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Chapter 1

CARMELA Bertrand spun out a good fifteen inches of gold ribbon and snipped it off tidily. “This,” she told the little group of scrapbookers clustered around her table, “gets added to the center panel.” Heads bobbed, and eager eyes followed Carmela’s hands as she punched two quick holes in the scrapbook page, then deftly threaded the ribbon through.

The ladies had been asking about wedding scrapbooks, and Carmela had come up with a layout that was easy for beginners yet elegant in appearance. Color photos of a bride and bridesmaids were alternated with squares of embossed floral paper, three down and three across, like a giant tic-tac-toe board. A diamond-shaped card, perfect for personal jottings, was positioned in the center.

As Carmela’s hands worked to fashion a bow, her mind was working overtime. She had about a gazillion things to do on this late February afternoon. Call her momma, pick up batteries for her camera, check with her friend, Ava, about the Mardi Gras parade tonight, figure out just what the heck she was going to wear.

But there was time, right? Sure there was, there had to be time.

Willing herself to calm down, Carmela pushed an errant strand of hair from her face and took a deep breath.

People always asked Carmela if she’d gotten her name because of her hair. Dark blond, shot through with strands of taffy and caramel, it offered a startling contrast to the clear, pale skin of her oval face and blue gray eyes that mirrored the flat glint of the Gulf of Mexico.

Of course, Carmela didn’t have the heart to tell folks she’d been born hairless, just like a baby opossum.

Over the years Carmela had chunked and skunked her hair, as Ava laughingly called it, in an effort to shed her cloak of conservatism and adopt an image that was a trifle more outgoing and a little more . . . well, hip.

Too often, people thought her reserved. Not so, she told herself. She only looked reserved. Inside was a zydeco lovin’, foot-stompin’ Cajun. Well, half Cajun anyway. On her mother’s side. Her father had been Norwegian, which, when she thought about it, probably had given her a slight genetic tendency toward wearing beige and voting Republican.

When she was little, before her dad died in a barge accident on the Mississippi, he’d jokingly told her she was Cawegian. Half Cajun, half Norwegian.

Carmela had been enchanted by that. And as she got older, chalked up her orderly sense of design to her Norwegian side, her passion for life to her Cajun side. It made her uniquely suited for New Orleans, a city that was eccentric, fanciful, and profoundly religious, yet casually tossed ladies’ panties from Mardi Gras floats.

Carmela had taken to New Orleans like a duck to water. The Crescent City, the City That Care Forgot, the Big Easy. Only lately, things hadn’t been so easy.

Carmela finished with a flourish, “There,” she told her group. “The amazing Technicolor wedding layout.”

“How very elegant,” marveled Tandy Bliss. She slid a pair of bright red cheaters halfway down her bony nose and studied Carmela’s handiwork. Tandy was a scrapbook fanatic of the first magnitude and one of Carmela’s regulars at Memory Mine, the little scrapbooking store she owned on the fringe of the French Quarter in New Orleans. “But didn’t you mention something about using vellum?”

Carmela dug into her pile of paper scraps and came up with a quick solution. “Three-inch squares of vellum go here and here,” she said as she slid the thin, transparent paper atop the floral paper. “Gabby, you want to hand me those stickers?”

Gabby Mercer-Morris, Carmela’s young assistant, passed over a sheet of embossed gold foil stickers. Carmela peeled one off gingerly and pressed it at the top of the velum to anchor it.

“What a lovely, soft look,” marveled Byrle Coopersmith. This was her first scrapbooking class, and she was wide-eyed with excitement. “I had no idea scrapbooks could be so elegant.”

“People are always amazed at the sophisticated looks you can achieve,” explained Carmela. She picked up a sample vacation scrapbook she’d created and flipped through the pages for all to see. “See . . . you can highlight a single photo by creating a gangbuster layout around it, use several photos for a fun montage effect, or turn your page into a kind of travel journal by incorporating your own personal notes and clippings. No matter what you do, scrapbooking is all about preserving memory in a very personal way.” She passed the album to Byrle, who accepted it eagerly. “Think about it,” continued Carmela. “Most people have snapshot collections that document all sorts of precious events: new babies, weddings, graduations, vacations. But what do they do with them?”

