new house that was still eggshell vaait$ unopened cardboard boxes inside.
Sofia rode a taxi to find him in the driveway, plfagboxes in the back of his truck. He
ignored her as she cried out and pushed her asida ghe stood in his path. She ran
inside and called Martin, remembering how he’daesd order to her wedding as
everyone else had either frozen into mannequissrambled about in a panic.

When Matrtin arrived holding a little league badebat, his brother had just
finished setting the last box in the bed of higkcuMartin stood in front of the open
driver’'s door; he raised his bat; Frankie took upeairon, and the standoff began. There
were threats and curses and Mr. and Mrs. Rodriguea,were walking their golden
retriever down the street as the confrontation toleke, would later instruct their
children to never go within a block of the Mazeedillouse. Sofia was in the living room

unpacking vases and picture frames because shaohattier plans, and she hated the
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feeling that came over her when she sat still. tidound that he couldn’t threaten his
brother with any act of violence that was violenbegh to convince Frankie to calm the
hell down and go on his beautiful motherfucking &gmoon with his beautiful, pregnant
wife. So, knowing his brother’s mind better thary@ne, he shouted, Fine, just tuck your
dick and drive off, you little bitch; I'll stay her and I'll fill in for ya, and if the baby is a
boy we’ll name ‘em Jean Pierre; the other kidstlkpon him like in the Johnny Cash
song, and he’ll be tougher’n hell, and we’ll putnhon the wrestling team; he’ll be one
terrible little bastard, and one day he’ll comeeafta for what you did to his mama, and
when he starts whoopin’ your ass, I'll be therehvatvideo camera and a water bottle to
coach him and to record the memories; if it's &\ge’'ll name ‘er Thelma, ‘cause | never
met a stripper or a cocktail waitress named Thebnd;hey, ya know what? A few
weeks after Sophia has the baby, she’ll be hegleghd | can start knockin’ the dirt off
her, and ‘fore ya know it, I'll have a whole triteelittle munchkin’s out here doin’ yard
work.

Frankie shouted, tossed his tire iron towardsstheet, sending Mr. and Mrs.
Rodriguez running with their golden retriever. &e Martin moved the boxes back into
the living room where Sophia was setting a framer dle fireplace. The newlyweds
enjoyed their honeymoon. Sophia never had a chandiscuss the incident with her
husband because she was too busy furnishing theetamd planning the baby shower.

Seven months later, Sofia gave birth to Chloe. tRemext week her home was
the home of her imagination until she woke up @aturday morning to discover
Frankie packing his truck again, and, again, sieccan Martin, who arrived with his

little league Slugger, and again, started by tler@ag violence and finally sent his
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brother back inside when he began making planski® $ofia’s kids on summer time
canoeing trips to Arkansas.

After that Saturday, Frankie stopped packing tisk and started taking
vacations three, four, or five times a week to efalike Jerry’s and Alderon’s bar, where
he drank whiskey and played Texas hold ‘em withngmr, single men, and, mostly, with
Christopher Caldoune. Christopher was a decedtpager and a world-class cheat.
When he played, he smoked a three-dollar cigarsttettered ashes across his beard each
time he leaned over the table to take away stacksamkie’s money. Some nights, when
Sophia knew that her Chloe couldn’t hear her, Sophed into her pillows and moaned
Lord, why can’t we just write that ole’ man a cheslery week an’ be done with it so
that he can spend some time at home?

Sophia knew that Frankie would fall asleep in thedr in the parking lot and
miss work, so she called Martin, who wanted peades family. He’d go to find his
brother, threaten his brother, and follow his beothome to make sure that he made it
back to his wife and child. After a few monthsedgalt guilty for only being able to offer
thank yous in exchange for her husband’s returishgogave Martin dinners on plastic
plates. Martin noticed that Sophia put more timeé more love into the food as her
husband returned drunker with each passing mdakie knew that meatloaf and mashed
potatoes with gravy was his favorite. She perfithe recipe. Her next gift was
Chicken Cordon Bleu with asparagus, followed bydaagalmon with mango salsa,
Texmati rice and buttery green beans prepared #yesie’d learned from her mother.
She didn’t look at her husband when he staggersttipa windmills on their front lawn

to make his way inside at the end of the night, simeldidn’t speak to Martin until she
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heard the screen door close. There were evenings ®bphia had gone days without
talking to anyone the way she liked to readlk, and, wearing the jogging pants that
she’d had since high school along with an oversaeeatshirt, she was comfortable
when she sat close to Martin’s tired face and hagigg hair. She told him about the
noises Sophia made and about the little girlsabtidlet school where Sophia gave
lessons and Lily Robertson, the most talentedsbield ever instructed who would go on
to Broadway, Hollywood, or somewhere where regfdis become famous. One
evening, after she’d given Martin a plate of ponkgs and sweet potatoes, she kissed
him on the cheek twice before she went back iritggMartin to stand on the porch,
watching the windmills turn as his food went cold.

Martin didn’t keep many friends, but Breaux Bridgieaw him at the Red Shack
sweating and swearing and taking their orders; fasy him at Swiney’s market buying
his spices and his sausage. He was familiar to.thEhey trusted him and thought of
him as a friend, but he ate alone and drank aléiken he wasn't at his Red Shack, he
spent most of his time alone at his kitchen tatyleg new blends of spices and writing
down his thoughts about Creole seasonings alorfghistthoughts about why people
acted the way they acted and how people couldrivikee world without fighting each
other or cheating each other. With red markerdnatshed out most of these thoughts,
but he drew question marks next to a few ideashedtelieved might work in practice.

13.The Story of James Discovering Breaux BridgetaedMyth of Kentucky

Karl

James remembers the colors of the fall seasonsakhastsville, Alabama, the

aroma of decaying leaves, the melody of his moshesice along with the low rumble of
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his father’s interjections, and the feeling of comthat passed over his mind on the
strange Sunday Morning. On the previous day, beldbrated his tenth birthday at his
uncle’s pool along with his cousins and a few fdeifrom school.

James Kendrick Il watched the hills and the coftelds through the window of
his parents’ car as the family made their drivéh®smorning service at the United Trinity
Church of Christ. His mother explained that Goakta paintbrush to make the fields of
cotton and tobacco that grew along the highway.eiMine finished with the dabs of
brown and white, he added brighter shades acrossskille until he reached the hills.
Then, each morning, he made the sky.

Then his father spoke:

-Jeannine, he said, he’s a young man now and yed teestop with the nonsense.

His mother calmly replied:

- Why does it have to be nonsense?

And his father said, you know what | mean; donétpnd to be a fool. He needs
to learn how to grow up.

-He'll learn, his mother said, I'm not worried farminute that he’ll learn from
you, dear.

She said nothing for the rest of the trip.

Later, James sat with the other children in hisday school class. They
chattered and he carefully read verses from th& bb&salms. Pastor Albert, who led
the weekly discussions, was late, and after teruted the children had left their seats
and started to repeat the gossip they’'d heard themmouths of their parents. Martha

Bryant, a young lady who assisted Pastor Albettwsaching the children as they
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giggled, shouted, pushed and jumped about. A pBewai across the room, but Martha
said nothing. The women of United Trinity had nuherity over even the youngest men
because the book of Timothy, Paul instructed thetrtomteach, nor to usurp authority

over the man, but to remain in silence.

Martha knew these instructions well, but after lalfhour watching the children
run wild and toss wads of paper across the roomia@bk up her Bible and called the
children to their seats. Pastor Albert arrivea fiinutes later to find Martha discussing
the Gospel of Matthew. The scene froze his mgsdartha continued with the lesson,
unaware that the Pastor was glaring at her witmash contempt as he could summon on
a lovely Sunday morning.

He placed his hand on her back and spoke intedreiMartha left the room,
looking to the floor as she scurried off.

Without acknowledging the children’s expressiohsanfusion, Albert took
Martha’s vacant seat and told his students tottuthe book of Luke.

News of the scandal echoed through the churcb@s as the morning'’s service
ended, and James’ parents knew enough about tealdocdcomplain about it on their
drive home.

-Nice people, his father said, but backwards meavays.

He listened to his parents as they discussed tit#gms with United Trinity, the
place where every written and spoken word was tatlames. They were tired of the
congregation’s hateful gossip and bickering. Tiveye tired of the stories of Pastor

McHennly having his way with the ladies of the caegation, the stories of Pastor
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McHennly having his way with the girls of the coagation, and the stories of Pastor
McHennly having his way with the collection plates.

-Oh, but it's the only place close except for tlemtecostal church, his mother
said, and | won't go to the Pentecostals.

-Heck no, his father said. I'm not getting dresapdo go sing and dance with
poison snakes. And the women there aren’t rigldon’t want James running with any
of them when he gets older.

In a dream that night, a serpent with a body efdciled around him and
constricted. He was alone; he couldn’t see; hédodiuscream. Then James awoke,
relieved that he could draw breathe into his lunige.didn’t sleep again that night.

His mother often said that he was a good learhkies.parents never bought a
television, and his father supplied him with booksterature, history, and magazines
about firearms and hunting. James learned thestof the Old and New Testaments,
and he learned that these stories were truth.r A&l witnessed the scandal of Martha
Bryant, James started to wonder why his Bible styrdyp discussed only a few verses
from each book, and why the Pastors couldn’t an$ugequestions about certain verses
in ways that made sense to him.

A few years later, he started attending the regggavices with his parents. He
kept his head down each Sunday, reading from thke Bis new questions came to him.
There were doubts in his mind about the truths heidhed, but he never expressed these
doubts as words. He seldom slept more than a tewshat a time.

When James sat in the classrooms of Marthaw @pthementary School, he

didn’t like to listen to the teachers. The thitigs teachers said were simple things to
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James, and as he heard the teachers repeat tmgde iings, he squirmed in his chair
and bit his fingernails. He searched through thges of his books for pictures or stories
or truths that would take his mind away from thetuees. When the teachers insisted
that he listen, James ignored them, and if thelgdyetd him again, he shouted, threw his
books, or ran sobbing out the door. Most of hstrurctors gave in to the protests and
allowed the boy to sit outside the class room &ad mlone. He became friends with a
few children who were too slow or too quick to plaigh the others.

He didn’t squirm or bite his fingernails as muanhmiddle school or high school.
He took the pills that his mother placed on theakfast table each morning, and when he
got to school and sat at his desk, he listenedeg®imple things that his teachers
explained to him. James filled his notebooks wlifferent ways to explain these ideas,
along with birds, airplanes, dragons, fish, raas,cdeer, lions and insects that appeared
when he felt that he wanted to shout and flee dloent The school desks were ugly, and
class was dull, but James made no noise.

He’d been a pudgy child who bumped into desks andehind most of his
classmates in Physical Education. He grew to teem@ager, and his body matured. His
family had never seen a child who ate more thamtée at the table. His mother gave
him all the meat from his father’s hunting tripgdaall the biscuits from her oven that he
wanted. His father gave him chores: James cabagd of mulch to the garden and the
rose bushes for his parents; he cut trees andegditwith an axe for his grandfather; he
moved furniture for his aunt whenever she had ge to redecorate a room; he helped

roof the house, put tiles on the floor, lay brieksl cement across the patio, and build a
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fence across the back yard. Muscles grew arountinhibs and his torso. Black hair
sprouted from his arms, chest, shoulders and &amkhe started to resemble his father.

When he was seventeen, James earned some of besthsgandardized test
scores in Marthaw County High School’s history.s Idarents spoke to him of college,
but James refused to speak back. He hated schoalibe school was a place where he
sat at an ugly desk suffering a classroom lectheeworst feeling he’d ever known.

-No, he told his father, | won't go back to scho&ven if you throw me out and
make me go live in the woods.

His father was sitting at his garage table shamgeaihunting knife when James
made this declaration. His father didn’t flinchlook away from the blade.

-Go on and see what the world has for you themnssvered. Go find your
adventures and make your mistakes. It's what yoneg do, | guess. You'll come back
to where you started though. You might be oldantham, but you’ll drift on back.

He also told his son that attending the United ifyi@hurch was no longer an
obligation. James didn’t know what to do with tkisd of freedom. He’'d never
objected to going to morning services because werg parts of his routine like
showering and dressing for school, chopping woadi® grandfather, or shoveling
mulch so that his mother could grow squash, tonsaaoel broccoli.

Later that day, James moved twenty bags of fegtilirom his father’s pickup
truck to the garage and thought about his reasmrgoing to church twice a week with
his parents. He finished, drank some iced teas@tee biscuits that mother had left on
the kitchen table, and decided that he’d rathepsta read a magazine than go to the

United Trinity.
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Huntsville is a place where the young people stiedew, simple routines of
their parents. There is one major road that r@ss fhe main places of interest: Mark’s
Smoke House, Edgar Robertson’s Gun range, the Ve, lind a row of fast food
restaurants. Children travel across this roadvasitithese places until everything to be
seen in Huntsville is as familiar as their livingpms. Most of the young men and
women will find comfort in the same faces, voicasd routines, and these people will
stay to live in the safety of this comfort. A fefthem will grow to despise everything
familiar, and they will run off as soon as they ddlte means.

James discussed with his parents his ideas ofrlga¥untsville when he was
seventeen years old. He’d visited his relativeBrownsville, Kentucky, Fable,
Tennessee, and McKenzie, Alabama. When he thaighése places, nothing in his
memory excited his blood enough to inspire himegib packing his books and his
knives into boxes.

But he’d never been to visit his Uncle Roland place called Breaux Bridge, a
town in Louisiana between the interstate and teatgrreeks. His father said that the
people of Breaux Bridge ate spiced foods that edisbwhere else in the world, drank
moonshine made from an unnamed fruit, and dancsttdnge music that enchanted
their bodies and set them in motion to fight andkenand gamble and laugh and kiss in
ways that outsiders could not understand withdotaihg the music, the spices, and the
drinks to possess them.

-It can be a terrible place, his father said, kridw people who found a way to

love it.
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Uncle Roland lived in a large, empty house, anccareked company. James drew
in his notebooks silhouettes of the people of Bxewidge that his father had described.
He drew also cauldrons of spiced seafood and teushiaped bottles of moonshine.
James spoke to his Uncle Roland on the phone aeeédatp help with chores in
exchange for a place to live.

One week after James graduated high school, hisenkissed him on the
forehead and told him that he was always free tecback to Huntsville if Uncle
Roland was too much to live with. With his fathéames placed in the bed of his truck a
study desk, a cushioned chair, a stereo, and bmees of books. His father patted him
on the back and instructed him to drive away, wagnhat James’ mother might wrap her
arms around her boy’s shoulders and refuse toselein.

-Call me when you get there, he told him, and tvalte a week.

Uncle Roland had been married for three years bédfsr wife left him to live
with an architect in Spain. He’d remained alonesiven years in the same two story
house that he and his former wife had plannedltwith children, dogs, and cats.
Roland stayed occupied with his work as the co-ownh&illiard’s Roofing Co; he
immersed himself in paper contracts and phone nesvdye order forms that surrounded
the desk in his office. He spent little time i1 leimpty home.

James parked his truck in Uncle Roland’s drives@yen hours later. He hadn’t
seen his uncle in eleven years. He had no friem@seaux Bridge. He was hungry from
a long drive, so Uncle Roland put in James’ hatehalollar bill and told him how to

find Martin Mazerolle’s Red Shack:
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Off Paris Street, an unmarked road that runs freerlboats along Whiskey creek
to Interstate 10, is a wooden shed surroundeddyqiables in a grass field where
Martin Mazerolle boils the best crawfish in the \dor

He arrived at the Red Shack almost an hour past,nehen most of the regulars
had already given Matrtin their orders and foundrthkaces at the picnic tables. James
stood in front of the shed, searching for a mensooneone in a uniform, unaware that
Martin sold only one dish.

