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Soul Kitchen was completed the night before Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans. In the aftermath of the storm, it soon became obvious that I must dedicate the book to the readers and friends who kept us afloat during impossible times.



To them, and also to Buddy Diliberto, Big Chief Tootie Montana, Joseph Casamento, Mary and Ernest Hansen, Clarence “Gatemouth” Brown, Marisol, Commander’s Palace, Angelo Brocato’s, Crystal hot sauce, Christian’s, Camp-A-Nella’s, Dixie Beer, Mandina’s, Restaurant Mandich, Camellia Grill, Liuzza’s, Dooky Chase, Adam’s BBQ, Willie Mae’s Scotch House, Ruth’s Chris on Broad, Charlie’s, Crescent City Steakhouse, Wagner’s Meat, King Roger’s Seafood, the Circle Food Store, Bruning’s, Sid-Mar’s, Rocky & Carlo’s, Campo’s Marina, and everyone and everything else we lost in 2005. Some will be back; some won’t. All are irreplaceable.
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What is soul food? I say, tell me where your soul is, and I’ll tell you what kind of food you want.

—Leah Chase, New Orleans restaurateur

Sic volo, sic jubeo.
 (As I wish, so I command.)

—Motto of the Mistick Krewe of Comus
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THE first argument Milford Goodman ever had with Eileen Trefethen was about the slogan she wanted to print on her menus: More Art Per Square Inch Than Any Other Restaurant in New Orleans! He hadn’t taken the head chef job so people could come and look at art. He wanted them to pay attention to his food.

“Oh, don’t be such a prima donna,” Eileen said, breathing smoke in his face. She was a tall, slender white woman who wore strenuously creative outfits and way too many pins in her watercolor-auburn hair. “People know the food is going to be good. I’ve worked hard amassing this fabulous art collection, and I want people to know about it. Besides, I’m the owner, and I make these decisions. You’re the chef, and you stay in the kitchen.”

To Milford, the fabulous art collection looked like a bunch of kindergartners’ paintings and strange coathooks you could put an eye out on if you weren’t careful. It swarmed all over the walls of the dining room and into the pass; he figured it would invade the kitchen unless he guarded against it. But he knew he had to choose his battles at the Top Spot. He was one of only three or four black executive chefs of fine-dining restaurants in the city, the youngest of the bunch at thirty-three, and Eileen never hesitated to remind him of that fact when he expressed any frustration.

“You were a line cook when I discovered you,” she liked to say, “and you could be a line cook again, so just remember who butters your cornbread, Milford.”

He hadn’t been simply a line cook at Reilly’s, the hotel restaurant that had previously employed him; he’d been lead PM cook in charge of a crew of thirty. But there was no point telling that to Eileen. She already knew it. She just had a gift for revising history to suit her purposes.

After the more-art-per-square-inch argument, the feuds came thick and fast between them, but somehow they forged a working relationship anyway. Milford liked the money Eileen paid him and the creative control he had over the food. Eileen liked Milford’s cooking, and even more than that, she liked bragging about him to her rich Uptown customers.

“Where ever did you find him, Eileen?”

“Oh, I rescued him from an awful turn-and-burn place on Canal Street. No one had ever heard of him, of course, but really I think that’s ideal, because we can create a reputation together…”

And thanks to his talent and Eileen’s ability to generate publicity, people began to hear about the Top Spot. The Times-Picayune gave it a four-bean review. Gourmet included it in a roundup of New Orleans restaurants serving Creole food with a dash of originality—but no more than a dash—the template that the rest of the country expected from the city they loved to call the Big Easy, though locals never did. The restaurant drew a fashionably mixed crowd: the black political elite Eileen knew from her days as a civil rights worker; the artists whose daubings and coathooks hung on the walls; Carnival royalty from the Garden District. Milford wasn’t famous yet, nowhere near the level of a Paul Prudhomme or a Lenny Duveteaux, but he was considered a Promising Young Chef, one to watch.

On his last night at the Top Spot, Milford made dinner specials of crawfish Clemenceau, pork tenderloin with oyster dressing, and whole roasted red snapper. It wasn’t a very busy dinner shift, and after they shut down, he decided to give the kitchen a thorough cleaning. The dishwashers helped him take up the rubber mats, mop the floors, wipe down the glass doors of the coolers, and scrub all the surfaces. When the job was done, he bought a round of drinks for the crew and sent them on their way. He was standing in the kitchen enjoying the unusual spotlessness when Eileen came in, glanced around, and said, “I thought you said you were really going to clean things up tonight.”