“Stick ’em in little plastic albums,” said Tandy in her soft drawl. “Which is so borrring.”

“You got that right,” said Carmela.

“Or toss ’em in shoe boxes like I used to,” piped up a fifty-something woman with the incongruous name of Baby. Baby Fontaine was on the far side of fifty, but her tiny figure, pixie blond hair, peaches and cream complexion, and genteel accent lent a youthful aura. And Baby’s friends, in no hurry to abandon the familiar, endearing moniker that had been bestowed on her back during her sorority days, continued to call her Baby.

There were five of them seated around the table. Carmela and her assistant, Gabby. And Tandy, Byrle, and Baby.

Tandy had found her way to Carmela’s shop when it first opened, almost a year ago, and she was practically a fixture now. Tandy had completed elaborate scrapbooks that celebrated her wedding anniversary, vacations in Maui, and all of her children’s varied and sundry accomplishments. Now she was working on a combination journal /scrapbook that documented her family heritage. Blessed with six grandchildren, Tandy had also done scrapbooks on each of the little darlings. And with two more grandchildren on the way, Tandy was now mulling over creative ways to showcase sonograms.

From out on the street came a loud hoot followed by raucous laughter.

“Parade goers,” pronounced Tandy. She wrinkled her nose, swiveled her small, tight head of curls toward Gabby. Her smile yielded lots of teeth. “You going tonight?” she asked.

Gabby glanced down at her watch. “Are you kidding? I wouldn’t miss it. Stuart’s picking me up in . . .” She frowned as she studied the time. “. . . half an hour.” Then, glancing quickly at Carmela, she asked, “I can still borrow your digital camera, right?”

“Not a problem,” replied Carmela. “Knock yourself out.”

“And we are closing at five today, aren’t we?” said Gabby.

Carmela nodded again. “If we don’t, we’ll all be trapped here,” she joked. Carmela loved her location next to one of the romantic, tucked-away courtyards on the edge of the French Quarter. With the gently pattering three-tiered fountain, overflowing pots of bougainvillea, and tiny, twinkling lights adorning the spreading acacia tree, it was a truly magical setting. But when Mardi Gras was in full swing, as it certainly would be tonight with the traditionally raucous Pluvius parade wending its way through downtown, the ordinarily manageable throngs of tourists would swell to an enormous, rowdy crowd. And that was way over here on Governor Nicholls Street. By the time you got to Bourbon Street, with its jazz clubs, daiquiri bars, and second-floor balustrades lined with shrieking, bawdy revelers, the scene would be utter chaos.

“Stuart got us an invitation to the Pluvius den,” boasted Gabby.

The den she was referring to was the big barnlike structure down in the Warehouse District. Here, amid great secrecy, the Pluvius krewe had constructed twenty or so glittering Mardi Gras floats that would be revealed to appreciative crowds when their gala parade rolled through the streets of New Orleans in just a matter of hours.

The Stuart that Gabby gushed over so breathlessly was her husband of two months, Stuart Mercer-Morris. Mercer-Morris wasn’t just a politically correct hybrid of their two last names, it was Stuart’s family name. The same Mercer-Morris family that had owned the Mercer-Morris Sugar Cane Plantation out on River Road since the mid-1800s. The same Mercer-Morris family that owned eight car dealerships.

Baby nodded her approval. “It’s a kick to visit the dens.  Del’s in the Societé Avignon, so you can believe we’ve done our fair share of preparade partying.” Baby rolled her eyes in a knowing, exaggerated gesture, and Tandy and Beryl giggled. “Lots of mud bugs and hurricanes,” Baby added, referring to those two perennial New Orleans favorites, crawfish and rum drinks.