Around him, people sat at picnic tables beneathreftas sharing piles of
crawfish, red potatoes, corn on the cob, boiledage, and garlic cloves. They placed
empty crawfish shells in tin bowls and passed ailawotis of paper towels. James
smelled the blend of spices that were new to hienhdmard people speaking with
unfamiliar accents.

Just a few tables away, Crazy Tim sat with hisnidgi Nolan, whom he’d met over
the course of his high school wrestling careem Was watching a muscled out-of-
towner who looked to be about Tim’s age. He saat tie stranger was trying to learn
about the culture of Red Shack.

-Let’s go help ‘em, he said to Nolan.

They approached James, who was hungry, confusddeady to give his ten
dollar bill to anyone who promised food and guidanc

-Do ya’'ll work here? he asked.

-Naw, man, Nolan said. We kinda like the ambasisaldere. How many pounds
a’ crawdads you need?

-Do they come with vegetables? James asked.
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-We'll take care of ya, Nolan answered. Put ymaney away.

Nolan went to give his order to Martin Mazerol&ile Tim spoke to James and
observed him to see if they could be friends.

-I've never had crawfish, James confessed. Yogorena have to show me how
this works. | don’t know how to eat them.

-Where you from, Tim asked.

-Huntsville, Alabama, James answered. | was boKentucky, but didn’t really
live there. | think I'm gonna like crawfish. Itnells good here.

Tim nodded, rose from the table, and went to nealeal with Martin Mazerolle.

-We got somebody new here, Tim said to Martin/sH@nna be with me and
Nolan. Give him somethin’ special.

-Who is he? Martin asked.

Tim hadn’t asked the stranger his name yet, smhgined one.

-He’s Karl from Kentucky, Tim answered.

He liked the sound of the words.

They made a deal to initiate Karl to Breaux Brid@ign gave a wrinkled five
dollar bill to Martin, who agreed to boil as manyuymds of crawfish, sausage and
vegetables as they could eat. But Martin wouldtpree fold the amount of spices in
each batch.

-He gonna be sweatin’ in a few minutes, Martin Ma#le promised.

James waited at a picnic table and drank a pitchleeer with Nolan and Tim,
who asked what it was like in Huntsville. Jamegdiesl that there was no crawfish in

Huntsville, but that they drank beer.
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Martin set a place of crawdads in front of James.

Tim showed him the proper method of remg\ail meat from the shell, and
James learned to peel after just five or six cralgdalim waited for James to react to the
extra seasoning as the stout young man stuffeddwhtail meat into his mouth along
with potatoes and sausage.

-It's real good stuff, James said with a bit ofrcdangling from his bottom lip.
Both Tim and Nolan had tried to eat a few of thecs@l crawdads. They were sweating;
they ate slowl between long sips of beer, but Jasoe8nued to peel away at the
crawfish, stopping only to assure his new frierids it was real good stuff.

James finished the crawdad in a matter of minutagewim and Nolan wiped the
burning spices off their lips to stop the burning.

James approached the counter at the Red Shadjuestea second batch of what
was now his favorite food. Martin Mazerolle shdo& head, asked for the Lord’s
forgiveness, and boiled another helping that hadetthe seasoning of the previous
batch.

Tim and Nolan peeled a few tails before they amced that they were full. With
juices dripping form his fingers, James ate eveoysal of food in the pail and went back
request another helping. Martin Mazerolle addedtwie thought was an inhumane
amount of spices. When James returned again teutesi later, Martin delivered what
he decided would be the final helping to the tatdhere Tim and Nolansat opposite of
the stranger.

So you brought in a ringer, Martin Mazerolle saibu little hustlers.

No, Nolan insisted, we just met this guy. We want to see what we’'re about.

112



No more special deals for you, Martin answeredis ©the last scam you’'ll ever
run here.

Although he wasn’t sure what he’d done wrong, Jadeesded to leave. He was
sluggish from the pounds of food in his stomacl lae knocked over a pitcher of beer as
he stood.

Man, I'm ‘bout ready to chase ya'll off with a dtidMartin said. Finish eating and
go home. And if one of ya'll starts chokin’ to dleal ain’t giving you no help.

Thanks Mr. Matrtin, Tim said, smiling. | love whatu do here, man.

Martin pointed at James.

-And you, he said, you don’t come back here.

So James decided to sit and eat a bit more be®lefth Crazy Tim watched as
James chewed away at a red potato.

-Man, Crazy Tim said, you legit. You want a job?

Ten miles outside of Lafayette sat Jerry’s, avaiétn pool tables and dance
floors. The served drinks there until five in therning, in spite of state laws. The staff
at Jerry’s often enjoyed sometimes two or threeseoutive nights without withessing a
brawl, but these evenings were uncommon blesshajscame with perfect weather.
Tim, along with a few other young men, most of whioad been on one of the local high
school wrestling teams, worked as security enfert@rten dollars an hour.

Crazy Tim explained how he and his teammates wotdgether to pull drunken,
fighting patrons apart and drag them out the dodtss was a casual topic for Tim, who

spoke of restraining depraved alcoholics the wagl&Roland spoke of roofing a house.
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When James listened to these stories, and he vesyped and terrified as he visualized
himself standing at the door of Jerry’s.

James agreed to take the job. He returned hombeggkd Uncle Roland not to
tell mom and dad. Roland congratulated the bofjrwhing a job so quickly. He poured
to glasses of whiskey to toast the occasion.

In the back yard overlooking the moonlit creekytbat in lawn chairs, sticking
wads of dip into their mouths, sipping whiskey, amditting at mosquitoes. Uncle
Roland spoke about his fishing trip in Canada dytire winter before his wife had left;
he told James about the labor of drilling a hotetlgh the ice and waiting for days to see
the rod bend as your fingers and your face go nwittbcoldness. They finished half a
handle of whiskey before Roland announced thatdiddvattend church the next
morning. He stared at his nephew for minute.

-Your dad said that you don't like going to churtimcle Roland said.

James had no answer.

-It’s alright, Uncle Roland said, you can tell muRy. | just wanna know.

-1 get, James stammered, | get bored sometimes.

Roland refilled his glass as he spoke.

-You don’t gotta go with me if you don’t want to.

-l don’t mind, James said.

- You read lots of the Bible, huh?

-Yeah, James said.

-You believe what you read?

-Well, James said, | mean, you know, some thimggust stories.
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-They all just stories, Uncle Roland said, theghyably ain’t real like you and me
are real. Maybe somebody makes somethin’ up, obm#yey see something they can't
explain. Then they tell their buddies, and theiddies tell their wives, and their wives
gossip, and then you got a story. It ain’t alhiet it ain’t real like this glass is real.

-So are you a Christian? James asked.

-Yeah, he answered, why the hell not?

-So you think you go to heaven when you die?

-I dunno, Uncle Roland answered. That might be @fithem stories. Might not
be real like this chair is real.

-What kind of Christian are you? James asked. Whyou keep going to church?

-Everybody got their superstitions, Uncle Rolandared.

He pulled his keychain from his pocket.

-See this? This my lucky fishin’ lure. Didn'tv®hooks when my dad gave it to
me, so | just put it on with my keys and decidedaould bring good luck. Sometimes, it
works.

-But goin’ to church is different, James said.

-No it ain’t, Uncle Roland said. It's somethindd that don’t make any sense, but
it helps sometimes. Cheer up now. You look alhgl This new job is gonna be good
for ya.

The following Thursday night at Jerry’s was thet £ catastrophe that the
security team encountered a few times each yeait Wwas James’ first evening there, so

the incident shaped his idea of what was commdery’s.
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Frankie Mazerolle, Martin’s younger sibling, brésigrouble to Jerry’s that
evening. The people of Breaux Bridge witnesseakiess savage night life and told
tales of his drinking and his scuffles with theipel The man of these stories became
more real to Breaux Bridgers than the man himdetankie was notorious. His pretty
wife, Sophia, usually only left her home to go wiisey’s Market and to the ballet school
where she taught young girls. She smiled for emaeyshe met. She kissed and coddled
her newborn girl. Every Breaux Bridger who talkeith Sophia loved her and despised
Frankie, the man of the awful stories. They &eftting when they heard about an
ungrateful fool enjoying all the blessings that &agth can provide.

Frankie was drunk and eager to lay his cards @thbney across the table when
he arrived at Jerry’s on the first night of Jams=turity career. James was standing next
to the bar wiping the sweat from his palms intogasts as he watched the crowds of
people. They drank, chatted, danced, embracesh®ad, and laughed and liberated
themselves from civil behavior in a way James hiagithessed. James had never been
among so much noise and movement; he feared #atahm of bodies, smoke, and
music would carry him off if he lost sight of Crazym, who stood at the opposite end of
the room.

Neither the security team nor the two men playiiegas hold ‘em would be able
to explain how the dispute started, but everyora tiee card table heard Frankie
shouting at an old pool shark who’d come from sdampin Florida and ended up
fighting over a thirty dollar wager. Frankie ame tstranger began the ritual of staring
violently, bumping chests, cursing, and, finallysawing their fists. James followed

Tim; the two shoved their way through the crowd amde the first of six security men to
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intervene. Because of where he stood in the djht,|James could not see the gun that
stranger produced, and he didn't hesitate like Tumo was facing the barrel. He tackled
the stranger, and as they hit the concrete flammes saw the pistol sliding away from the
stranger’s flailing arm.

Four other bouncers carried the stranger out dloe.dTim gave his new friend a
few hard slaps on the back and once again procththad Big Kid from Kentucky was
legit. Deaf to Tim’s praises, James walked outdber to vomit by a dumpster.

One of the bartenders called Frankie’s wife. Kmrastood in the parking lot next
to Tim and James who made sure that he didn’bfavander off or try to enter the bar
again.

Sophia didn’t look upon her husband when she atri$he offered thanks and
apologies to the boys as Frankie faded away t@ stethe passenger’s seat of the car.
Tim explained how his friend had ignored the fefaa dbaded gun and beaten the hell out
of the hustler from Atlanta, or maybe Arkansaspl8a listened to the first recital of the
story of James’ defeating an ugly foreigner. Shseoved the hero of the tale as he stood
before her, his mouth opened and his eyes refgpédiar. She kissed him on the cheek,
returned to her car and drove her unconscious hdshhame. Crazy Tim gazed at the
hero of his story.

-Aw man, he said, you good with them ladies.

James returned home and slept for a few hoursd#ie snake with the skin of

ice returned for him. He sat up in bed readintpaksof car magazines until sunrise.
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Roland was in the kitchen pouring coffee when Jaapproached him to ask
when he was going to church again. He didn’'t ansawérst; he poured slowly and
wondered what had taken hold of his nephew.

-There’s a late service tonight. Roland said. Ancearly one Sunday. You can go
without me. How was your new job?

-It was exciting, James said. I'm gonna stay with

That afternoon, Tim sat with Birdy Thompson Bryhrs, future brother-in-law, at
the Red Shack. Having engaged Tim'’s sister, Bsmlyght to explain everything he’'d
learned about courting and seducing girls in hapasCrazy Tim would one day bring
tales of conquests to the lunch table. In this,vigagdy could celebrate the rush of new
victories even as his own life grew more domestidat

-Don’t be so hungry all the time, Birdy said. Yoan't look like one of them
pitbulls lookin” at a pork chop.

-1 get you, Tim said, | get you. Oh, hey, you mibett new guy Karl?

-Who?

Karl. From Kentucky.

He’d decided to keep referring to his friend as|&cause he enjoyed the sound
of the name when he recited his tales. He’d ndtiames about this new title.

This was the story: a hustler with tattoos overanmas and his neck had come
from Virginia, or maybe South Carolina, to Jerryisere he played a game of Texas
Hold ‘em with Frankie Mazerolle. The drifter hatbpably been to prison, because,
according to Crazy Tim, the ink across his skirkkmblike the work of an inmate.

Frankie, according to Tim, was a damn, damn idiot,he didn’t let anyone boss him,
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except his brother of course, so he didn’t backmdéem the hustler when the hustler
tried to cheat.

Tim illustrated the fight by swinging his fists owe table and stomping his foot
against the ground to signify each blow. Tim ceséal that he’d been scared when the
hustler had pointed a gun at him; Tim was young, lewanted to better understand
God and to know more girls before he passed on.

Karl, whose shoulders were as wide as one of Martables, did not fear bullets,
prison tattoos, bleeding or even death. Karl Hezhdy come to understand God as well
as anyone really could, and he’d known many, madiek, so he just didn’t give a shit
about whatever death had planned for him. Hetddithe hustler up and thrown him
down. The enemy had gone limp and surrenderefishel.

Then, Frankie’s wife came to carry off her unworttusband. Tim reported that
Sophia was very kind that evening, and that hetrrwas as perfectly formed as anything
in Breaux Bridge. Karl looked upon one of the traessirable creatures to walk to earth,
but he didn’t feel the need to say anything to Hastead, he grabbed her and kissed her.
Frankie, who’'d come to the Red Shack to argue higlbrother, listened to Tim’s story.
He’d had too much to drink to recall most of th¢atls. He remembered only arriving at
Jerry’s and then arriving home with Sophia in theet’s seat. Frankie didn’t remember
Karl. He saw a table of listeners grinning as Tiesaibed how Sophia hadn't resisted
Karl's advance.

That evening, Frankie watched his wife prepar bréps and green beans for

Chloe, their daughter. She wiped the baby girltefevith a napkin and giggled, her face
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mimicking the looks of her daughter, to whom sngland laughing were still simple
things.

Frankie didn’t know if the story of Karl and hisferwas real, but he knew that
the people who judged him each day would recitéitother man’s stench lingered at
the dinner table.

-l won't take it, Frankie said. | ain’t gonna stifor it.

Sophia looked to him, still mimicking her daugtggoy.

She answered with love in her voice.

-Whatever you talkin’ about, she said, grinningpatever crazy thoughts you
cookin’ up right now, you tell me later. Or doteéll me at all. But not around her.

-Nobody is gonna do me like this, Frankie saidlom’t care who he is.

His wife rose, knelt by her husband, and embréoexd brushing her lips against
his cheek.

-I'll take her to my mom’s house right now if yolon't stop, she whispered.

They finished dinner without any other discussion.

Days passed, and the people who sat at Martin MbBearpicnic tables of
repeated Crazy Tim'’s story of Karl. They also ttld story of Karl tricking Martin
Mazerolle into selling him ten plates of food fore dollars: Martin had banned him
from the Red Shack, so Karl threw a pitcher of ladrim and overturned a picnic table
before he left.

No one, save Crazy Tim, had ever seen Karl. Ndidn't frequent the Red
Shack enough to dispel the myth. No one knew whet@ been born in Kentucky or his

reason for coming to Breaux Bridge. No one knew lasv thick or hairy his arms really
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were, or how much weight he could carry over hischeSo in their minds, they created
his body, his thoughts, his emotions, and his adgéntures. The act of telling the story
was an act of creation: the events of the storyewsually the same, but each recital of
allowed the story teller to recreate the myth veithew voice.

The pastor at the First Methodist Church of BreBugge was a thin man with a
mustache that concealed most of his upper lipsptdke very little about hell or sinners,
and he said nothing to suggest that the world wasetched place deserving of God’s
cruelest treatment. The pastor usually started seachce by praising his wife’s cooking;
when she made pot roast, his favorite dish, hedanss hands to the ceiling and thanked
the Lord for life and for those meat and vegetahblaging at home.

The congregation smiled and celebrated with hillmmes took to his habit of
reading verses from the Bible in front of him. tdared looking up from the pages and
addressing the others: he did not share with ttenfeteling of the spirit that allowed
them to cheer and raise their hands as if they@nknown suffering. He hated lying,
and, in his mind, to mimic their motions of adubatiwould be a lie.

James usually attended church twice a week. Helintde Roland that the rituals
made him feel better about the world, but he wasur'e if this was true. But after he
started attending the services, he didn’'t spendasy hours in his bed each night staring
at the curtains thinking of what it was to be dead.