Milford knew she hadn’t had a good evening. Eileen liked to think of herself as a hands-on hostess, personally booking all the reservations and greeting the customers at the door. Of course that meant when there was a problem, she took the brunt of it. Tonight a party of ten’s reservation had disappeared; either they thought they’d called but hadn’t, or Eileen had forgotten to write it down. She found them a table anyway, but they had to wait in the bar for a while, growing increasingly restive, refusing her offer of free cocktails; they were from Utah and didn’t drink. A thing like that could make Eileen mighty tense, and when Eileen was mighty tense, you wanted to stay out of her way as much as possible. So Milford just said, “It looks pretty clean to me.”

“Are you serious? Are you?” She strode across the floor, nearly tripping over the mop bucket he still needed to empty. “Milford, when I say clean, I mean clean. Look at all this crud underneath the cooler. Just look at it! Come here!”

Cautiously, Milford bent over and peered under the cooler. The cement floor was stained and discolored, but he didn’t see anything that qualified as crud.

“Where, Eileen?”

“There, around the legs. Look how it’s all caked up.” She poked at the short metal legs supporting the old-fashioned cooler. “There must be half an inch of dirt around them—it’s disgusting! I want you to touch that! Put your finger in it!”

With one large forefinger, Milford scratched at the floor around the cooler leg. “It’s just stains. You don’t wanna see it, maybe we should get one of them nice new coolers sits flush with the floor. Bet you’d save on the light bill.”

At once he knew he’d said the wrong thing. When Eileen was in one of her moods, you didn’t suggest that she drop a big chunk of change on something, even if it would save her money in the long run.

“Oh, that’s your answer for every problem in this restaurant, isn’t it, Milford? Tell Eileen to throw money at it! Eileen’s wealthy, isn’t that right? Eileen’s just holding out on you because she’s such a mean bitch! Everything would go better around here if Eileen would just loosen up the purse strings! Well, let me tell you something. I know you grew up poor, you don’t have any understanding of how these things work, but that’s not how you run a business, Milford. If I spent money on every little thing you ask me to…”

She was off. Milford leaned back against the steel countertop and listened to her rant, trying to let the words roll over him without registering in his brain. If he listened to her, he’d get mad, and if he got mad, they’d end up hollering at each other again. There had been too much of that lately. He knew the waiters were gossiping about it, saying he was going to quit or Eileen was going to fire him every time they had a blowup. Eventually, one thing or the other would probably happen. He wasn’t going to let it happen tonight, though. He’d just gotten his paycheck, tomorrow was his day off, he was in a good mood, and he was going to go have a drink somewhere—not the Top Spot—and then go home and get some sleep.

“Eileen?” he said when she paused for breath.

“What?”

“Good night.”

He picked up his knife roll and walked out of the kitchen. She could empty the damn mop bucket herself, or the sous chef could do it when he came in tomorrow morning.
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Eileen stood in the dining room trying to calm herself down. Everyone else had left the restaurant, and she would lock up and go home as soon as she felt capable of driving. Right now her hands were shaking and angry tears still stung her eyes.

She knew she was going to lose Milford if she kept blowing up at him. He’d be incredibly foolish to quit; this job was an opportunity of the sort he’d never be likely to see again, but he was a man, and men did all sorts of foolish things if you abused their fragile egos.

Never capable of apologies, Eileen decided she would do what she always did when she was afraid she’d pushed Milford too far: put a twenty-dollar bonus in his next pay envelope. She firmly believed that, if given the choice, most chefs would prefer money over respect.

Behind her, a steel sculpture of a tree covered with dozens of sheet-metal “leaves” jangled softly. It always did that when somebody opened the front door. She turned, expecting to see Milford; perhaps this time he thought he’d pushed her too far. But it wasn’t Milford. A shiver of fear touched her heart.

“Oh,” she said. “It’s you. Listen, I told you not to come here anymore.”
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An hour after he left the Top Spot, Milford was sitting in Audubon Park watching the moonlight play on the dark waters of the lagoon. He could hear the traffic on St. Charles, and now and then a night bird would call out, but otherwise the park was peaceful. Not up for the noise and smoke of a bar, he’d stopped at a Time Saver, bought a couple of Miller High Lifes, and come out here to drink them. They had gone down smooth, and he felt better. He’d just run by the bank machine and deposit his check before heading home. He reached into the pocket of his houndstooth check pants, feeling for the pay envelope, and came up empty.