Carmela was only half listening to Baby’s chitchat as she studied a New Baby Boy scrapbook page she was planning to display in her front window. Then she let her eyes roam about Memory Mine, the little scrapbooking store she had created.

Memory Mine had been her dream come true. She’d always “shown a creative bent” as her momma put it, excelling in drawing and painting all through high school, then graduating with a studio arts degree from Clarkston College over in nearby Algiers. That degree had helped land Carmela a job as a graphic designer for the Times-Picayune , New Orleans’s daily newspaper. Once she’d mastered the art of retail advertising, she’d parlayed her design experience into that of package goods designer for Bayou Bob’s Foods.

Bayou Bob, whose real name was Bob Beaufrain, fancied himself a marketing maven and spun off new products at a dizzying rate. Carmela designed outrageous labels for Big Easy Etouffee, Turtle Chili, and Catahoula Catsup. In Carmela’s second year on the job, just after she married Shamus Allan Meechum, Bayou Bob hit it big with his Gulfaroo Gumbo and got approached by Capital Foods International. Not one to pass up a buyout opportunity, Bayou Bob sealed the deal in three days flat. Carmela may have sharpened her skills as a package goods designer, but she was suddenly out of a job.

She trudged around to design studios and ad agencies, showing her portfolio, schmoozing with art directors. She got positive feedback and more than a few chuckles over  her Turtle Chili layouts, along with a couple of tentative job offers.

But her heart just wasn’t in it.

Deep inside, Carmela nursed a burning desire to build a business of her own. She was already consumed with scrapbooking, as were many of her friends, and New Orleans still didn’t have the kind of specialized store that offered albums, colorful papers, stencils, rubber stamps, and punches, the scrapbooking necessities that true scrapbook addicts crave.

Why not do what she loved and fill the niche at the same time?

With a hope and a dream, Carmela put together a bare-bones business plan and shared her idea with husband Shamus. Turned out, he was as fired up as she was, proud that his wife had “gumption,” as he put it. Shamus, who was pulling down a reasonably good salary from his job as vice president at his family’s Crescent City Bank, even offered to foot the rent for the first four months.

Locating an empty storefront on Governor Nicholls Street, Carmela set about masterminding a shoestring renovation. Once the site of an antique shop, the former owners had packed up their choicest items and fled to Santa Fe, where competition in the antique business wasn’t quite so fierce. Abandoned in their wake were a few of their clunkier, less tasty pieces. An old cupboard, a tippy library table, a dusty lamp.

The jumble of furniture hadn’t deterred Carmela in the least. She took the old cupboard, gave it a wash of bright yellow paint, and lined it with mauve fabric. By adding a few painted shelves, the newly refurbished cupboard became the perfect display case for papers, foils, and stencils.

Likewise, the old library table, which had probably been too ponderous to transport, was also put to good use. Carmela shoved it into the back of the store, jacked up  the errant leg, bought a dozen wooden chairs at a flea market, and declared the table “craft central.” For five dollars an hour, scrapbookers were welcome to sit at the table and use all the stencils, punches, paper cutters, and calligraphy pens they wanted, as well as dip into a huge bin of scrap paper.

Flat files were added, as well as displays of albums, photo mats, how-to books, acid-free pens and adhesives, markers, brass stencils, scissors, and card stock. The walls were lined with wire racks that held hundreds of sheets of different papers that featured all manner of designs and colors.

Shamus had encouraged Carmela every step of the way. After all, she’d been a designer and had a real knack for teaching others how to piece together a great layout. And Shamus had been bragging-rights proud that his wife was able to demonstrate such business smarts. In New Orleans, a woman-owned business, albeit a small one, was still as scarce as hen’s teeth.

But all that had been a year ago, when life had seemed as eternally bright as sunlight on Lake Pontchartrain. Because four months ago, Shamus up and left her. Had tossed his jockey underwear into his suitecase, grabbed his football trophies and camera gear, and taken his leave from their home in the rather elegant Garden District. Reluctantly (or so he said) and pleading the Gauguin precedent, Shamus left in his wake a closet full of three-piece suits, a rack of wing tips, and his rose gold wedding band.