He always arrived early to work at Jerry’s and aisvavalked in a few minutes
late. In the parking lot, he’d sit alone in hisdk reciting the words Have mercy upon

me, Oh Lord, for | am weak; Oh Lord, heal me, forlbones are vexed. For five nights
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a week for two weeks, he cried as he prayed ipé#nking lot, but it was dark inside the
bar so no one saw that his black shirt was damp.

James never paused when the fights started. Hewidnthe other bouncers as
they ran to carry off drunks who were entangledchwither drunks. Many of the
customers who had be removed didn’t fear Jamesubed#e had such a young face.
Sometimes they shouted at James, threatened hthsoametimes they assaulted him
with wild punches and with every curse insult comnmthe English language.

After a month of this treatment, James was abtetiarn from work each morning
and, after a thorough prayer, quickly fall asle@je threats, the brawling, and the
pugilists’ stench of cigarettes, sweat, and alcdiaol become routine like the chores his
father used to assign him.

His best friends, Tim and Nolan, had been out ghtsichool for less than a year.
They'd saved their money and made plans to findusé where they could live away
from their parents.

Brandon Allastar rented one of his single story Berto Nolan and Tim. He was
reluctant to deal with tenants who had no creditdny. He wasn’t well acquainted with
them, but he did remember Sherriff Perkins tellmng about the time the young fellows
trespassed on a private range to harass bovineavpigilet gun.

He’'d promised Nolan’s father a favor in exchangesafato repair. Hunter
Mazerolle was a stubborn man who expected evergmhenor his or her business
agreements regardless of whether these deals mszgbied on paper, sealed with a

handshake, sweet, bitter, or utterly sickeningntduwas also a man with great faith in
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his intuition, and he cursed himself twice as Naad Crazy Tim signed the legal papers
without reading a word of the contract.

After they'd signed, they realized that they neetteflirnish the house. They
searched the classified section of the Breaux Bridgune. The next morning, they
drove across a dirt road to a wilting house next barn where Jesse Alexander Jaroquex
was selling everything he couldn’t fit in his miaiv. Jesses wore overalls, and his
neglected silver hair touched his shoulders. Eathat week, he'd sat in front of the
television as his wife had filled every suitcas¢hea house with everything she
considered hers and left Breaux Bridge.

Nolan and Tim searched through the remains oeXedsmestic life that were
scattered across the field. As they searched,hBand an odd calling and looked to find
a young goat with a chain tied around his neckgtbeet had uprooted the spike that had
anchored the chain, and he used the opportunggitba pile of work boots.

Jesse pulled the chain. The goat resisted. Watlpd&lim, Jesse struck the animal
across the face. The goat bit him on the arm Tamdstarted to adore this creature. He
knelt before the animal, the two regarded eachrp#imel they became friends within a
few minutes.

The boys handed Jesses a pile of bills that thegfded at Jerry’s. They drove
away with a goat, a couch that they planned to pgstinst the wall to conceal the
exposed stuffing that dangled from its left sidpa#io table with a crooked leg that
Nolan said he could fix, and all the iron pieceswfauthentic horseshoe game that Tim
thought would make good entertainment in the alisseha television or stereo.

-How bout we call him Dan Gable? Tim suggestedhag drove home.
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-Man, you got lots a’ good ideas today, Nolan said

They arrived to their home where James hehtto drink cans of beer. James
rubbed Dan Gable behind his ears as Nolan tookrertea to the new patio table.

-This is gonna work out great, | think. Crazy T3aid. We'll just let him eat up
the grass on the front lawn, and we won’t have tovrt.

James shook his head.

-l don’'t know, he said, my granddad had goat wheas a little kid. | don’t
think they’ll just eat the grass all even like ywant it.

-Naw, Tim answered, Dan’ll take care of it. Yawokv, Gable was the meanest
wrestler ever. The best too. The Russians téstedor ‘roids five times when he was
kickin’ their asses at the Olympics.

-Alright. James said. You must know goats bdttan me.

Dan Gable was eager to graze. Within a week, thasenot a blade of grass left
on the front lawn, so he started chewing at thésreatangled in the soil. The young
men’s house guests, most of whom werefellow bow¢ed Dan carrots as they talked
about the bizarre events at Jerry’s and learneddhe of horseshoes. Nolan placed
wrestling mats across the garage floor where thagkdand practiced new ways to
handle unruly customers.

Eventually, Hunter came for a routine check ofgrigperty. He was upset when
he saw that there was no lawn in front of his hotrsstead, there was a dirt field of
empty beer cans where James, Birdy, Nolan, andyCriaz were playing horseshoes.

There was also a patio table resting sidewaysdarditi; Brandon found that it was
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missing a leg and that the boys had stuck in tkiersd leg into the ground to mark the
spot where they pitched horseshoes.

Hunter was further upset when he walked into thragg there were craters and
holes in the walls that surrounded a set of wiggtihats. He stepped over more empty
beer cans. Then, he entered the living room whg@aawith an American flag bandana
around its neck was sitting on a couch. A wadoots from the front yard dangled from
the animal’s mouth.

As Hunter spoke to the boys, he made sure toudgrehoose each word. The
tenets would replace the grass in two weeks time tlaey would find Dan Gable a new
home. If the tenets had not met these conditidnster would return to shoot the goat
himself and to drive the boys off his property awhy from the civilized world.

Tim and Nolan discussed the matter later that rgkt the game of horseshoes.
After Nolan took the first inning, they figured dubw they’d replaced the grass in the
front lawn, and the two shook hands. But there stilighe problem of what to do with
Dan Gable. Tim was standing at the table leg takim at the stake when he got the
answer:

-How ‘bout we just send Dan to live with Karl? Tsaid.

-Who the hell's Karl? Nolan answered.

-Our boy, Tim said, our new boy.

-You talkin’ about James. Nolan said. Nobodyshlim Karl. You need to go
and get your head worked on. Will he take Dan?

-‘Course he will, Tim said. He likes animals. gi@w up on a farm in Kentucky.
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-He grew up in ‘Bama, Nolan said. You know, youftse the hell outta people.
You need to go and ask God for a new brain. Huprgnd pitch.

Tim thought for a minute.

-His birthday’s in two weeks, huh? Crazy Tim said.

-You talkin’ about James? Nolan said. Yeah. Thatst he said. Pitch already.

-We'll give ‘em to Dan for a birthday present. Tgaid. Dan can trim his grass
for ‘em.

Tim pitched, scored a ringer, and shook hands lghhoommate again.

The next morning, Nolan rubbed gel in his hair, uthe collared shirt that he
kept clean for church and for dates, and went tckron Hunter Mazerolle’s door.

Hunter had indigestion; he rubbed his stomach aspkeed the door to Nolan.

-What are you here for? He said.

-How you doin’ today, Mr. Matterelle? Nolan saidjiBng the same way that
he’d practiced in the mirror.

-It's Mazerolle, Hunter said. What do you want?

-Well, sir, me and Tim were talking about how to your grass yesterday.

-That’s very good, Hunter said.

-Well, and, the thing is, it's gonna cost some nypidplan said. Now me and
Tim both have some experience painting houses,vegilt,we figured that your house
could use a fresh coat.

Hunter's stomach burned and rumbled.

-It's been a while, he said, but | don’t really deeew paint.

-Well, we think you do, Nolan answered.
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He extended his arm to reveal a handful of eggga@iit chips.

-These came right off the side of your house. Ns&d. | didn’t hardly have to
pick at ‘em. Watch this.

He leaned forward and used his fingernails to pigoae fragment of paint off the
door panel.

-Stop! Hunter shouted. Jesus Lord!

He closed his eyes and shook his head.

-So, | guess there’s no other way ya’'ll can getrtomey? He said.

-Probably not, Nolan said. We don’t make all tmatch. We’'re not old and rich
and responsible yet.

-So you want me to pay for the grass that you dethat sheep? Hunter said.

-Sheep? Aw, you mean Dan Gable.

-What?

-1 thought you heard. The goat’s name is Dan Gabidan said. We named him
after the meanest wrestler ever. You know, thgtapaches the lowa Hawkeyes? He's
sixty years old and still nobody can pin him.

-1 know who he is, Hunter said. I'm not gonna lte® long if you keep stressin’
me. How much will the grass cost?

-Well, we’d like a little extra too, Nolan said.o¥ know, for the labor.

That evening, James was standing at the door waeaw that Frankie Mazerolle
had returned. Frankie was scanning James’ bodydlyehat men will when they drink
and start to conjure thoughts of fighting. He’drlged not to grow nervous around men

who assumed threatening postures because the miostsvmen, men like Crazy Tim,
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had no interest sticking out their chests, shoytamgl putting on menacing stares. Those
who wanted to brawl would attack without pause aodld have no concern outside of
damaging the other.

-You new here, right? Frankie said

-Pretty new, sir, James answered.

-So you know some guy who works here named Karl?

-No. James said. Haven't met him. But | don’t kralwthe guys. Lots of people
quit here all the time.

-So you ain’t friends with this Karl guy?

-I don’t even know him, James said.

-Real big guy, Frankie said, raising his hand &bloig head. You'd know him.
Wide shoulders like that door over there. Treakrarms.

-Maybe he comes in when I'm not here, James said.

-Alright, good, Frankie said.

He took out his wallet.

-How’d you like to get some quick money?

Now James was nervous.

-What do mean? He asked.

-This Karl tried some things with my wife a whago, Frankie said. Put his hands
all over her. She almost had to fight with himowiNshe ain’t comin’ here again, ‘cause |
set her straight and told her this place was ofit§i, but this Karl is gonna learn some
respect.

-1 don’t think | want to be a part of this. Jansesd.
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-You're gonna make two hundred dollars for dgrétty much nothing, Frankie
said. You look pretty tough, and | might need sdrakp to straighten this boy out. He
ain’t no friend of yours.

-Please, no, James said.

-Three hundred dollars, Frankie answered.

He stuffed the money in James’ shirt pocket.

-1 heard your boy, Tim, say that he’s gonna be keigay, Frankie said. You get
here early, about seven, and we gonna wait untbinges in the back door.

-I'm not great at this kinda stuff, James said.

-You already got paid, Frankie said, so don’t gheat me. Seven o’clock.
Friday.

-So he’s a real big guy? James said.

-Real big, Frankie repeated. But he ain’t goreetkis comin’. All | need you to
do is just make sure he doesn’'t get over on meerseiclock.

He resolved not to think about the matter untitleyi. At dawn, Uncle Roland
shook James awake. He told him to get some leftmgeuits or some scrambled eggs
from the kitchen and to put on some working clothege handed James a shovel, and as
the sun rose, they dug two holes for two oak thedise back yard. The trees, still resting
in plastic containers, were not yet as tall as anuéncle Roland wanted to watch them
grow and extend their limbs across his lawn; heeddpat in a decade or so, he could sit
and drink his whiskey and spit his tobacco in thmfort of their shade; he hoped that he

wouldn’t be sitting alone.
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They sweat into their clothes, into their woodandiies of their shovels, and into
the soil. After they'd placed the oaks into thewgrd along with the mulch, they drank
from the garden hose and admired their work.

-We'll give ‘em some fertilizer tomorrow, Uncle Rad said.

-Sure, James answered.

-1 guess I'll need to run down to the ole’ Homepdeagain, Uncle Roland said. |
might need you to carry some things. Good to lmseong guy around for help.

-Sure, James answered.

-That one looks like it might start to get a étttrooked. We might just have to tie
it to a rod or somethin’ to keep it straight.

-Alright, James said.

Uncle Roland took a long drink from the hose amged his mouth on his sleeve.

-I saw a ghost last night, he said.

James didn’'t answer. They stood there quietlafmoment, still admiring the
two oaks.

-1 got up real late, Uncle Roland said, | thinkvas eleven or twelve. | saw a
little girl. She had on a dress, a real old-lookiingss. Like something somebody woulda
worn a hundred years ago. She was really paleslaadinda glowed like the moon
glows. She said something to me, but | couldndarstand. It wasn’t English. It was a
weird noise. Then she was just gone.

They were silent.

-Yea, James finally said, | think that tree isdarcrooked, now that you

mentioned it.
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-So you probably think I'm crazy.

-No, no, James answered. | meet plenty of crapplpe You don’t seem like
them at all.

-Well, 1 didn’t think you’d believe me. I've seéhe little girl before. Three
times. Last night was the fourth. She alwaysstatka strange voice before she leaves. |
just wanted to tell you because | figured if yog&En something, you might be afraid to
tell anyone.

-I'll let you know, James said. | mean, if | ssamething odd like that.

-Thanks, Uncle Roland said. Maybe you aren’t deiik everything after you
die. Maybe you got more chores to do and more lpdoprisit. Or maybe I've been in
this house by myself for too long.

James grew friendlier with Birdy, who started bimggto Tim and Nolan’s house
a paper bag of Red Shack crawfish, vegetablessamshge with him so that James could
have his favorite food. James was dismayed thHdtle®n banned from Martin’s lunch
tables, but his friends assured him that Martin Mdaorgive anyone after enough time
had passed.

James shared his allowance of Martin’s food witd¥8while Tim and Nolan
pitched horseshoes and made wagers that neittieerof ever reconciled. When Birdy
listened to a friend, he had a way of nodding amohing his hands through his hair that
inspired others to reveal whatever burdened theidsa James revealed to Birdy
concerns that usually remained secrets. Nolantkeasnly person that James told about
his contract with Frankie.

-I'm kinda worried about this Karl guy, James said
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-Makes sense that you all worried, Birdy answerekhow all ‘bout Karl. He
nasty alright. Martin banned him from his placeusa he started throwin’ tables around
and breakin’ things.

Birdy saw that James was chewing the inside ofrtoath and that James was
afraid. He didn’'t say anything else about Karl tthay.

Later that evening, he spotted Sophia carryinggitépoutside of Swiney’s
Market, where everyone with good sense bought tresh cuts of meats. Birdy saw an
opportunity to help his friend, so after he’'d sheallo and made little Chloe laugh, he
alluded to Frankie’s upcoming confrontation withrKaSophia demanded to know more.
Birdy shrugged, said that he’d thought she’d heandl, explained that he’d already
revealed too much. Sophia crossed her arms, frovametladdressed him by his first and
last name.

-Oh, you better let me know all about this, shd.dadon’t wanna tell that pretty
fiancée a’ yours that you keepin’ secrets with éhdsty boys you run around with.

Birdy told her that Karl had broken up Frankietskpr game, choosing not to
repeat the detail of Sophia’s fabled kiss becaesdidin’'t want to draw any more anger
from the lady. She heard only that Frankie hadra@sioned James to rough up another
bouncer at Jerry’'s, and she didn’t want to leamyraore.

When he visited the Red Shack the next day, BHwdpd an empty seat close to
where Martin was having his lunch. He reciteddteey of Karl and the hustler, and
mention Frankie’s grudge with Karl, making surettliartin Mazerolle was close
enough to hear every word. Martin placed his ham@irdy’s shoulder.

-You better tell me what those fools have got p&ah Martin said.
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Martin had heard many of the stories of Karl, Brfriend whom he’d banned,
but he told Birdy that he didn’t know anyone frortaBama named James.

-Is that boy tuff? Martin asked of James.

-Yea, Birdy said, but he ain’t big enough to me#t$ that Karl.

Neither Martin nor Sophia spoke to Frankie abobawBirdy had reported
because they knew that Frankie was the sort ofwiemwould agree with his family on
any matter so that he could enjoy few days of peackthen run off to find trouble as he
pleased.

That afternoon, Nolan took advance payment fronidmdlord. He took the
money and purchased beer and plastic cups for Jamtéslay celebration that would
take place that Saturday.

Friday night came. James sat in his truck, waitorghe dashboard to show nine
o’clock so that he could step out into the parkotgmeet Frankie, and face Karl, who
had tree trunk arms and linebacker shoulders. Jameddo recite the verses of Pslams,
but he’d lost the words. His hands shook. Hegmédsis head against the steering wheel
and said Oh Lord, Oh Lord, | hate being so scalleti@time. Oh Lord, | get so scared
when I'm alone.