“Aw, shit!”

Now he remembered: Eileen had handed him the envelope when he was in the middle of sautéing the brabant potatoes for the crawfish Clemenceau, and instead of putting it in his pocket or his knife roll, he’d absentmindedly stuck it on the shelf above his workstation. He thought about just getting it tomorrow, but his rent was due and he really needed to make the deposit tonight. He hoped Eileen had already left: he’d just let himself in with his key and grab the check.

Irritated with himself but not really upset thanks to the beer, Milford drove back to the restaurant, parked, and walked up to the front door. A light was still on inside, and the door swung open at his touch. Shit. Well, he’d just tell Eileen he was sorry if he’d made her mad; he felt mellow enough not to care.

He didn’t see her in the dining room. Hell, maybe she was in her upstairs office and he could get in and out without having to see her at all. She didn’t usually leave the door unlocked when she was alone up there, though. His basic decency overrode his desire to avoid her, and he called out, “Eileen?”

Nothing.

“Eileen?”

Behind him, he heard something dripping. He turned and saw a dark droplet fall from one of the sharp metal branches of the tree sculpture into a spreading puddle on the floor.

“Eileen!”

He turned the corner of the bar and there she was. A painting of magnolias more colorful than any found in nature had been smashed across her back. A ceramic plaque shaped like a human ear lay shattered near her face—no, partly in her face. And he could see that other, even more terrible things had been done to her.

A small, stealthy sound came from the direction of the kitchen. Milford burst through the swinging doors just in time to see a familiar figure disappearing through the rear exit. That was when he knew his situation was hopeless.

Nevertheless, he ran back to Eileen. Before he could even lift her wrist to see if a pulse still beat there, red and blue light splashed through the glass door and bathed the dining room in its unearthly glow.

“YO, BUDDY, WE SEE YOU IN THERE,” said an amplified voice. “PUT YOUR HANDS OVER YOUR HEAD AND GET YOUR ASS OUT HERE RIGHT NOW.”
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MARDI Gras morning dawned dank and cold. The four cooks had already been at the restaurant for a couple of hours, preparing a krewe breakfast for Rickey’s mother’s truck parade.

Truck parades are a Carnival Day phenomenon unknown outside New Orleans. Rather than the ornate and glamorous confections boasted by the bigger, richer krewes, their floats are basically giant wooden boxes pulled by tractor-trailer cabs that blast their air horns incessantly as they roll through the streets. Each float’s riders select a theme—Louisiana Sports Legends, say, or Favorite Desserts—and decorate their trailer in foil and crepe paper to reflect it. If they are feeling flush, they might invest in theme sweatshirts too, but many of the beads, cups, and trinkets they throw are caught from other parades earlier in the season or even the previous Mardi Gras. Truck parades are a part of blue-collar Carnival seldom seen by the tourists who frequent Bourbon Street, but a certain segment of the citizenry cherishes them.

John Rickey and Gary “G-man” Stubbs were not a part of that segment, at least not today. Because they owned a popular restaurant, Rickey’s mother had convinced them to put on a breakfast buffet for the Krewe of Chalmatians, so named because most of its members were from New Orleans’ Lower Ninth Ward or the neighboring suburb of Chalmette. Rickey and G-man had grown up in the Lower Ninth Ward, but moved away when they turned eighteen, a little over a decade ago. The only vestiges of downtown that remained were their gritty Brooklynesque accents and a certain reluctance to take any shit off of anyone, be it a lazy line cook, a purveyor delivering inferior produce, or a diner with an unjustified complaint about his meal.

Having cooked together for fifteen years and lived together for the better part of that time, Rickey and G-man knew each other’s kitchen habits by heart and worked together as efficiently as two hands washing one another. To fill out their crew this morning they had recruited Tanker, their dessert guy who was secretly a crackerjack sauté cook, and Marquis, who was young but learning fast. He’d started out as a salad bitch, but now they let him work the hot line on slow nights. Today he would be in charge of keeping bacon, sausage, and toast coming out of the oven, topping up the water in the rented steam tables, and cutting celery for the Bloody Marys.