Carmela bit her lip as she passed a piece of teddy bear art over to Tandy. Shamus’s parting words still stung like nettles.

The rat had told her he craved space, that he desperately needed breathing room. He’d pleaded and cajoled, telling her he despised banking, that he needed a respite, a timeout from everything in his life. Tearfully, Shamus told her he wanted to focus on photography and that he needed to  find a renewed sense of balance in his life.

Carmela had been stunned. She thought Shamus loved  banking. She thought Shamus had found balance. She thought Shamus loved her.

But there was something else, something that didn’t sit right. All this raw emotion from a good old boy who tended to display his feelings only in such instances as a superlative bourbon mash or a well-thrown Tulane touchdown, had seemed, well . . . forced.

Why, suddenly, seemingly overnight, had Shamus, her  Shamus, become a touchy-feely, need-my-space, got-to-break-free-and-grow kind of guy?

Très strange.

Carmela wasn’t sure, she hadn’t yet found concrete  proof, but Shamus’s departing words had sounded suspiciously as though he’d been reading from a TelePrompTer. As though the words had been . . . borrowed? Had a few key phrases in Shamus’s exit speech been culled from the current crop of self-help books? Yeah . . . maybe.

Carmela had even racked her brain, trying to remember if she’d heard some of those same phrases uttered by Dr. Phil on Oprah. Could be.

Whatever fishy circumstances had surrounded Shamus’s departure, Carmela’s humiliation hadn’t ended there.

Two weeks after Shamus traded their large brick home in the Garden District for the bare-bones privacy of his family’s old camp house in the Barataria Bayou, her in-laws had come a-knocking. Led by Glory Meechum, Shamus’s overbearing older sister, the in-laws had politely yet resolutely asked her to vacate the premises of what, they explained, was technically the family’s house.

Never mind that Shamus had also slapped the family in their collective faces when he renounced his vice presidency from their beloved Crescent City Bank. Blood was  thicker than water and, right or wrong, the family was abiding with Shamus’s decision.

What could she do? In New Orleans, the only thing thicker than blood was gumbo.

Carmela abided by her in-laws’ wishes, making it clear to them that, when it came to cordiality and common decency, she regarded the Meechum family as being on a par with the Manson family.

Loading her few personal possessions into the vintage Cadillac she’d dubbed Samantha, Carmela and her dog, Boo, set off for her momma’s house in Chalmette. They spent five days there. Carmela wandered the woods and piney forests where she’d grown up, sat by the edge of Sebastopol Pond, and grieved. Boo, her little fawn-colored shar-pei, kept her company, gazing at her with a perpetually furrowed brow and sorrowful eyes. And when Carmela cried long, mournful sobs, the dog with the chubby face sighed deeply as well, the picture of soulful love and canine understanding.

Like pages in a scrapbook, Carmela looked back over her time with Shamus. She worried about what was good and true and okay to keep, what should be chucked out. Or at least stored in a file in the bottom drawer.

It wasn’t easy; her defeat was so recent.

On the fifth day spent at her momma’s, Carmela finally came around to worrying about her life, her future. She decided that was the most important thing now.

With a heavy heart but a clear head, she assured her momma that she was okay. Not exactly great yet, but she thought she’d be able to find her way there in her own good time.

Carmela and Boo drove back to the French Quarter, sacked out on a futon in her scrapbooking shop for a few days, then finally located a tiny garden apartment just two blocks from her store. The rent was right, the atmosphere slightly decadent, and the decor showed promise. Tucked  behind Ava Grieux’s little tourist-trap voodoo shop, Carmela’s new apartment boasted coral red walls and all the incense she cared to inhale.

 

 

“ARE YOU GOING TO THE PLUVIUS PARADE?”  Gabby asked Carmela. Gabby was pretty and twenty-two, with dark hair and even darker eyes, primly turned out today in a pistachio-colored cashmere twin set and elegantly draped gray slacks. Carmela, on the other hand, with her newfound single status and French Quarter life-style, was now veering toward clothes with a slightly more flamboyant style. Today she wore slim black jeans and a hand-painted black denim jacket shot through with wisps of gold and mauve.