He was late. Frankie paced about the back pgtkinwith crowbar in his hand.
Martin Mazerolle had arrived in hopes of keeping liriother out of jail that evening. He
found Frankie, slapped him across the back of &zl land shouted:

What you doin’ out here, you dumb sonofabitch?

-I’'m dealing with somethin’ personal, Frankie aesed. You got no business

here.
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-It's gonna be my business when that poor wifgaairs calls me again, Martin
said.

-You go on home, Frankie said.

-Sure. I'll go home, Martin said, and when thaked your dumbass to jail, I'l
make sure that Sophia don’t get lonely.

Frankie raised the crowbar.

-I don't got the patience for you, Frankie said

-Don’t swing too hard now, Martin said. Sophiatauvake up next to somebody
handsome.

The brothers exchanged threats, while on the opgasde of Jerry’s Sophia
arrived to find James standing outside.

-Have you seen Frankie? Sophia asked.

-No, James answered.

-l don’t care what he paid you, she said, youdretbt get mixed up with this.

-Did you see that Karl guy? James asked.

-Karl?

-That guy who kissed you.

-Sophia crossed her arms and frowned.

-Kissed me? She snapped, Ain’t nobody kissed nd®imy house. You think
I’'m scandalous?

-No ma’am, James answered.

-Ma’am, she repeated, so | look that old now?
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-Oh, damn it, James said, as he saw Frankie amtinviaake their way towards
him. | don’t think I'm ready for all of this.

They met. There was confusion and silence amioadour of them.

Martin Mazerolle addressed James:

-You, he said, | don'’t like you at all. But yoota lot a’ sack.

Then, he addressed Frankie.

-Don’t do nothin’ stupid now, he said. Where’sttdames boy you paid?
Where’s he hidin’ out?

James raised his hand.

-That's me, sir, he said.

Martin rubbed the stubble over his chin.

-Huh. Ain’t that interesting, he said. You dorretpy well in Breaux Bridge so
far, and you don’t even know it. You ain’t banrfemm my place no more.

He left. Sophia looked to her husband.

-He took care of it, she said, pointing to Jamids.took care a’ that Karl fellow,
and Karl won't be here no more.

-1 know it’s all bullshit, Frankie said. But | kmw you an’ Martin aren’t gonna
stay out of this.

He turned to James.

-You keep that money, and we’re gonna tell evedylthat you whopped Karl
real bad. Knocked out his teeth and everything.

-You could have whooped him, James said.
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-Nobody’ll believe it, Frankie answered. Whatetrer story is, | just want him to
get beat on. Folks will think that you're reallyrsethin’.

-I'm not picking you up again, Sophia said, watkeway.

James left Frankie alone in the parking lot. Héseed Jerry’s, uncertain what
had happened and uninterested in learning the dfutie ordeal.

James birthday celebration was like most of trenengs he spent at Tim and
Nolan’s house, except that there were dozens nmemple drinking and more damage
was done to the house.

Some of the guests were friends, some high sadumplaintances, and some were
neighbors who heard music, saw a crowd, and dec¢algin. Following many plastic
cups of beer and several requests from those wkradn them in high school, Nolan
and Tim agreed to have another wrestling matchergirage. Tim had won the first
match two years earlier at a meet in Labranch Godigh. That night, the duel ended
with a draw after the boys made a hole in the it was roughly Nolan’s height and
width. Somehow, they also shattered a window. Theyged and agreed that that match
had been enough to please the audience.

There was also a small fire on the couch; no auddcsay just how it had started.
Nolan used a pot of water to smother the flamestlagal turned the cushion over so that
only the head of the seat was visibly singed.

In the back yard, Tim kissed Dan Gable on thelfeael, gave him a carrot, and
told him that he was a nice guy and a scapperle@i®an into the bed of his truck,

carefully making sure that Dan didn’t bump his headhe aluminum cover. In the bed,
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there were five buckets of blue paint for the landls house still. The festivities
continued as Dan Gable chewed at the tin buckets.

The police were patient enough to wait until aftednight to stop the party.
They received two complaints of noise and a thaxhglaint of young man jogging nude
around the block: Tim explained to the officersttiine streaker was not out of his mind,
but that he was paying the wager of a horseshoelmat

Nolan drove James home. With Dan in the bed ofrbtk, Tim drove ahead of
them and waited outside of Uncle Roland’s frondyawwhen he opened the door of the
bed, Dan stumbled out, dripping with blue paint |et Dan explore the front lawn,
hoping that his friend would get acquainted witk ihew home.

Ten minutes later, James and Nolan arrived.

-What the hell? James said, spotting Dan in thetfrawn. Why’d you bring him
here? And what did you do to him?

-That's your present, Nolan said. We figured @i liked Dan, so you can keep
him.

-No, James said. You're not bein’ serious. Tiaike back. My uncle ain’t gonna
let us keep a goat.

-We thought you’'d like him, Nolan said. You knduweg can trim your grass for
you.

-Take him back, James repeated. Don’'t wake up notdJ He goes to sleep real
early.

As they argued, Dan made his way to the back yblelhad swallowed paint, and

he began coughing and making noises unfamiliaiirm TThe racket was enough to wake
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Uncle Roland, who sat up, looked through the trasestt blinds of his window, and saw
a shroud that glowed with the moon’s light as itveab across the yard. In darkness, he
reached for his glasses. Outside, James and Crazgogxed the animal back towards
the truck. Uncle Roland pulled up the blinds atwbd there for a few minutes, looking
upon his two small oaks. He went to bed feelirgt dess lonely.

In the driveway, Dan was beginning to shake.

-Did he get into some paint? James said.

-Yea, Tim answered. He can handle it.

-1 don’t know about that, James said. Ya'll shotakle him to a vet or something.

Crazy Tim drove his friend back home, and whendo&éd into the bed of his,
truck he found Dan slumped over in a blue puddies body was still warm, his eyes
were open, but he had no pulse.

Nolan wrapped the body in a blanket in the garagd,then sat the mat, crying
and running his hands over white sheets staindd bilite.

Tim drank all the liquor in house, a quarter leotif the local moonshine, and
went out to fight. The bartenders at Jimmy Aldésqolace had dealt with Crazy Tim
many times. As he made his way across the room,d&e that he was caught in a spell:
his eyes were half closed; he breathed througtebih. They saw that he’d come to hurt
others and to hurt himself. They told him to leas@ he waited in the parking lot where
he watched two fellows, each of whom much larganthe, step out of a car with a
Mississippi license plate. He shifted his lowew j@ the left and then to the right so that
the joints would be less likely to break when hekta hit. Tim walked up to the

strangers and slapped one of them across the mda# other shouted and cursed.
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-You can stop makin’ noise, Tim said. We gonnahd® now.

He slapped the larger fellow again, and theyetiarfAll three of them had bruises
on their faces; blood came from their mouths argks@nd trickled to the pavement.
The strangers beat Tim with their fists until tHeands ached and their arms burned, but
Tim wouldn’t stop. Their desire to hurt the smahliean faded as they tired out and grew
sore. They ran, leaving Tim to stagger to theatis/seat of his truck where he fell
asleep.

His friends didn’t ask what had happened to hig fat the funeral service. After
he’d offered his words of praise to Dan, they bowesdr heads and prayed silently.

-Is he gonna be alright? James asked Birdy dfesrd finished the ceremony.

-He ain’t never gonna be alright, Birdy answeltmat, he’ll be smilin’ tomorrow.

The young walked along the creek towards the ftethlead to the clearing
along with interstate where Birdy had parked his ca

-I didn’t know you were religious like that, Birdaid to James.

-Used to be, James said.

-You still pray an’ go to church and all that? dBirasked.

-Sure. James answered. There’s good times for it.

Birdy, Nolan, and James had agreed not to speakaf had caused the death.
They'd packed the soil into hole so that there waly a short mound. They'd left
nothing to mark the grave, and they wanted Tim, wlloey loved, to keep with him
stories and memories that gave his mind comfort.

14. The Story Of How Martin Tried to Make Things Right
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Birdy Thompson Bradley made sure to invite Martrhts wedding and to his
wedding rehearsal. He did this because he likediMdut also because he had already
invited Sophia, whom he thought of as a friend, Brahkie, whom he thought of as a
curse upon his friend. He knew that Frankie cdnddrouble. Moreover, Tim had
invited Nolan. Gina, who was Tim'’s sister and Bisdfiancée, remembered in painful
detail the trouble that these two had brought éoMtazerolle wedding. She feared that
the problems at the ceremony had sparked a sdn@sldems in the marriage that would
continue until divorce, death, and maybe eventinoafterlife where all people would be
reunited.

Adding to her concerns were the stories she’d haboadit what Tim and Nolan
had done to poor Hunter Mazerolle’s house. Evigetite boys were supposed to paint
it to reconcile a debt, but the project had gomeltiy wrong: the blue paint was
contaminated with debris, including what Hunteraléeed as lumps of some kind of
animal hair. More, Tim had been acting strangen thgual. He’'d acquired a new set of
bruises and cuts on his face, most of which woelddne in time for the wedding. He
drank the cheapest, plastic bottle whiskey avalabBreaux Bridge. He told his sister
that he was trying get over the loss of a closntti

So, with just over a month before the ceremoriga@ornered her fiancé in the
living room of their apartment, crossed her armsl, said | don’t want your weird friends
and my weird brother to mess up the wedding.

-That ain’t even gonna be a problem, Birdy ansdere

He tilted his head and smiled the way he had shatethe first evening he’'d

taken her out, when she’d nodded each time he spatkéaughed and kissed him each
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time he pulled her towards him. But in the liviepm of what would be their home
together, her arms remained crossed, she frowned.

-Tim’s a sweetheart, Birdy said. He can act righen he really wants to.

-An how ‘bout Nolan? She answered. Those twalgeble stupid when they
together. We gonna get ‘em drunk and put ‘emriocem with my girlfriends.

-My boy James will be there. Birdy said. He'gite

-Oh, he’s shady, she answered. | heard all abmwutim an’ Frankie got into
with that big ole’ guy outside of Jerry’s. Oh y#agn there’s Frankie! You know he’s
shady. An’ he’s gonna get free drinks too.

-But Martin’ll be there, Birdy said, although hadn’t yet sent Martin an
invitation. C’mon now, my boy Matrtin is legit. Ygotta trust the crawdad king, baby.
You know he can handle his dumbass brother. Helbdri€razy Ole’ Boy at Frankie’s
wedding. He even handled that giant dude from Kekytwvho tried to start shit at the
crawdad shack.

-I guess he’s legit, Gina answered. He dondijag, but | still trust him more
than most a’ your friends.

-Everybody trusts my boy Martin, baby girl, Birdgid. I'm gonna talk with him.
I’'m gonna talk with Timmy, and there ain’t gonnareeissues.

-And Nolan, she said, her arms still crossed. ¥dkiwith James too. An’ talk
with any other barroom boys or thugs you wannagattnour wedding.

-I'm tellin’ you, Martin can hold it down, Birdyasd. Hey, he’s available. | bet
you can still marry him instead.

-You can be funny and cute after we get throughwedding, Gina answered.
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Later, Gina decided to invite Sofia’s brother, Edd; who was now a part of the
highway patrol, to both the rehearsal dinner amrdibdding. She even invited his
partner, Officer Bradley Hopkins because he hataface and because she took
comfort in the thought of having two officers okttaw at the ceremonies.

When Birdy handed Martin the invitation he menédrthat his friend, James,
was looking for work. James was saving the moreegnhade at Frankie’s, hoping to
move out of his Uncle’s house and move in with Madad Tim, who enjoyed more
freedom than any young men he’d ever known.

Martin no longer despised James, and he’d allawedhick boy from Alabama
to sit at his tables once again, but Martin belkietleat James was a slow minded sort who
bumped into people, knocked things over, and seatstiers in motion. Still, somehow,
James had won friends and become a figure of agsleses. Martin couldn’t
understand how James, who stuffed as much foodhiatmouth as his cheeks could
hold, and who starred off at the clouds and thergtate as bits of corn and potato
dangled the young man’s face, was hero of thesestoBut Martin felt obligated to
trust his patrons in return for their willingnessttust a convicted felon, so he offered
James eight dollars an hour to help out at the Rextk.

He was rewarded for his faith. James learnegtbper ways to purge the
crawdads, boil the crawdads the first time, clésngdots, operate the register, boil the
crawdads a second time to infuse them with seagpainrd the other chores necessary to
produce the best crawdads in the world faster #myone he’d ever hired.

And he certainly enjoyed the Red Shack food mioae anyone Martin had ever

hired. At the end of each working day, Martin Usulad at least a few pounds extra,

142



and even after a month at the Red Shack, when eteey employee had long gotten
tired of eating the same stuff, James was justadyrto sit down in front of a pile of
Martin’s cuisine and make certain that nothing Vedisto be wasted. Empty crawdad
shells and corn cobs flew across the table. Sonti@edfagments actually landed in the
garbage can that James set next to the table fmeotence. Martin would watch,
shaking his head, saying That ain’t normal for emhao being, you know. Within a
month, he decided that he liked James, but Madpt khaking his head and never told
anyone.

In a shed by the woods, about one hundred stegg fiam the red shack, Martin
kept his extra pots next to stacks of unused it&tending next to the forgotten
Christmas gifts and photo albums was a shelf hglthe books that he used to carry to
the Louisiana State University. These books weesonly things he’d taken from school
that he could see and touch, and he’d decidedverrierow them out. One evening, he
opened the shed door to find James scanning theeqdagtext that Martin recognized as
Introduction to Thermal Mechanics. Martin saidmog, took up an extra pot, and
walked away chuckling at the sight of a boy medglimth a man’s things.

But three days later, when Martin returned fortheopot, he found his Thermal
Mechanics text resting on the floor, and he notsleekets of notebook paper dangling
from between the pages of the book. He examiriedgset of notes and equations
inscribed in child’s handwriting, and after readmger the notes, he went to find James.

James was sitting on a wooden stool behind thekshé/ith his bare hands, he
was eating what looked to be roughly a pound oeblasausage links.

-Did you do all this? Martin asked.
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He tried to answer, but all that came from his thosas a mess of vowel sounds
along with bits of sausage that landed on Marfnaists and shoes. Martin threw a towel
over the young man’s head and repeated his question

-Yeah, James answered after he’'d finished hislihgot bored, you know. So
just started flipping through some of those boods got.

-Where did you go to school? College, | mean.eWldid you take classes?

-Aw, | never went. James answered. My parentdedame to, | think, but |
kinda hated school. Seemed like the people thaurkl dbe a buncha assholes. You went
to college for a while, right? Oh, | mean, | domiean that you're, well...

-Show me how you did this, Martin said. I'll giyeu overtime. I'll give ya all
the sausage n’ taters you want, but | want tolsise t

So they walked back to the shed where James opkedmbok and explained his
work. Martin watched quietly.

-You just figured this problem out? He asked.

-Yep. |just looked at it for a while and it 4&d making sense. | got pretty good
test scores in high school.

-Pretty good. | bet. You really don’t wanna gsahool a try?

-I've been thinking about it. | get bored somedsn Hey, you said | could have
more sausages, right?

-‘Course you get bored. You're brilliant, youatli You drag people outta bars
and boil crawdads. It's knucklehead work. Itartt labor. It's what | do, damn it. |
thought you were dumb as a box a’ rocks. You riegm to school before | get mad. Is

it money? Is that it?
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So James explained: he didn’t want his parentiuntsville overseeing his
work and criticizing and supervising and offeringiges or scorn for his grades. He
didn’t want his Uncle, who was spending much moretin church since he’d started
talking about ghosts and life after life few weelgslier, taking on the role of a parent
either. He didn’t want to be a boy. Martin undeosl and addressed James as an equal.