Tanker had reheated the big pot of crawfish étouffée they’d made last night and was now working on a giant batch of grits. G-man, Rickey’s co-chef and the true workhorse of the kitchen, was adding clarified butter to egg yolks in a double boiler to make hollandaise sauce for Rickey’s eggs Sardou. Tall and rangy, with short dark hair tucked under a purple New Orleans Hornets baseball cap, G-man scowled at the sauce through the dark glasses he habitually wore in any bright light. He had tried to talk Rickey out of this fussy and time-consuming dish, but Rickey had insisted on it. The restaurant’s name, Rickey pointed out, was Liquor. All their dishes contained some form of booze, a perfect concept for New Orleans. Of course they weren’t sticking to the gimmick for this breakfast, but Rickey felt that at least one dish should pack an alcoholic punch, so eggs Sardou it was: poached eggs with artichoke hearts, hollandaise, and an Herbsaint-laced spinach cream.

“Splooge,” Rickey muttered as he tasted the spinach. Not as tall as G-man and a little paunchy from a lifetime of sampling his own dishes, he was handsome enough to have been anointed a glamour boy by the national food press, but his features were sharpened by a nervous tension that seldom left him even when he was drunk or sleeping. “Baby food. All this fucking shit is baby food. It’s giving me flashbacks to when I had to work hotel brunch.”

“So why’d you sign up?” said Tanker. “More to the point, why’d you sign us up? Nobody said you had to make breakfast for three hundred.”

“It’s not three hundred. I mean, they got like three hundred people in the krewe, but not all of them are gonna show up.”

“You hope,” G-man said.

“My mom made a signup sheet, OK? We got one-eighty coming in. We scoop it and poop it, they eat it, everybody’s happy.”

“Yeah, but why’d you agree to it in the first place?” Tanker persisted. “I mean, you’re a prima donna, Rickey. You hate this kinda shit.”

“I know it.” Rickey pushed the blue bandanna up on his forehead and thumbed a stray drop of sweat out of his left eye. “But it’s my mom, dude. She never asks me for anything.”

“Except a couple grandbabies,” G-man said. Rickey’s mother had been doing her best to ignore G-man’s role in her son’s life for years now.

“Yeah, well, you know she’s never getting ’em, so I figured we could do this for her. Besides, these clowns are paying pretty good.”

“I think my momma wishes she’d quit getting grandbabies,” said Marquis. “My sister, she just done had her fifth.”

“Jesus.”

“And the daddy don’t help her out nohow.”

“Same one for all five kids?” Tanker asked.

Marquis glanced up at him, seemed to measure whether such a fatuous white-boy question deserved any response at all, said, “Nah, dawg,” and went back to laying out strips of bacon on a sheet pan.

G-man, the youngest of six children from an Irish-Italian family, silently counted himself lucky that his parents already had an even dozen grandchildren. Otherwise, his mother probably would have been pushing him and Rickey to get a kid from somewhere or other despite her strict Catholic beliefs. Of course, owning a restaurant was a lot like having a five-hundred-pound baby that never grew up. Originally financed by local celebrity chef, multimillionaire, and all-around shady businessman Lenny Duveteaux, Liquor was running under its own steam now, and they hoped to buy Lenny out with some money Rickey had inherited under strange circumstances the year before. Most of the inheritance was tied up in a piece of Texas property, however, and Lenny still owned twenty-five percent of Liquor. Fortunately, he was busy with his own two successful restaurants and mostly left Liquor alone.

Rickey put the spinach cream in the lowboy refrigerator at his station and headed back to the walk-in cooler to get a case of eggs. The other cooks had begged him to use a powdered mix for the scrambled eggs—it would have made his life far easier this morning, and if Rickey’s life was easier, theirs were too—but such a shortcut simply wasn’t in his nature. He might be a bit of a whore, he supposed, but he was no shoemaker. He would scramble the eggs slowly and gently in a double boiler, adding a knob of butter now and then, until they took on the perfect creaminess that was the only acceptable consistency for scrambled eggs as far as he was concerned. If the Chalmatians just shoveled the eggs into their hungry maws, too drunk to notice the difference, he would still have the satisfaction of knowing he had done them right. That satisfaction was one of the major things he lived for.