“I wouldn’t miss tonight’s parade for the world,” Carmela assured her. “I ran into Jekyl Hardy at the French Market the other day, and he was telling me that all this year’s floats have these fantastic oceania themes. Sea serpents and jellyfish and flying pirate ships.”

Jekyl Hardy was chief designer for the Pluvius floats and a dear friend of Carmela’s. They’d gone to art school together and both volunteered with the Children’s Art Association.

Gabby followed Carmela the few steps over to a flat file, where Carmela rummaged for paper. “I don’t suppose you’re going with Shamus?” Gabby asked quietly. Gabby was a newlywed of four months and regarded marriage as a holy sacrament and the Mount Olympus of feminine accomplishment. Gabby had confided to Carmela that she prayed to Saint Jude, the patron saint of lost causes, every night to help mend her and Shamus’s differences. She also assured Carmela that she would light a candle each week until the two were once again reunited.

Carmela had thanked Gabby warmly, then suggested she might want to purchase those candles in bulk.

“I only ask,” continued Gabby, “since I know Shamus used to be a member of the Pluvius krewe.” They were back at the table again, and Carmela slid a sheet of calico-printed paper to Baby, a sheet of rose-printed paper to Tandy.

“That’s no longer an option for my dearly departed husband,” Carmela told her. Dearly departed was the term she most often used in polite society.

“Oh, I’m sorry, dear,” said Byrle. She looked up with a distracted air. “Your husband is dead?”

Carmela smiled pleasantly. “No, just living in the bayou.” She saw that Byrle was trying to fit way too many photographs onto a single page. Reaching a hand across the table, Carmela slid three of the photos off the page that Byrle seemed to be struggling with. “Try it with just these five,” suggested Carmela. “And maybe . . .” She reached behind her and grabbed a sheet of lettering. “. . . this nice blocky typeface.”

“Dead, living in the bayou . . . same thing,” Tandy said with an offhand shrug.

“Pardon?” said Gabby. She peered at Tandy as a frown creased her forehead. She was never quite sure when Tandy was serious or just teasing her.

“A few years back,” said Tandy, “my husband’s uncle, Freddy Tucker, moved to the bayou out near Des Alle mands. He had some romantic notion about living in harmony with nature, if you can call alligators and snakes nature. Anyway, after a while the poor fellow went sort of feral.” Tandy glanced up to find a half circle of startled faces. “You know,” she explained, “Uncle Freddy started picking fights whenever the relations got together for weddings or funerals.”

“Sounds normal to me,” said Baby. She had cousins who hailed from down in Terrebonne Parish, also hardcore bayou country, so nothing surprised her.

“Eventually, Uncle Freddy just stopped coming to  town,” said Tandy. “We never saw him again.”

Gabby stared at Tandy, fascinated. She was the only one in the group “from not here,” as they say in New Orleans. Which meant Gabby hadn’t been born and bred in New Orleans and was sometimes overwhelmed by their offbeat brand of humor.

“You never saw him again?” asked Gabby, looking unsettled.

“Nope,” cooed Tandy happily. “We don’t really know what happened to Uncle Freddy. I suppose the old coot could still be out there, unless he got bit by a cottonmouth or something.”

“Do you think that’ll be the case with Shamus?” Gabby asked Carmela. “That he’ll continue to live out at his camp house, I mean. Not get bit by a cottonmouth.”

Carmela frowned as she snipped a piece of powder-blue gingham-patterned paper with her wavy-edged scissors. “No,” she said. “No such luck.”

 

 

AVA GRIEUX SWEPT THROUGH THE FRONT  door of Memory Mine with her red opera cape trailing grandly behind her and a king cake clutched in her hands.