-You can go on down to the library in Lafayette,daid. I'll give ya directions if
you want, Martin said. And if you want, there’sig ble’ book there with lots and lots &’
scholarships. | got a few of ‘em myself. That vadeng time ago, but | remember how
to go through all this if ya want help.

He accepted his friend’s offer. For weeks, atehé of each workday, Martin
approached James and asked his friend so whabamgrkin’ on to get into school?

James made thirty page list of every scholarstaplie qualified for and sent off
essays, letters, and transcripts. Then, one ngraihen Martin was pouring beer for
Robby Foudeaux, James arrived to explain that theh@vest Heritage Foundation had
liked his test scores and his essay, and that arfembers of the group wanted to meet
for an interview to discuss a full-ride scholarshifhe interview would take place the
day after Birdy and Gina’s wedding rehearsal dinner

-Do you got any black socks? Martin asked.

-No. James said. I've never done any kinda ingswlike this.

-l was always good at the interviews. I'll do sohmmework. | know some
people who can give us some pointers. But get ddawoks socks to go with your shoes

and your belt. The more you're gonna bullshit, be&er you have to dress.
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Martin was always at his work or thinking about Wwigrk. He would drive to his
mother’s home each day after work, hoping thantasher, like most Breaux Bridgers,
would grow to trust him once he’d become familiate would play Sarah’s card games;
her hands would shake as she dealt cards facéetanmered each time she
announced that she’d won and that he ought totpkay better next time. She would
mumble on her way to the kitchen and return withfats of jam that Martin offered to
his customers along with slices of bread. Whehugged her, she didn’t tremble as
much as she used to. Frankie didn’t protest whartiMcame by Jerry’s or Alderon's to
escort his brother home. Sophia was always waitingim with a grocery bag holding a
three course meal and dessert. They would sth@mparch for hours talking and
watching the tiny windmill arms spin. Some niglsise rested her head on his shoulder.
Martin spent hours in his kitchen reviewing theasotie’d taken on scholarship
interviews.

In his kitchen, he would toss new blends of spin&s his skillet; he would
scribble in his notebook, crossing out most ofitleas on the page but drawing a few
guestion marks each night. When he went to waglsdw affection in faces of the
people around him. He felt tired throughout eaaf, dut he laughed more and cursed
less than he had since before he’'d gone away.

15.Lacking a Clear Plan, | Visit the Bars

Martin doesn’t own a cell phone. When James asksaihy he won't move
along with the modern word, Martin usually answeeg he doesn’t want to deal with
contacts and with those hidden charges those ptadasmen who are just like car

salesmen try to sneak into fine print. Jamesnwdhat Martin needs solitude more than

146



most people; when he was young, he wanted to experiwhatever life could offer, but

he was confined to a prison where he had to fifutyeein his own thoughts. His
meditations became habits; he needs his time &acke day just as he needs to sleep and
to dream.

After hours of mixing his spices, supervising hasling pots, prodding his
employees, sweating, working to give the line dfqas the best crawdads in the world,
Martin wants goes to his refuge: he unplugs hisghsits at his kitchen table, cooks for
himself, and adds ideas to his notebooks. Sometingdsdrink coffee at Cezonne’s, and
sometimes, he’ll sip whiskey at Alderoun's, wathk sports on the TV mounted on the
wall, and offer Lucy a rub behind the ears whilgi€browses his catalogs. If you really
need to find him, or if he really needs to find ydon't worry, because you won't travel
far across Breaux Bridge before you encounter somgou know or someone you hear
about in stories.

But some days offer few opportunities. Some daysgbweather that hinders
your journey. We enjoyed a spotless sky at nhoohabaround three, rain poured on
Breaux Bridge. We didn’t find Martin or his brotheJames called his home phone. The
phone rang, but no one answered. No surprisegslaaid, because if Martin had been
there, he’d have unplugged it.

We visited just about every setting crucial to nmghs | was gathering. At each
stop, James ordered a beer, and | did the sasgoke to a number of Breux Bridgers,
and | made notes in my binder, collecting partthefstories that eventually came
together on my desk in Houston. Drinks were spitiger some of these notes, making

some aspects of what I'd heard difficult to undemst One of my new resolutions is to
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be honest with my readers, so | must make it ¢testrl was drunk early in the afternoon,
right after the rain started drumming on the raoderry’s. By nightfall, James and | had
achieved a state of disorientation beyond whatbie drunk encompasses.

-Well, why not? James said, pouring beer from tkehpr into my glass. Nothing
else to do. | work hard during the week. Somegime

We were seated at a table at some place calledi®sthOr maybe it was
Arlene’s. My notebook lay next to my glass, absuglsome of the drinks we’d spilled
across the table. | put it away (the notebook thetbeer) because it was a depressing
reminder of how I often put myself next to paperd aens and books in hopes that if |
take on the appearance of a productive writer,weak will eventually be done
somehow.

-1 like this beer, | said, wanting to avoid anyenent observations. What kind did
you get?

-It's good enough, James answered. So you wagt to that wedding?

-Maybe, | said. Not sure if | want to think so rhuabout weddings, you know.

-You'll need something to wear if you do, Jameslsbknow a guy here who can
get you a tux for cheap. Everything's close arglydeere. Houston is just freeways and
traffic jams and people running all over the plaod it takes like an hour just to get to
the grocery story. God, what a pit. God, | caveit to leave.

-We've got great restaurants, | said

-Yeah, but you have to get there first, James sdal’ll spend fifteen, or maybe,

twenty percent of your life driving. No thanks.
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We poured more and spilled more. The pool tahle®sanding us were empty
except for two elderly men playing a game with lbadls that was unknown to me. We
got to talking about girls. I'm not sure how warséd, but we followed the usual routine
of exchanging stories, each one more graphic ancmalethan its predecessor.
Eventually, James started mumbling on about puliaig and sweat and fowl smells. |
don’t recall what narrative brought him to this cgstion, but | know we started
laughing ourselves red.

-Huh, you know, James said. Your stories are alll laf the same.

-Huh?

-Well, kind of, James said. Seems like all yooriss end up with a big fight.
Like you get into a fight with some guy over a gat you and the girl end up shouting at
each other.

-Yeah, | said. | didn’t really think about it. Mag...maybe. | don’t know.
Maybe that’s not good. You know. If you start thimg about girls and you end up
talking about some kind of brutal struggle.

-Right, James said.

He’d lost interest in what | was saying.

-What are you writing anyway?

-In my notepad book of papers? | said.

-Yeah, James said. You've been making all thesesrand asking everybody
about the city and the people.

-My magazine, | said. It's coming along. Justigetthe bare bones of it.
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-No, no, James said. | call bullshit. | call Saeigans. Shenanigans! The kinds
of things you're asking everybody have nothing ¢ondth the stuff | saw in the
pamphlet-magazine-whatever-the-hell-you-call-it.

-Ok, I said. 1 don’t really know what I'm workingn.

James stared at me.

-I'm not sure how to explain this to you, | said.

Then, I realized that I'd never really decided wimst plan for the weekend was,
which meant that | didn’t actually have a plarcould see that James wouldn’t accept
another mouthful of tired phrases, so | stoppedlyi

-There’s no article, | said. | mean, I'm writingraething, but it's not going in
American Phenomenon.

| explained. He closed his eyes and shook his.head

-So...so what are you writing then? He asked, eykslssed.

-I haven't started writing anything, | said. | doknow how I'm going to put it
together. | don’t know what it's going to be. drdt know. | needed go off someplace
else. Someplace different.

-Oh, James said. | think | get this. The engagdras you running around,
acting spastic?

| didn’t answer.

-All of my married friends got a little nervous be¢ the wedding, James said. |
mean, not nervous like you. You get real...real.

He waived his arms and legs in epileptic spasnitusirate.

-There’s no fiancée, | said.
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-Sweet baby Jesus, James said. You've haven'ighabout her.

-She was supposed to be my fiancée, | said. it like I'd planned.

| don’t know how well I illustrated the scene famndes. Here it is for you:

16.Monsters and Wedding Flowers

| shelf the memory in a library of myths, the comtpeent for sea monsters and
flying saucers, and usually regard it as fictiomdoram. When the memory emerges,
when I'm forced to acknowledge that events arenmgths, it draws me into the disaster
as it is happening in the living room of my apantme

| have a fold out table, two chairs, a champagrtdd) two glasses, plates, forks,
knives, and a takeout order of Italian food. I'itechndles to illuminate the room,
partially to create a cliché atmosphere, but alszabse | want the roaches and the water
spots across the walls to remain hidden. Two panidles sit on the table.

I've read somewhere most men drop the engagenmeninio the champagne
glass, but | wasn’t certain of the proper time @kenthe symbolic offering. | think | can
just sort of improvise. We finish a bottle of wihefore we sit; she’s winking and
leaning close. You can find Italian food in Houstbat makes up for all the other
hassles of the city. She’s almost finished witht fast bit of ravioli, and as soon as she
chews, swallows, and dabs her lips with a naplimtfer the champagne. The wine has
us laughing. She gets up to use the bathroonop tiire ring in the glass and pour. She
takes a seat; she’s really laughing now; my sméées her laugh, she says; she tilts the
glass back. | raise my hand to protest, but whdtshy? Do | just say Oh, hey, watch
out for that? That would be an awkward way totgte life-long partnership. | hadn’t

expected this. I'm just sitting there, raising @lé+bit-too-polite-of-a-gesture finger.
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My mouth is open. Still drinking the champagnes &oks to me with a why-are-
you-raising-your-finger-and-letting-your-jaw-hangpeession. She doesn’t see the ring.
It goes down with the Champaign. Now she’s coughaoughing, coughing.

Oh dear. You can'’t panic in situations like theseen as her face turns colors.
Ok, but now she’s pointing to her throat, and ntv ®oks angry. She has a look of
why-are-you-still-sitting-there-with-your-mouth-ap@nd-your-finger-still-raised-could-
you-please-hurry-up-and-help-me-not-die? Okgesonain calm here. | learned the
Heimlich maneuver in the eighth grade. Maybe iswee ninth. Alright, she really looks
angry now, angry, and desperate for oxygen. Tortake action!

From behind, | pull my arms into her stomach. Tdidh't work. | think | need
to move lower.

Is that the right spot? | ask.

But, right, she can’t answer me, because if shé&¢she wouldn’'t need the

Heimlich. Oh, yeah, sorry, | say. Really sorry.

This is the spot. One. Two. Pulll That sountileelit hurt. Now try again.

Pulll We just knocked over the table. And in a@lgle of saliva and marinara sauce, out
comes the ring!

She pushes me away; she still looks angry, buaast Ishe’s not choking, so |
think | can still salvage this evening. | did s life, but that was probably the
gentlemanly thing to do since I'd almost killed h€he candles on the table are setting
the carpet on fire. | stomp and fan the flamesnttun to the kitchen to fetch some

water. The alarm sounds off. | return with alpéicof water to find her rolling across
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the carpet, working to extinguish the flames thatehcaught her dress. Smart girl! Our
kids will be honor students for sure!

The fire leaves a watermelon sized burn over tigeta | find the ring with a thin
coat of ashes and whatever else had been in lgatthirrinse it off in the kitchen and
then return to take a seat next to her on the couch

She’s panting. Her legs weren’t burned at all, Ibatafraid that she’ll miss that
dress. She isn’'t looking at me. | need to say $oimg:

Totally my fault, | say. But this is an eveningreanember, huh?

She still isn’t looking at me. | turn on the lightA roach scampers across the
wall. She saw it. | hold up the ring.

Nearly asphyxiating her wasn’t my big mistake, was setting her dress on fire.
My mistake | learned, was putting in my mind thggestion that | had a fiancée. |
believed that the ring would just be a formalityf,kactually, as she explains, she’s not
looking for marriage or any other kind of bindinggagement. And, she continues, it's
time to go.

She walks out, the scene ends.

Later, | called her until she finally returns alcaéhe accepts my apology, agrees
to meet up sometime, and | never see her in pergaim.

But I'd already constructed a home in my imaginatid'd decorated the living
room and most of the kitchen. I'd already takemsdoxes from the grocery store; |
was going to pack my belongings and leave my apanrtno the rodents. I'd bought a
suit, not a cheap one, but one for photo albumsaadide picture frames. I'd called

mom and dad to announce that I'd be setting a vmeddiate within a few weeks.
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Every few days | called to ask when she would tikeneet up for coffee to chat
and to work things out. Sometimes, she’d call dacknswer that she couldn’t make it,
and I'd answer that it was no problem; we’d findngoother time.

| kept planning for the wedding. | asked my fdsrabout flower arrangements
and cakes and caterings and all those other gdy-rearries, worries that kept me awake
through the night. At work, they would ask whybked so worn down, and | would
answer with a reply that the wedding was drivingarezy or with some other stock
response.

Our ceremony would be the greatest and the masp slepriving in our families’
history! A list of concerns about the wedding, bmeise, finding a job, deciding when to
start making children, and how to start a collagedfmade me sweat and lose nine or ten
pounds. The myth of my wedding sent daggers thrang stomach. It wore down my
features. | immersed myself in the myth, expantedoundaries, decorated my photo
album scenes with more candles and more flowereddivig flower colors usually
adhere to a thematic arrangement. | went throtagtks of books and magazines to study
these arrangements, and then tested each arrangemanimaginary ceremony. My
favorite was Texas Bluebonnets with white rosessaveér baby’s breath.

I'd dreamed up an island of marriage scenes, faafifour at home scenes,
kissing and love-making scenes. In the middle f igland, on a wedding cake pinnacle
overlooking the entire landscape, stood a stoakebeind groom. Surrounding the island
was black, bottomless water, the abyss, the saine® creations. | averted my eyes
from the water, but it loomed in my peripheral @isj even as | stood atop the cake

platform, holding my stock bride in my arms.
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When | faced the water, | saw nothing and heartingt | felt alone in a way
that most people can't tolerate. Life brings youlte water eventually; most people
acknowledge this fact rather early, and most pedptét’ want to sleep without another
body to warm them and to offer them relief fromitsile. | think that most people
imagine monsters and wedding flowers to draw atiardaway from the abyss. Some of
these creations take physical forms; some inspeands that eventually take physical
forms themselves.

17. Jame®ffers Me Some Beer and Some Words to Inspire Qmura

He understood most of what I'd said, or at leastit@erstood the events I'd
described.

-You lied about the fiancée too? he asked.

-l wouldn’t call that lying, | said. But it wasirthe truth.

-What does that mean? James said.

-It was really what | saw, | said. You know, liteat old picture of Nesse that
everybody sees when they go on the Loch Ness tour.

-What doeghat mean? James said again. Never mind. Never nibaeh't tell
me. Just pass me that pitcher, ok? This is tochnwthink about.

He poured beer into both of our glasses.

-I'm still going to write about your friend, | said’'m still going to try and take
back his story.

-Yeah, James said, but he wanted something thaleoamuld actually read.

-Let’s be optimistic, | said.
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-Let’s get another pitcher, he answered. You'nagdo have to explain this to
Martin. He might still work with you. He mighhase you off with a stick. We’'ll see.

We drank a bit.

-You know, | said, | think this might have been thst time I've told anyone that
| don’t have a fiancée.

-This is a whole lotta neurotic behavior, Jamed.s&think you need to go on
and try some new things. Why don’t you just comée wedding?

-You don’t mind if still hang around? | said.

-No, James said. |try to help people. | think yeed some help.

-Maybe, | said. Maybe | should forget about her.

-That's a great plan, he answered. And maybe fiould stop acting like a
pussy.

We were quiet for a moment.

-Sorry, he said. | guess you just told about spaeful ordeal and | should
be...no. No. I'm not sorry. You have to tell pewplhat’s up to help them. So stop
acting like a pussy. Go find another girl. Findnethan one.

-You think, uh, Aldara, yea, you think she’ll likee? | said.

-Do | think she’ll....James stammered and let hisdHed to the table. He looked
up.

-That’'s what | mean. he said. Be less like...like..yoln write things...like John
Keats.

-He wrote some great love poems, | said.

-And he died a virgin, James answered.

156



-Oh, that’s not fair, | said. He was sick.

-So stop being like a sick, dying virgin who writese poems for a girl who
won't put out. Every once in a while, try to be madike...like...

-Like Hemmingway? | said.

-No! James shouted. Damn it! Like Genghis Khkie. didn’t have time for love
poems because he was conquering land and impregnatung girls. Go and try to
conquer some shit. You have it in you.

-You think? | said.

-Sure, he said. Maybe. Genghis Khan. Ok, I'myizz

So we found a hotel room with two beds and fekagl I'd filled a stack of pages
with stories. Some of them involved James, wha,l@arned, arrived at Breaux Bridge a
timid boy. His years in this city had molded himta a different sort of human being,
because the character in the stories was nottkaglimes, who had slammed his
forearms over the table and instructed me to s@zeterritory. He told a few things
about where he was born, but James talked mostiytdtis time with the people in
Breaux Bridge who remain his true friends.

18.We Find Martin

At around 1:00 in the afternoon, James poundedh@mldor until Martin
answered. Martin had no shirt. His eyes werdhtha way open, and we could see that
he’s just gotten up from bed. He grumbled. Jaames| followed him back inside.

He hangs his pots from his ceiling and keeps higds on a magnetic set to the
wall, the way most restaurants keep their cookiegsils. He makes sure that no grease

or bits of chopped vegetables soil the floor. Ak tyears spent in his father’s kitchen
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taught him to keep his workspace clean. | dide& any sort of notepad on his table. We
shook hands, but made no introductions.

-Hey big man, Martin finally said to James asdwkta seat at his kitchen table
and rubbed his eyes with his fingers. Glad youenad

-We were out looking for you yesterday, James.sé&id didn’t murder Frankie,
did you?

-Nothin’ like that, Martin answered. But if yoee him, tell him to come find me.
My mom'’s real sick.

-She’s not feeling well? James said.

-She’s real, real sick. Martin said. My dad fouret lyin’ on the floor. They
took her in. She’s hooked up to a machine.

James nodded. | looked to the floor.

-I didn’t hear anything about that, | said.

-Dad hasn’t really told anybody, but me and Sopartin said. Don’t know
where Frankie’s been. Don't tell nobody, ok?

-Ok, James said.

- don’'t need everybody giving condolences andfaads right now, he said. I've
already got people sending me weird letters askmfor...for spiritual advice and for
miracles. Some guy was sleeping out there fomanights. He wanted to me make his
tumor go away.

Martin pointed to the kitchen window overlookirgetferns and shrubs growing
in front of his home. He looked to me.

-Are you the guy who writes the bigfoot newsletete asked.
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-It's a magazine, | said. Yeah.

-Do I look like a saint? He asked. Aren’t peopieo do miracles supposed to be
long hair, John Lennon type guys?

-l guess, | said. I'm not an expert.

-Well, he said, if I tell you that | can’t chantiee weather, will you put that in
your magazine.

-I'll write it, | said, but | don’t know when anye will see it.

| explained my situation, excluding my reasonstfaveling to Breaux Bridge,
which [ still didn’t understand myself. | waitedrfan outburst, but he just rubbed his
eyes again.

-So you just writing about all sorts of peopledierhe asked.

-I’'m not sure how it will come together, | saiBut | definitely want you to be in

Martin got up to brew some coffee. He returnedrpd two cups for us and then
one for himself

-Think | slept about two hours, Martin said. k@m eighteen year old kid
running my place for the next few days. He’s aikid. Maybe a pothead though. | try
to hire smart kids ‘cause the only folks willinglioil crawfish for money around here are
kids and old drunks. At least kids got a cute whlgeing dumb. Just hope they don’t
burn the place down. Nah. They pretty smart kissme of the beer will go missing.
Hell with it. Ya'll like this coffee? Bag saystéstes French.

-It tastes like coffee, James said.

Martin took a sip and looked to me.
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-So you ain’t been completely honest? he asked.

-Nope, | said.

He looked to James.

-He your friend? Martin said.

-Sure, James answered.

-Thought so, Martin said. Don’t matter. Heltkvit all. Well, I'll still work
with you. But | want you to do something for me.

-0k, | said.

-You said that you're writing about different péepere? he asked.

-I'm taking notes, | said.

-Can you write something about my mom? Martin dskiglaybe my dad too.
Maybe you could write some things about their likiese.

-What sort of thing did you have in mind? | asked

-Whatever you want, he answered. You don’t haugge up a bunch of flattery
for a sick, old woman. It ain't like that. I'letl you all sorts of unflattering things. I'd
just like to see something written about her. hmeeally about her. My dad would like
it too.

| took out my notebook.

-Tell me whatever you like, | said.

So Martin told me about his mother, and abouttbees of his mother. James
sipped coffee and listened. Our session lasted déairs before James interrupted.

-Hey, he said. Sorry to cut in, but | got a tegm Birdy. He says that Gina

wants to talk to you.
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Gina? Does she wanna shoot me? Martin said.

-Probably not, James replied. He wants to krfox@u’re going to be home.

-For a few hours at least, Martin said. I'm gotogrisit mom in the hospital later.

James sent a text and then waited.

-He says that she’ll here in a while, James said.

-Well, Martin said, you can restrain her if shegduck wild.

He told me more about his mother and father wiidewaited for Birdy’s fiancée
to arrive. | also learned why Gina didn’t wansfeak to Martin or look at Martin until
that afternoon. Some Breaux Bridgers will say #attin took a club to his brother, put
his hands on his brother’'s wife, and started a beaBirdy and Gina‘s Wedding
rehearsal dinner. While | believe that these essarg true, | would not brand him a
villain. Matrtin is a sinner learning to be a rightis man. He has no teacher, so he’'ll
stumble sometimes.

19.The Story of How Martin’s Plans Fell Through

On the night before Birdy and Gina's rehearsal, tMarame to Sophia’s door to
return a bag of plates and Tupperware containdessaw that she’d been crying; they
took their seats on the porch but said nothing.

-Do you want me to pick him up? Martin finallykasl.

-Nah, she said. I'll just forget all about it nignow.

They stood up and faced each other.

-Well, he said. | got my suit for the dinner.

-I've still got to go pick up a dress, she saidnow, I'm terrible.

-You've already got plenty to wear.

161



-Sure, she answered.

Then they kissed, hips to hips and chest to chest Sophia pushed him away.
She took a few steps back and said | have to lgayé to go to my daughter. She went
inside.

Martin drove home. He went right to bed but sfept a few hours.

He awoke, legs and toes twitching, belly dowraarerection, but he was alone
and resigned to brushing his teeth, showering,isaand trying to make a cup of coffee
even though the coffee machine was unwilling thatnimg.

-God damn everything to hell, he said, slappingtiaghine. God damn, why
can’'t | buy something that isn’t made it China?ré4 what you get from country of
slave labor; son-of-a-bitch, God damn.

He drove to the Red Shack and threw salt into éec@d crawdads who squirmed
in protests as he showered them with salt and sgrénem with a garden hose to purge
them of excrement. But the water stopped pourgfgre he’d finished, and he found
that the plastic hose dispenser had broken angddbine hose in a heap. As he
searched to find where the hose had folded ovétseli, he grumbled Made in Mother
Fucking China; why do we fight wars if we're jusirgia give all our money to slave
labor countries that sells us shit that breakdabwe have to buy more shit to keep
bankrolling the slave labor?

Hungry patrons found their seats at the tableratowon, and James informed
Martin that they didn’t have enough seasoning t&ertae usual three batches. So
Martin instructed the young man to drive to theetaJames reminded Martin that spices

cost money; while Martin shuffled through his wab@d his pockets for bills, he
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muttered Jesus Fucking Jesus, the Chinese wilbjusthis country one day, and then
they’ll merge with Wal-Mart and everything will lebheap and shitty, and everybody will
smile all the time an’ nobody’ll be able to speaigksh for shit, or even Chinese for shit,
and nothing will make any fucking sense, but evedybwill have to smile and wear
name tags; here, this should be enough; get baekgueck before the old timers get
drunk and bitchy; by the way don't forget that wtg review some things after the
ceremony for your interview tomorrow.

Other problems arrived without any regard for Mesttroubles.

-Ilce! He shouted at the sky. Why are we oute®i | need some damn ice.

Twelve people present that day, including UncléaRo and Robby Foudeoux,
say that lumps of hail fell from a blank June dkgttered the umbrellas, shattered over
the roof of the shack, and knocked Robby’s cupesrtio the ground.

The witnesses say that the event lasted secdviddin looked up and then
looked around at his patrons. The strangest tiutagtin believes, is how quickly they
all accepted that they’d have no way to understeimat had fallen over them and
resumed their eating, their drinking, their talkiéhvtheir neighbors. Martin worried about
his seasonings.

James was not a skillful driver, and in his ruslget spices for Martin, he cut off
another car that swerved and caused a three veoidigon that caused an argument that
provoked an older man to brandish his pistol. Jadi@n’t notice any of these
adventures; he was trying to read the messy lattethe note that Martin had given him.

The first officers on the scene were Edward Fretteand Bradley Hopkins. Edward saw
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the mess in front of him, sighed, and called Goket her know that he would probably
be late to the dinner that evening.

-Ya'll can just come on by when you ready, she ared, you don’t even have to
change if you don’t want to.

There were more problems at the Red Shack: sorthe gfotatoes were rotten;
Martin wrestled with the stubborn lid of a containé cayenne pepper that eventually
gave in and sent pepper across his face and gybs His face and eyes turned cayenne
red. A burning sensation lingered as he workeoluin the day.

The register wasn’t working properly. Martin exaed it while Robby Foudeaux
sat drinking his cup of beer. Robby saw that Mantould be behind counter for a while,
so, happy to have an audience, he told a storyeofitne he’d gone with a friend in a
fishing boat to catch gators by using empty milggtied to raw chickens to lure the
reptiles into shooting range.

-Now that alligator was twelve feet long, Robby kxped. The gun we used, |
believe it was a .38, wasn't of a sufficient catibzkill him. We just knocked the son-
of-bitch out, and then dropped him in the boat. wés not pleased when he woke up.

Robby drank more and examined the dirt under higefinails.

-Well, Martin said, what happened? With the gator.

-Huh? Oh, well now, we were forced to relinquisimtrol of the boat. Yep. Had
to go and use a hunting rifle put him down.

He finished his beer.

-The best way to prepare gator tail is to stewithwomatoes, Robby said. You

have a good day, sir.
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And Robby walked home.

Martin closed the Red Shack and drove to his ni@ih@use to give Sarah a
picture that he’d found in his shed. In the phtte, mother and her son were posing for
the camera at Arthur’s restaurant in Lafayetterd¥tartin’s high school graduation
ceremony. She had her arm across his shouldees gevie her rabbit ears.

Sarah let him in, but she took a step away frasiréd face and red eyes. He tried
to give her the envelope that held the picture shietkept drawing back. He tried to
gently pull her by the hand; she cried out, fetkaards, and scrambled to her room.

-Well ma, he said, | guess | ain’t your friendmore, Martin sighed.

The dinner was less than an hour away when Sagaltied Martin. She sobbed
as she explained that Frankie had gone out agagnthat she’d just got on her new
dress. Martin drove to Jerry’'s, cursing everythiegsaw along the way. Frankie wasn’t
there, so Martin cursed a bit more and drove teeAdd’s bar by the creek, where Frankie
was losing a Texas Hold ‘em hand to Christophed@ain. Frankie didn’t want to leave
his chair, so Martin took up his little league sleg and used his free hand to pull his
brother by the hair out the door. He left all theney on the table, but as the brothers
made their way out, Christopher assured them #dt¢ount the money properly and
give back the right amount next time.

In the gravel parking lot outside, Frankie slappattin across the cheek and the
eye. The slap burned where the spice had touctsetit4 face. Frankie laughed, but
then, he saw that it wasn’t the usual weekday-migistration that had taken hold of his

brother. Martin took him by the neck and raisesidiub.
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The Breux Bridgers who follow the sad comedy ofrfiteand his brother are
certain that Martin whooped Frankie swollen faced drizzling blood. No one can
reconstruct the events to put together a cleares¢aankie blacked out, and Martin can
describe nothing more than the impressions of élsersds that lingered in mind:

He didn’t remember how he’d arrived on that pelasleeway by the lights dense
with insects that, for part of a second, seemathtee to the rhythm of the humming and
fading and humming of the power generator in ndgeémair. Then he began to swing
into his younger brother. He made sure to trylamag his arnpast the other’s body, the
way they told him to in those Karate classes thamnaused to bring him to when he was
a kid and mom was stithom. Each swing wasr@al swing with the right effect, a club
thumping and thumping into a slab of meat.

Frankie was face down, softly breathing as MartacduFrankie’s cell to call an
ambulance. Martin went home. According to thesel clock, he was already late, and
there was not enough time to shower, so he usede to soak up the blood and some
of the other perspiration. He dressed in his sudttée. The white shirt turned wet as he
fastened the buttons, and he wondered when theldwake him to another cell with
peeling paint walls and a concrete floor.

Birdy had started to chew his bottom lip when rsxdvered that Tim had showed
up smelling of liquor and that Martin had not shovup at all. Before the rehearsal
ceremony at the church, he whispered to Tim, Yauwkrwe’re gonna have drinks at the
restaurant.

-Yea, Tim answered with a grin, but | got real shyr
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Still, everything went right with the ceremony, aod an hour of drinks and
laughter, everything went right at Marquart’s Rassat, where, at a long table, friends
and relations stood up and shared embarrassingstiout the bride and groom. Then,
Birdy’'s best man stood to recite the tale of usilegjal ID’s to buy liquor, Martin, red
faced, red eyed and sweaty haired, entered the, raodthe problems began to take
shape. Martin avoided eye contact with Sophiacawédnt to an empty seat.

The best man finished and toasted. The guestawagbgd. Birdy rose to tell a
story to make everyone laugh and to explain whyaGvas the finest thing in his life. He
hadn’t quite gotten to the laughter portion of #mecdote when Officer Frederick and
Officer Hopkins walked into the room, still cladtimeir police outfits. Martin saw them
approaching, ducked, and crawled behind the tablhtre James was sitting.

He nudged James, who was laughing and listeniytly explain why he
wouldn’t feel whole with his bride.

-They're gonna take me off, Martin said in whatitedieved was a whisper.

Birdy paused, but then went on.

-You gotta listen, Martin said, his voice growirayitler as the police grew closer.
Tomorrow, make sure you don't try to talk on abthimgs ya’ don’'t know. It's ok not to
know everything. Make sure you got them sockisave a pair if ya don’t. Take my
keys. Take ‘em!

Birdy had stopped again. Tim stood and approabheadin.

-Now, you gonna have to cut that out, Mr. Marfim said.

-Shut up, Tim. Martin shouted. Go away.
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-Hold up now, Mr. Martin, Tim answered. The Laih’'t gonna like it if | whoop
on somebody when my sister’s havin’ her weddingyput this is about to get real.

Birdy left his spot at the head of the table teapwith his quarrelling friends.
The other guests watched and listened. Gina‘svasechanging colors. Birdy
addressed Tim, James, and Martin. He pleaded @hyadl don’t even know how hard
you makin’ my life right now.

Officer Hopkins came to them and asked if thers waroblem.

-This ain’t your problem, Tim said.

He pushed Officer Hopkins, who pushed Tim backn d@ouble-legged Hopkins
to the ground, James fell backwards and ended uppoaf Officer Frederick, and Martin
fled the room. The police put both of the youngirrehandcuffs, and as they escorted
them out, Tim looked to Officer Frederick and s&th, hey man, | didn’t recognize you
with your cop haircut; how you been doin’?

Martin waited at his kitchen table for a knocktbe door. Morning came; when
Martin finally heard the knocking and answeredfdwend his brother swollen and
bandaged. Frankie waited at the kitchen table aiMstirred some instant coffee.