“Afternoon, ladies,” she greeted them. Ava Grieux was tall and sinewy, with a tousled mane of auburn hair and porcelain skin. Ava Grieux, formerly Marianne Som mersby and first runner-up in the Mobile, Alabama, Miss Teen Sparkle Pageant, had been brought up to believe that a lady should never set foot in the sun without benefit of hat or parasol. That Southern notion, instilled by her mother and grandmother, had stuck with her, and now, at age thirty, Ava still had a flawless if not somewhat luminous complexion. Never mind that she’d changed her name and now ran a slightly tacky voodoo shop that catered shamelessly to tourists with its overpriced candles  and herbal love spells stuffed into little silk bags and tied with ribbon.

“Have a piece of king cake, Gabby,” urged Ava as she set the goody in the middle of the table. “You can afford the calories.”

King cake, to the uninitiated, is basically braided coffee cake topped with frosting and liberally sprinkled with purple and green granulated sugar. It’s a de rigueur Mardi Gras treat and always features a plastic Mardi Gras baby baked inside. Whatever lucky person chomps a molar down on the tiny plastic toy is then beholden to provide the next king cake.

“Just who are the Pluvius queen candidates this year?” asked Tandy, breaking off a piece of king cake and suddenly getting swept up in the Mardi Gras spirit.

“Swan Dumaine and Shelby Clayton are the front-runners,” said Baby with a knowing smile. “The other four girls are all very pretty and sweet, but they don’t count. They’re not seriously in the running.” Baby was well versed in the social intricacies and political strata of Mardi Gras. Back in their debutante days, both her daughters had been queen candidates as well as reigning Mardi Gras queens for the Societé Avignon.

Ava Grieux flashed a broad smile at Carmela. “Just for you, my dear . . . batteries.” She tossed a small brown paper sack onto the table.

“Batteries,” exclaimed Carmela. “Thank you, Ava, you’re my saving angel!” Carmela tore the batteries out of their blister pack, then quickly inserted them in the digital camera she’d promised to lend Gabby.

“Honey, you’re not eating any king cake,” said Tandy to Ava.

Ava made a face, held out one of her arms. “I think I’m gettin’ crepey.”

“You’re what?” said Baby.

“You know those little dingle bags that hang down  from the inside of your upper arms?” asked Ava. “I think I’m gettin’ those.”

Carmela glanced at Ava’s arms. They were as sleek and toned as ever.

“Do you-all have any barbells I can borrow?” Ava asked Carmela.

“Soup cans,” pronounced Baby.

“Pardon?” said Ava.

“You can use cans of soup instead of barbells. To do arm curls,” said Baby. She pantomimed the exercise.

“Then, once you’ve worked up a real appetite, you can heat up the soup and really chow down,” laughed Tandy.

“Listen,” Ava said to Carmela, rapidly losing interest in her dingle bags, “I have to head back to my shop. I’ve got two customers stopping by to pick up masks.”

In the past year, Ava had taken up the ancient art of mask making. She was hoping to eventually go legit and convert her store from a voodoo trinket shop to an upscale  atelier that offered custom leather mask making. And she was off to a rousing good start. Ava already had more than two dozen customers who’d ordered custom masks for this year’s Mardi Gras festivities.

“You come bang on the door when you’re ready, honey, okay?” said Ava. “Then we’ll head on down to the parade.”

“Gotcha,” nodded Carmela as Ava slipped out in a flurry of red fabric. The two women were going to the Pluvius parade later tonight and had plans to hopefully meet up with friends and watch the parade over near the French Market.

Carmela turned back to her group. “Remember, after today, we won’t have any formal classes. Until Mardi Gras is over, that is.”

They nodded sagely. They knew that from now until next Tuesday, Fat Tuesday, which was still a week away, there’d be a parade almost every night and the entire  French Quarter would be clogged with revelers.

“And we’ll be closed all day Fat Tuesday,” Carmela added.

 

 

JOSTLING DOWN RAMPART STREET TWO HOURS  later, Carmela was amazed by the hordes of revelers, most of whom were clutching little plastic geaux cups, or togo cups, purchased from the various bars. They were still five blocks from the parade route, and already it was impossible to walk on the sidewalk.

“Come on!” Ava grabbed Carmela’s hand and tried to speed her along. “If we cut down Cabildo, then hook a right into Pirate’s Alley, we can pop out near Jackson Square,” she suggested.

Carmela was still wearing her black denim outfit, but Ava had changed into red hip-hugger snakeskin slacks, a skintight black nylon T-shirt emblazoned with a glitter skull, and what appeared to be a spring-loaded bra. Her ensemble would have drawn stares in any other part of the country, but it was arguably a tad conservative for Mardi Gras. Because, as the two women jostled their way through the French Quarter, the costumes worn by the myriad revelers and sightseers were amazing to behold.

Venetian lords and ladies clad in elegant velvets and brocades sported gilded bird masks with hooked beaks. A man in a swirling black Phantom of the Opera cape had somehow engineered an enormous crystal chandelier to hang above his head. Drag queens in full costume and makeup were trying to outshine the leather bondage aficionados, and a man wearing a suede spotted dog costume walked a real spotted dog on a leash.

These costumed and coiffed revelers were accompanied by legions of Peking Opera performers, swashbuckling pirates, hooded monks, knights in armor, and even a cardinal in a mitered hat. They all jostled together, funneling  down the narrow avenues of the French Quarter toward the parade route, their glittery costumes sparkling under neon lights.

Carmela stopped nearly a dozen times to snap pictures, using her little auto-focus Leica, since she had lent her digital camera to Gabby. She was determined to create three or four scrapbook pages that would showcase tonight’s parade and serve as a knockout window display. Hopefully, her pages would inspire others to seek out her scrapbooking know-how and help fuel a demand for all the special green and purple paper, gold lettering, and Mardi Gras stamps and stickers she’d stocked up on.

“Over here, Carmela. Quick!” Ava beckoned to her from a spot she’d commandeered directly in front of two young men who were perched atop a twelve-foot-high stepladder, with a homemade viewing platform.

Carmela slipped into place just as the first marching band blared its way down Decatur Street, the brass section prancing and strutting in true Mardi Gras style.

Behind them, two dozen flambeaus twirled their flaming naphtha-fueled torches, dancing for coins, as has been the tradition for almost a hundred years.

Then, as the first floats rolled by, strands of purple and gold beads began to sail overhead. These were traditional Mardi Gras throws being tossed to the eager crowd by Pluvius krewe members who rode atop the floats. It wasn’t long before ordinarily decorous women were shouting at each other and elbowing one another out of the way, getting embroiled in heated disputes over exactly who a strand of colored beads had been intended for.

Cries of “Throw me somethin’, mistuh!” rang out as a starfish-themed float and a giant dolphin float glided by. The soft Cajun dialects mingled with the flat, nasal sound of tourists from up North, and lilting tones of African Americans blended with the soft, easy strains that were distinctly Baton Rouge.

It’s a gumbo of dialects, thought Carmela, as the parade seemed to kick into high gear and the night became a whirlwind of bright colors, loud music, and frenzied activity. Giant heads with gaping grins loomed from prows of floats that sparkled with thousands of tiny lights.

Carmela executed a deft leap and a one-handed catch and settled another strand of Mardi Gras beads around her neck. “Look,” she nudged Ava, “there’s the sea serpent float Jekyl Hardy mentioned.”

Plumes of smoke from the carefully concealed dry ice machine billowed into the night air, and a motorized head and tail wagged from side to side as the enormous green and yellow sea monster suddenly dominated the street. The scene was kitchy, totally over the top, and truly awe-some to behold. All Carmela could do was grin from ear to ear as more strands of plastic beads rained down around her.

Then, just when the massive sea serpent float was directly in front of them, it shuddered to a stop.

Taken aback, the crowd stared curiously up the steep sides of the float. Twenty feet above them, some kind of disturbance seemed to be taking place. Men in white silk robes and white plastic masks milled about, talking in urgent voices and bending down over something.