-I owe ya twenty bucks, Frankie said.

-For what? Martin said.

-You got my tab at Jerry’s. Remember? Frankie. 360u just wanted me to
leave, so you threw ‘em some cash. Here.

-Don’t matter. | forgot about it. You keep it.

-No. No. Take it.

-Fine. Martin said. Appreciate it.
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-Good. |told them that a big, nasty bastard fib@mtucky beat up on me ‘cause
I'd beat up on him a while ago.

Martin nodded. He took a sip of coffee and themtstl to rub his face, saying Oh
hell, oh hell, oh hell.

-What's wrong? Frankie asked.

-l messed up everything for everybody, Martin aasa.

-I heard about it. Frankie said. You should il stay away from that Gina
girl for a while.

-Oh hell. | can’t go outside again, Martin said.

-You gonna be ok.

-They ain’t gonna trust me, Martin said. Theytagonna want to be around me.

-Come on, man. We live around good people, Feasliid. They even invite me
places. If a convict wants to be a saint, theyileghim a chance, even if he ruins things
once in a while. Do your work, and they’ll let #lis go. But I've gotta move now.
Sophia’s at her mom’s place. It's bad this time.

Alright, Martin said. Go take care of that. Buh not getting’ involved
anymore. I'm stayin’ at home and at my work. Fever gonna hurt anybody again.
‘Course, nobody in our family is good at keepindimises.

When Martin returned to his Red Shack, he met dattmes and learned that
James had been released, that Tim was still loogethat the police understood that
James had done nothing wrong, and that he’'d mitsehterview. Martin apologized
every way he knew. He offered James food, monayksl

-It's ok, James said, | called them.
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-What did you tell ‘em? Martin asked.

-1 told them that | couldn’t make it because | gatested. They thought the story
was funny. I’'m going into the interview tomorrow.

-You're amazing, kid. Martin said. But I'll staplking to you. I'm afraid you'll
listen.

-It's really all right, James said. I've beenwamnd strange people my whole life.
You folks just have a strange way of loving eadfeat

They finished their chores, and then discussedipiceming interview. Martin
went back to his kitchen where he wrote down histakies and the mistakes he saw
others make every day. He crossed out a few i@edshen added a few ways to mix his
spices and a few things he could do to help th@lpesround him enjoy their lives in
Breaux Bridge.

20. The Bridge Requests a Blessing

Gina walked through the door and took a seat akithben table. She said No
thank you, dear, when Martin offered coffee. taduced myself. She’d mastered her
palm-up, girl's handshake, just as she’d perfebtdback straight, legs crossed and
hands folded seated posture.

-Randy, | said. Good to know you.

This was not the name I'd given Martin. He glanaédames who shook his head
to signal that no questions needed to be asked.

-Do you need some, uh, privacy? James asked.

-Ya'll stay, Gina said. This’ll work out even beitt

-What works better? Martin said.
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-Well, I'd like you to attend our wedding tomorrow.

-Alright, Martin answered. Didn't really expectah Huh. Kinda expected you
to roll up here armed and ready to Kkill.

-Ain't like that, sweety! Gina said. She’d petted her laugh and her squeal as
well. I'm not gonna hate on you forever. | stilink you can keep everybody in line.
You do good most of the time.

-Glad to hear that, Martin said. I'm really sugad though.

-That ain’t no thing, Gina said. But | need youlb a little something for me.

-Of course, Martin said. Name it.

-l want you to say a little prayer with me. Sha&lsa

-1 don’t get it, Martin said.

-This will sound really stupid, Gina said. | cagt guperstitious, and there have
been just all sorts of problems around here latdéby know? | know this is stupid, but |
would just feel better if you gave a prayer for btile wedding.

-I'm not a reverend, Martin said. I'm not evenigeus.

-Well, you believe in God? Gina asked.

-Most of the time, Martin answered. Be straiglthwne though: why are you
asking me to do this?

-Because... Gina said.

She took a breath and flipped her hair past heuldlers.

-This is going to sound so dumb, she continuéce Heard that you can...do
some things that most people can't.

-Good Lord, Martin said. You aren’t talking ababbse stories about me...
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-Could you just give our wedding a prayer? shedsk

-No Martin answered. Sorry, but no. | got sonmedh to make up to you, but I'm
not doing this.

-Why not? she cried.

She’d lost her practiced composure.

-Because | don’'t want any more rumors about meiplayitch doctor, that's
why.

-l won't tell anyone if you do, Gina said.

-You'll tell somebody, Martin said. And that somelyawill tell somebody else,
and before you know it, I'll have lepers sleepimgroy lawn.

She frowned and crossed her arms.

-You really made a mess last time, she said.

James spoke.

-You sure that you don’t want some privacy? hd.sai

| was about to ask the same question.

-Not at all, Gina said. We about to have a growgygr here. Martin, let’s do this
so that you can come our wedding. We’'ll have samazing food. We’'ll have all ya
can drink. | got a cousin you can meet. She’saa®. Just say it.

-You really believe this nonsense? Martin saithoight you were a pretty smart
gal. | mean, I'm not calling you dumb, but you tedhink that if | fold up my hands and
ask God for help, he’s gonna look after your wed@in

-l don’t know, Gina said. | don’t know at all. itould make me feel better, ok? |

told you it's stupid, but it won’t cause you no fmar C’'mon. Let’s pray.
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-1 don’t even know how to lead a prayer, Martindsai

-You don’t need scripture, Gina said. Just teltlGtello and ask Him for some
help, ok?

-Fine, damn it. Martin said.

-And don’t start cursing, Gina said.

-Alright! Martin said. You really are getting senstitious. Let’'s bow our head
then.

We did as he asked. He started.

-God, he said, | know that | don't really talk touvery often. | know that when
| do talk to you, sometimes | don’t have very riicmgs to say. | know I've called you
some names and said some other things | bet werégtet. Now, I'm not going to say
that | take back everything. You do come off asa dick sometimes, and I'm not the
only guy who thinks so. | think that most folks @m@bably too scared to tell you to your
face. Maybe you just need to get some honest &idb

-Stop! Gina said. What are you doing? Just gimermal prayer.

-It's my prayer, ok? Martin said. If there’s ad@nd | think there might be,
then | can’t go and lie to Him and act like I'vechene a holy guy all of a sudden.
That'll just piss Him off even more.

-You're horrible at this, Gina said.

-1 know! Martin said. 1told you! Can | stop?

-No! she answered. Finish the prayer, and stagting God!

-I'm not insulting Him, Martin said. You ever heairconstructive criticism?

-Stop criticizing Him and bless our wedding! Gsed.
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-Alright. Martin said. Please, Lord, help us bete. I'm trying to do the right
thing. Damn it, I'm trying to be right about thingsdon’t want to do miracles; | don’t
want people coming to me and asking me to cureadeseor bless their weddings. 1 just
want to help out the people around me. Gina igulpscause that dinner was important
and | messed it up. | messed it up, and I'm sofmyant her wedding to be perfect for
her even though she’s a bitch sometimes. You glaion’'t care much about
weddings. | mean, | don’'t care much about weddingst of the time, but I'd like Gina
and Birdy to get the wedding they want. Thanks.

Gina scowled a bit, but Martin’s benediction miave satisfied her. She nodded
and stood up.

-Well I'll be seeing ya’ll tomorrow, she said. Ydehave now, Martin.

-That’s always the plan, Martin said.

The day turned even stranger. | need to traveembtartin wanted us to join
him on his visit to the hospital. | could undemstavhy he wanted a friend to stand next
to him by the hospital bed, but | had no idea wayanted me in the scene. | was
writing about Sarah, but Martin explained that sloelldn’t be able to speak to me. No
one, save her husband, had been able to commuwithtker for the last three months.
She wouldn’t even be awake.

Martin said that since | was going to write aboeit,h should see her so that |
could describe her. Of course, he could have shmenisome pictures of his mother as a
healthier woman. | didn’t ask why he really wanted to witness the sight of iliness
taking Sarah. A jolt of fear went through my caaad the feeling remained there as we

drove to the hospital.
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We arrived to find two gentlemen sitting in the tireg room; they held bouquets
of flowers; they had been waiting all morning foain. James later explained to me
that unexpected visitors were his Uncle Roland Jas$e Alexander Jaroquex, neither of
whom had been close to Sarah.

| heard fragments of Martin’s conversation of wieispwith Uncle Roland.

-Appreciate it, Martin said, but | didn’t expectaere.

-We’'d thought it'd be a nice gesture, Roland said.

-Sure is, Matrtin replied, but really, don’'t mearb®rude, but why you here?

| couldn’t hear what Roland said when he leanedatds Martin, who raised
voice to answer.

-What do you think you'll see? he said. What da yhink | can do? You
believe every wild tale you hear?

-We just want to visit with her with you, RolanddaPlease. Just this one time.
We won’t bother you again.

Before Martin grows angry, he covers his eyes withpalm and tilts his head
downward. He looks up once he’s decided whethértpve or to cast insults and
threats. On that afternoon, he invited Roland Jgg$e to join us in the room where
Sarah lay with tubes in her arms and tubes in bsirits.

Her lips were parted. Nothing in the room movedlktsave the portion of her
hospital gown over her chest; it rose and descesligiutly with each silent breath. Skin
drooped from her arms and her neck; her face haquiracl the features of a skeleton, and
although we could see that air was moving through thiere looked to be no life in her

body.
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We stood there quietly for twenty minutes beforertivideaned over her bed, a
gesture that was against hospital regulationsad oking at the flowers, putting
arrangements together in my mind, but apparentlssel and Roland saw her turn to
Martin and whisper something in his ear. Martifidaed it too, | think.

We were on our way out to the parking lot when desdled to Martin.

-What did she say? he asked.

-Thanks for visiting, Martin said. Ya'll take @ar

-Thank you, Jesse said.

Roland thanked him as well.

-Don’t go and make a lot of noise about this, \fesaid.

-We won't Jesse said.

-Never mind. Martin replied. See you at the wedd

The two visitors left, content to have witnessdthtvthey would call a miracle.
Loneliness had compelled them to search BreauxgBridr ghosts and feats of
resurrections, proof that their time of solitudetbis world was a passing phase, proof
that when their bodies failed, a guiding hand mgghte them from the abyss. | confess
that | walked into the hospital room hoping to fmdniracle. I'd lost the shelter of my
mythical wedding and gone looking for new phantoms.

21. | Love Dumb Jokes.

That withering body sustained by tubes was apasate from Sarah, who
outplayed hustlers at cards and who, with her esthivit, jabbed at her husband until he
fell to a knee and took her as a wife. Perhaggimind there remained blurred

impressions of impulses, maybe she could still @agcho of the final note of one of the
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sonatas that she once played by memory. Maybbustrand’s face seemed familiar,
even if she couldn’t find a place for it in timedatime. Maybe she recalled, at least,
something about the texture of the skin of his haueling her through Breaux Bridge.
These are the things you want to believe

James went out for drinks. | returned to my hbed where | cried a bit. |
realized that | loved stories and myths and trthtdved them since | was a child because
when your mind dies and your memories fade, theesgons of the events you've
witnessed and the characters playing the peoplegdmown remain amongst the
living, shape new stories, and set people in motion

I've been able to think of one reason why Martiented me to visit his mother in
the hospital. He wanted Sarah’s story to incluthe whe was during the last portion of
her life. Of course, her story would be a morediang without the final scene of the
lady waiting in a hospital bed for her husbandelbthe doctors to detach her from the
machines and let her pass, but it would excludestimimg real, and even myths should
echo something real.

| don’t understand what it is to die. | can giveshape to the abstract notion of
fading into nothingness. When | look into the bottess waters of my dreams | see only
manmade notions of death. | can't fear dying siheenot any idea what dying is. | fear
the sensation of blind solitude, the feeling ofadegling into an abyss without a guiding
hand or a voice to tell me my destination.

The day had tired me; | leaned back on the beldouttpulling up the sheets or
removing my shoes. On the TV | found Elmer FuddisViking hat performing his

rendition of Wagner's classic. Kill the wabbit!sang, Kill the waaaabit! The song
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makes me laugh when it doesn’t conjure images af Biggression. Actually, it always
makes me laugh.
| realized that I'd loved dumb jokes since | washdd and that | loved them even
more now. I'll have library of them by the timen’an old man.
22. | Try to Make Friends at the Wedding Reception
The bride and groom had all the impressions theyleé for wall photos, bedside
photos, greetings card, and albums. Yellow cdlesland cherry red hypericum
berries colored the church and the ballroom in . A silver-haired man in a
tuxedo took brides maids’ pictures, grooms menupés, newlyweds kissing pictures,
newlyweds feeding each other cake pictures, cleseds pictures, relatives-who-
scarcely-know-each-other-or-perhaps-don’t-like-eattter pictures.
| think the silver haired photographer probably difine job, but he missed a
remarkable moment during the ceremony: the Redermward recited the words
till death do you part; the sound of the prospeerehelmed the young, tuxedoed
men on the groom’s side and the young, pink bridgedmress bridesmaids on the
bride’s side. Some squirmed about uncomfortabhjlaxssome blushed and grinned.
We made our way to the ballroom where | poured dglaeses of champaign and
wine as | watched a cast of characters, most ohwha never seen in person, at
their celebration. James identified some of theinle | recognized others from the
descriptions of the stories. Martin was speakiity) Wrankie, who was drinking
soda. | overheard a bit of their conversation lathdhk that Frankie got around to
visiting his mother in the hospital. How strangthought, that a man would fight

and protest with such defiance while being draggedrds a happy life.
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Then, Sophia came to Martin; they embraced. Fantil, denial is penance.
He’s given up his late night porch conversationthwis brother’s wife, and he
seldom reached for the bottle of Frederick mooneshexcept, maybe, two or three,
or, at the most, four times a week after he arrivehe in the evening and needed to
warm his throat and dispel the storm of strangeights that often kept him awake
until morning. Martin set himself in motion towarthe distant aim of refining
himself into a righteous man. Of course, whemnvtbhekday had ended, and he was
alone in his kitchen, his leg jittered, and he fieét urge to take up his moonshine
along with some whiskey and drive with his brotteeone of the bars in Lafayette
where he could take up more drinks, raise his vompose himself on a young girl
who was looking to be imposed on, and maybe, smgadists a bit and experience
some of the blissful rage of his youth. | thinktthe takes satisfaction in knowing
that frustration he felt for denying himself thessets of adventures was part of his
refining process. Martin had left only one temiatathat might have ruined him, but
this temptation rested in a hidden place.

| spoke to Hunter. I'd noticed that throughowg teremony and the festivities he

never stood far from a conversation. | supposeitiet want to feel alone, and |
suppose that he’s taken to the habit of grinnimgugh pain.

I introduced myself as Randy. He’d heard of me.

-So cage fightin’, huh? Hunter asked.

-Yes sir, | replied. |1 come from a family of cafyghters.

The champaign was delightful that summer evenifidné bubbles were having a

party of their own. | downed another mouthful aadried on.
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-My dad was cage fighter, you see, | said. Andgmandfather too.

-Yo granddad? Hunter said. He was fightin’ ige®ack then?

-He was a resourceful man, | said. He labores\est Alabama dust bowl
under the West Alabama sun. He used fence podtshacken wire to construct a
makeshift arena.

-You mean like an octagon? Hunter asked.

-Well, I answered, he didn’'t have the money foythimg that elaborate. He put
together what they called a square-a-gon.

-A square-a-gon? Hunter asked. What's the diffee between that an’ a
square?

-A square is just a square, | said, but the sqaagen is where men do battle. It
has spikes! He wrapped his hands with the faldrpotato sacks and brawled with the
negroes who endured the dust bowl! with him. Adtelozen seasons of working the
fields and throwing coarse, fabric-bound fists with dark skinned peers, he was
virtually indistinguishable from the negroes withawm he shared the gladiator ritual.
That's why they called him Negro Ned Robertson.