Carmela’s first thought was that there might be a mechanical problem with the sea serpent. Or that the crew had run short of beads or coins.

But, suddenly, the whoop whoop of a police siren sliced through the din of the parade noise. A murmur rose from the crowd, and people pressed closer to the float, craning their necks upward. It was obvious something more serious in nature was taking place up top. But what?

A police cruiser, its blue and red lights pulsing, wove its way between a marching band and group of flag twirlers. With a squeal of brakes, the cruiser pulled in front of the float, and two police officers jumped out. They rushed  immediately to the side of the float and extended their arms upward.

Suddenly, from high above, a body was dangled over the side.

“Someone’s ill,” Carmela said to Ava. “I think they’re trying to get him down off the float.”

The crowd, sensing a defining moment, suddenly hushed.

Ava nodded. “Must have drunk too much or took sick.”

The men atop the float seemed hesitant in their attempt to pass the body down to the two police officers. The sick krewe member, still clad in his fluttering white tunic and mask, hung uncertainly over the side of the float. From street level, the police continued to stretch their arms upward, ready to catch him.

A dozen hands seemed to release the body all at once, and it appeared to hang in midair for a split second. Then the police below grappled to catch the falling man. They fumbled for a brief moment, then got purchase on the body. Gently lifting the man down, they laid him on the pavement.

Carmela edged forward to see what was going on.

One of the police officers knelt down and carefully peeled the plastic mask from the face of the injured krewe member.

A gasp went up from everyone nearby. The poor man’s eyes had rolled back in his head, and only the whites of his eyes were showing. His face was literally blue.

“His breathing must have stopped,” said Ava. “Or he choked on something.”

“My God,” said Carmela, squinting at the downed man. “I think I know that poor soul. I think it’s Jimmy Earl Clayton!”

“He might be gone,” Ava pronounced in a matter-of-fact tone.

“Don’t say that,” admonished Carmela as two more sirens pierced the night with boisterous whoops. “Here come the paramedics now. Maybe he just had too much to drink.” It was no secret that krewe members riding on floats often drank to the point of complete inebriation.

“He’s sure feelin’ poorly,” said Ava in a classic understatement.

A second police car, as well as a red and white ambulance, pulled up alongside the float.

Two paramedics, looking very polished and professional in their crisp white uniforms, hopped from the ambulance and sprinted for the man who lay sprawled in the street. The two newly arrived police officers pulled open the back door of the ambulance and unloaded a metal gurney. It jittered across the uneven road surface as they wheeled it over, stopping just short of the body.

Both paramedics were on their knees, crouched over the inert man.

Carmela strained to hear what was being said but could only catch fragments of conversation.

“. . . needs an airway,” said the first paramedic.

“. . . so swollen, I can’t see his . . .” came the panicky reply from the second paramedic. He probed at the mouth of the collapsed man with latex-gloved hands, obviously frustrated in his attempt to establish an airway.

The two paramedics remained bent over the man, working on him furiously. Then Carmela saw one of the paramedics pull a small instrument from his medical bag. A sharp glint of metal told Carmela it must be a scalpel.

“Traching him,” murmured a man next to her.

Carmela peered intently at the scene in front of her and saw that one of the paramedics was, in fact, performing an emergency tracheotomy. Crouched on the pavement, a single wavering flashlight held by one of the police officers, the circumstances were primitive at best. She prayed the paramedic was blessed with a steady pair of hands.

Finally, their emergency procedure seemingly accomplished and an airway established for Jimmy Earl, the police and paramedics rolled the inert man onto a stretcher. Then they scrambled to their collective feet and rushed him to the back door of the ambulance. As they slid the poor man in, one of the paramedics jumped in beside him. Then the door was slammed shut, and the other paramedic clambered into the driver’s seat. Lights flashed, the engine roared to life, and the siren gave a single plaintive whoop  as the ambulance screeched off down the street.
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