Hunter nodded, froze, then laughed until he s\wadtgasped for air.

-Boy, oh boy, oh boy, he said. You full of it mdmut you somethin’ alright.
Good to know you, Randy.

He left laughing harder than I'd ever seen a naaigh.

| remained alone for a while, wondering if I'd cectly identified all the

characters, wondering if what I'd heard had beea &t all. I've made mistakes in the
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fog of suggestion; | get a bit frightened whendaikkhow certain | was of things that
were illusions, dreams and stock images.

23. | Try to Ruin the Wedding Party

| had, that evening, a collection of stories inggel in my memory and across the
pages of my notebooks, but | hadn’t examined tirasges; the memories remained
unexplored, the pages still undiscovered. Soddstbere, taking in Champaign,
browsing the tales of Hunter, the bare fisted cdok, the pitbull boy, Birdy, the
adventurer. There was also my own story of Randiyy chokes his opponents until they
quit or go limp.

| saw Aldara standing across the room, flippedhaaér behind her shoulder and
winking for Tim. Those two, | realized, would sthla about Breaux Bridge until they
came together. They were lost people, strangel@eapd Birdy was right to pair them.
I'll leave them to discover each other, | thought.

Then, | remembered what James had said. Enoudhatien, | thought, enough
dreaming. Would Ghengis Khan leave territory urpeared to avoid hurt feelings?
Would Hunter have let the pretty girl outside theatre go home with another fellow to
avoid offending her? Would Randy stop hitting annaathout a team of referees prying
him off his toppled, squirming foe? | would not&e&locile writer there tonight! | would
be a blood soaked conqueror; my savagery wouldsepuomen, but they would
acknowledge that I'm the sort of guy who toppldgesiand rebuilds them to my
preference, and they would disrobe and ask tofsrprogeny!

Nothing about my life made any sense at the monaamn it. | couldn’t tell

silhouettes from monsters, myths from people dftfleThe world confused me when |
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was a child, so | played with my toys and had Owrau$ milk. I’'m an adult now,
apparently; I don't have toy. I've grown lactoséolerant. | needed other diversions.

-I’'m going to drink more and to get laid! | said.

The Revered Howard, who had been standing behedumed.

-So, he said, you found a girl you liked?

-l guess so, | said, she’s good enough.

-Best of luck to you, he replied. | was a youngnnonce. | don’t always miss it.

I marched to the bar where I titled another gtassay lips as | put myself in a
scene wherein | lead a hoard of Mongolians. | raid@ a back horse and pointed my
sword at the territory | aimed to take as my ovwAm orchestra was playing some
Walkner as | approached Tim.

| shoved him.

-You! | shouted.

He was surprised, as was Aldara. Amidst the aanand the racket of dozens of
conversations, no one else noticed the outburstood there with my conquering finger
pointed at Tim, and | realized that I'd focusedsach on getting myself to that point in
the ballroom that | hadn’t considered what | wasially going to do. It got awkward.

-You! | repeated, trying to afford myself tineermake a plan.

-Outside! | shouted.

-You get what you want then, Tim said.

He was all calm and cruelty. We went throughlihek door; Aldara followed,
pulling at Tim’s coat and squealing protests.

We found a sandy lot by a dumpster outside.
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-So what you wanna get into? Tim asked.

-I'm taking her! | said. I'm carrying her back Texas with me!

-You sure ain’t, Aldara said. You better chanugt attitude.

-1 didn’'t mean that, | said. Sorry, | mean, thais too forward, huh? | just got a
little fired up. You know, champaign at weddinggeally didn’t want to offend you.
We should talk later.

Tim loosened his tie.

-We'll do this, then. He said.

| hadn’t expected things to escalate so quickiiaybe, | thought, | should just
run off and hide in a closet or under a car forrtbgt few hours. Then, | summoned my
image of courage.

Tim was taking off his coat, both hands behind,hrhen | ran forward and hit
him across the jaw. Aldara shouted and ran insidm shifted his head left, right, and
left again. His lip was swelling. He smiled tlaatful smile as he folded his coat and
setting it over the dumpster.

-Alright now, he said. You get your licks in, lege when I'm comin’ at ya, I'm
coming for your soul. I'll punish you. I'll punisyour family. I'll drive ya back into
God'’s soll.

He was fast; he ducked inches away from the gramadshot towards me; he
drove his shoulder into my stomach. | fell, andthige was sitting on my chest with his
fingers against my throat as his fist came dowmgmose and my mouth. My eyes
watered up, warm pockets of swelling bundled mg fadieard another voice shouting. |

looked to see Matrtin.
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-Stop it! he cried.

-Just need to get in a few more, Tim called dthis boy hit me once. | owe him
‘bout twenty or so. That's the rate.

-Stop! Martin cried again.

Tim struck me again, chipping away a granule offragt tooth.

A bolt of lightning came down through a spotlelsg and passed through
Martin’s body. This is a guess. | saw a flash hedrd a thunder retort. Tim got off of
me and to his friends.

Martin was sprawled across the ground, his suttensinged. A flame danced
over his front pocket. He sat up.

-Did that just happen? Tim said.

Martin coughed.

-l guess so, he said. Ya'll stop fighting.

-That’s fine with me, | said, wiping blood from myouth. If anyone asks, just

tell them that Karl showed up and started wailinghee. Tim took care of him. Thanks,

Tim.

Tim looked to me.

-Sure, he said. You alright.

-The picture! Martin said. | need to be in thetgre in a moment. So do you,
Tim! My suit!

-Just take mine, | said. It's cheap.
-Will it fit? He asked.

-Sure, | said. Could you tell James to come eueh
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So | stripped to my boxers and undershirt. Whaenek opened the door, | heard
from inside rumblings about Karl from Kentuckyditl my best to explain what had
happened.

-You started a fight with Tim? he asked.

-Tell everybody...

-Yeah, | know, but you started a fight with Tinddmes said. Do you want to die
here?

-1 took your advice, | said.

What do mean?

-You know, | said, trying to be a little more Glgéns Khan.

-l was just drunk! James said. People just...bezany keys, | think there are
some clothes in the truck.

| found a T-shirt and jeans. | waited there, tieg, swelling, and more excited
than I'd been in months. They'd all missed theaclie, or maybe the accident-that had
taken place outside. They were still discussing,kard he and Tim had grown in
stature.

The silver-haired photographer’s last portraitdiead Birdy, James, Tim, Martin,
Frankie, and Hunter. Tim’s lip was swollen, and #heeves of Martin’s jacket were too
short for his arms.

24. The Story of Martin and Frankie’s Last Visit toeSdom

Sarah passed away about a week following the wgddiartin and Frankie saw

her the day before Hunter decided to remove his ifm the machines that fed her and
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breathed for her. Prior to their visit, the brathbadn’'t seen each other in while. Martin
told James all about it over the phone.

About one week before Frankie came to Martin’s daarine in the morning
when Martin was chopping green onions, celery aeémgpeppers, Martin had found his
brother at a card table at Aldreron’s and madensoancement that Frankie probably
didn’t remember.

-You're free to neglect your home, Martin saidmIhot draggin’ you anywhere
anymore. Sorry for spoiling you so bad.

Frankie didn’t answer or move in any way to sugdgest he'd perceived his
brother’s voice. He titled his cards up to look&t hand and took another sip from his
glass.

-Mom'’s going, Martin added. That'’s just the trufm not gonna ask you to come
see her with me. You can miss her. But you a lugky, and you probably gonna live a
long time.

But Frankie ignored his brother. He’'d grown conteith his weekly routine of
losing money to Christopher and drinking the cheap#iskey and beer Jerry’s offered
until Martin forced him to march past the windmalsross the lawn, into his house where
dinner was on the stove, his daughter was restifngi crib, and his wife was in bed. He
heard Sophia’s warnings that she was getting fech@moticed her scolding looks at the
dinner table; he felt deprived when he arrived tatthe bedroom and Sofia turned away
and took her crossed arms and crossed legs paghare he moved to embrace her.
These were concerns to Frankie, but they weredhi@&concerns like next month’s

mortgage payment, or dying, or the bald spot spngaatross the crown of his head:
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they compelled him to occasionally pause and cheviphwhile he sat at the bar; they
surely took the forms of monsters in his dreams{loey remained phantoms floating
around his peripheral vision, chilling the room whee was alone and without
indulgences.

Then, one Thursday night, he lost one hundred gibméwo hundred dollars at
Jerry’s, and he arrived home to find that his bed empty. Sophia had gone to her
mother in Baton Rouge and taken Chloe with here I&idn’t left a note. Her mother
told Frankie not to call again for a while. Hisfe had taken shape. He was alone, and
he thought himself useless as a man when Martiteghhim into his apartment.

Frankie’s eyes were red with fatigue. He smetiedigarettes. His hair was a
flowing mess because he’d rolled across his matfershours without sleeping more
than a few minutes at a time.

They said nothing to each other. Martin pouredrib®th some coffee and went
back to preparing his Holy Trinity, waiting to heahnat his brother wanted. Frankie
drank two cups of coffee and started to drink edthintil the anxiety was too great for
him to remain silent.

-1 don’t wanna see mom hooked up to them machifreskie said. | don't
wanna see her with tubes in her arms and her nose.

-Then don’t see her. Martin answered.

Frankie rubbed his faced.

-Are you goin’ today? he asked.

-Sure am. Martin said.

-Well, 1 ain’t going with you.
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-l can hear fine, Martin said. You don’t haveépeat yourself.

-You ain’t gonna force me to that hospital, Frarda&d. You aint’ gonna make
me go. I'm ready if you come at me again.

- I'm not gonna make you do anything, Martin sailtbw come drunks always
repeat themselves? You know, you got a terribteqrelity.

- lwon’t go. Don't try to boss me like I'm &tle boy.

-Damn it, Martin answered, I'll break one of thgs#s on your face.

They exchanged hostile glances. Frankie went bmabks coffee, Martin to his
stove. When it was time to go and visit, Martin winthe door, Frankie went after him,
and they walked to Martin’s truck without speakiiige day felt like the warmest of
July; the jagged pebbles in the road glowed whitel, both men squinted and shielded
their eyes with their hands.

When they arrived in the hospital parking lot, Fkiaremained in his seat, still
buckled. Martin got out and walked off.

He heard his brother calling to him when he’d reatcthe hospital doors, but
Martin didn’t stop or turn around. Frankie caméviartin’s side as Martin stood at the
reception desk signing a visitor’'s form. Frankiesvpanting and his clothes were damp;
he’d gone running to catch up.

-You go in first, Frankie said between deep breathe

So he followed his brother and a nurse to the ébevaand down the hallway;
every shadow across the floors and the walls feigldl him and compelled him to look

straight ahead at Martin.
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They entered the room where their mother restetthdyable where visitors had
left roses, marigolds, and a gift card that remdiinea sealed envelope. Sarah didn’t
look very alive at all. Her lips were still apafide sprawled out, palms-up. Frankie
leaned over her to try and hear her breathingerAdtwhile, a nurse leaned through the
doorway and said that she was really sorry buttthreg was up.

Martin and Frankie left as quietly as they’'d ardveThe racket of the igniting
engine startled Frankie, who had walked out theitaldooking as if he had gotten lost
in a dream. He grew very nervous again and felinged to talk.

-Sophia won't call me back, he said. She’s arhem’s.

-Yeah? Martin answered. | thought everything weaghes and cream with ya'll.

-Maybe she’s been talkin’ to another guy, Frankiel.s

-Maybe, Martin replied. | seen her chattin’ wittnge dude who just started
takin’ dance classes at her studio.

-Really? Frankie said. Do | know him?

-Not sure, Martin said. She talks about him adl time. It's like they best
friends. He’s a kinda young, athletic lookin’ guie’s got dark hair and an accent.
Never understood why girls like accents so muchk:sHalian, | think. Or maybe
Mexican. | don’t know. But he’s better lookingathyou.

Frankie was quiet again.

-But, Martin added, so are most guys. You knowguldn’t even worry about it.
Hey, I'm gonna make up some etoufee when | get ho®tek around. Sounds like you
ain’t got much else to do.

Frankie was quiet and still nervous.
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-Let me off on Sycamore, he said.

-Ok. What you got planned?

-I'm gonna walk off into the creek like the kids,derankie answered. I'll find a
quiet place in the shade where I'll stick my heathie mud until | drown.

He waited for his brother to speak, but there wiasthe engine and the air
conditioner. He went on.

-I'll wake up in hell, somewhere, Frankie saidll e with all the other cowards
who quit and ran off.

He waited again. Martin turned on the radio. Framontinued.

-You know, the thing a coward hates most in thele/arld is another coward,
he said, ‘cause part of being a coward is notmésg to it. You imagine that you got a
soul like a lion or a bear, but when you all algoe know that, really, you're like one of
them little yip-yap dogs that yips and yaps all Bay pisses himself whenever he takes
on something big and scary. So when you see sarig@nthat, like a yip-yap dog, you
see what you hate about yourself. I'm pretty suod (st throws all the cowards
together and let’s ‘em punish each other.

Nothing was said until Martin reached a Sycanforenue, just a few miles

away from his apartment. He stopped the truckoekdd the doors, and waited.

-Here you are, he said to Frankie.

Frankie looked down and chewed his bottom lip.

-Well, he said softly, are you gonna take careagtta and my little girl?

-Absolutely not, Martin answered. | said I'd givewa ride. | didn’t say nothin’

about raising your damn family. I'll take that whtthough.
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So Frankie unhooked wrist watch and dropped it artM’s open hand.

-Maybe I'll get to talk to mom, Frankie said.

-Doubt it, Martin said. You probably are goinghtell. | bet you'll get to see
most of our family though. It's gonna be terrilide the both of us.

-Right, Frankie replied. Is there anything youkelto say?

-I'd like to say that gas isn’t free, Martin saahd you smell bad. Hurry up.

Frankie stepped outside and made his way througgrss and the tangled limbs
of the Bad White Cypress. Martin drove home, deapp lump of margarine in a skillet
and added his Holy Trinity. He chopped, stirredelied, and pondered for more than an
hour until Frankie arrived at his door once agaogked and covered with mud and
debris.

-If you're gonna come in, Martin said, strip dowut ¢there.

Frankie undressed as Martin went to his bedroofim¢ba towel and the oldest,
ugliest clothes he owned. He took his time, armah thanded Frankie the garments.

They went inside where Martin poured his mix oa@fish etoufee across some

brown rice and set the plate in front of Frankiis brother had gone a day without
eating. Frankie took a few small bites and thenembered how hungry he was; he
slumped over his plate and shoveled etoufee imbisth, smearing it across his lips and
his cheeks.

-This might be the best | ever ate, Frankie s&idu might wanna give some of
this to dad.

-1 will, Martin said.

-This your recipe? Frankie asked.
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-Yeah, Martin said.

-How long you been working on this?

-A few years, Martin answered. It takes your maficthings. It keeps you
moving instead of just worrying.

They finished their meal. Frankie calmed downtahd fell asleep on the sofa.
Martin sat at the table to consider every notdadfdr on his palate as scribbled in his
notebook.

25. I'm Thrilled to be Breathing. My Mouth Still Burrfsom the Crawfish

James wasn’t angry at me for the trouble at hentiis wedding. | suppose he’'d

grown used to this behavior. | was ecstatic ghhin the hotel room, and | chattered
all the way back to Houston. | was examining tteeiss I'd gathered, those on my
notebook pages and those of my memory. My tongagesiill burning, my head
throbbed. Still, I'd had the best gumbo of my kfiethe ceremony; Hunter stewed it.
He showed me how to drop a few spoonfuls of patatad in it for more flavor. This
is how you do it when you're here, he said. Isw&ange, but | ate three bowls of it.
There was nothing for me at home; | wanted to getyawork. | wanted to inscribe

myths I'd discovered: they'd battered me up a bd got me laughing again.
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