In the three years since it opened, Liquor had become not just a popular restaurant but a trendy one. Between Lenny’s machinations, food-press enthusiasm, a prestigious James Beard award, and a couple of healthy doses of controversy, it was now one of the best-known new restaurants in New Orleans. (In a city where several eateries had been in business for a century or more, it would remain a “new restaurant” for at least a dozen more years.) Rickey had very mixed feelings about this trendiness. Because of it, and because of what Food & Wine had once cringe-inducingly called “his dissipated-fratboy good looks,” he had been subjected to all manner of hype that had nothing to do with the backbreaking day-to-day business of running a world-class kitchen.

Agreeing to do this breakfast had been one of his little ways of reacting against the hype. Most hot chefs would probably turn up their coke-encrusted noses at the idea of cooking splooge for a hundred and eighty working-class yats. Rickey still considered himself one of those yats, and while he wasn’t exactly proud of the food itself, he liked how aggressively déclassé such a breakfast was.

Lost in his thoughts, he nearly tripped over some large object that had been left on the floor of the walk-in. Peering down in the dim light, he saw that it was a burlap sack of oysters. At the krewe’s request, they’d set up a makeshift oyster bar in the dining room for those perverts who considered a dozen icy-cold raw mollusks dipped in ketchup, horseradish, and Tabasco part of a nutritious breakfast. (Rickey liked oysters on the half shell just fine, but not at seven o’clock in the morning.) Marquis was supposed to have lugged the oysters up front and dumped them on ice to await the shucker’s arrival, but apparently he had forgotten.

Rickey started to holler for him, then decided not to. Marquis was getting to be a decent cook, but he was easily distracted. If he left his station now, he’d probably burn the bacon or worse. Instead Rickey bent to hoist the fifty-pound sack onto his shoulder. As soon as it came off the floor, he knew he’d lifted it badly, and an instant later he felt something give deep in the small of his back.

“Owwwwwwfuck!” he yelled. His hands instinctively wanted to go to the injury, but he knew if he dropped the oyster sack now, he wouldn’t be able to lift it again. Instead he got it the rest of the way up and stood holding his breath, waiting to see how bad the pain was going to get. It flared, twisted through his spine like a hot wire, then settled down with the air of a visitor that had found a comfortable spot and was planning to stay a while.
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 While Liquor was something of a trendy restaurant, its dining-room décor had little in common with that of most hot spots: no dangerous-looking metal sculptures, lipstick-red walls, glass floors with saltwater lagoons underneath, giant paintings of fruits and vegetables, or Arabian fantasies. Rickey, who micromanaged every aspect of the restaurant, had been far more influenced by the look of New Orleans’ old-line joints, and so the dining room was a dark green, softly lit, clubby space accented with rich wood trim and small mirrors.

On a typical night, the dining room was full of men in suits or sports shirts, women in cocktail dresses, the clink of cutlery on plates and ice cubes in glasses, the aromas of fine food and fresh bread. This morning, it was packed with people in pink sweatshirts bearing the legend KREWE OF CHALMATIANS and the krewe’s logo, a spotted cartoon dog with a bouffant hairdo. The dog was supposed to be a Dalmatian, a pun on the krewe’s name, but looked rather more like a Chihuahua with chickenpox. Most of the women had hairdos that rivaled the dog’s. Most of the men were balding. At 6:45 A.M., the krewe members were already well-lubricated, happy, and yakking up a storm.

“Raymond! Hey, Raymond! I hope you don’t getcha hand stuck in there again—”

“Aw, Marie, hush up about dat.”

“How you makin, dawl? I ain’t seen you since Friday, maybe Saddy—”

“Bud-DY! Where y’at?”

“We gotta good team! Dis is gonna be da year!”

At the bar, Mo—Tanker’s girlfriend and Liquor’s head mixologist—dispensed mimosas and poured Bloody Marys and screwdrivers from huge pitchers she had mixed early that morning. The waiters circulated, clearing dirty plates and topping up the buffet. The shucker, who had finally received the contents of the fateful burlap sack, slid his short flat blade between shells, severed connective muscles, nestled oysters by the dozen into platters of crushed ice.

At the center of the hubbub was Rickey’s mother, Brenda Crabtree (she had retaken her maiden name upon her divorce a quarter-century ago), resplendent in a fresh Copper Penny dye job and cat’s-eye glasses with a dusting of tiny rhinestones at the corners. At her side was her gentleman friend, Mr. Claude, listening meekly as was his habit in life. “This is my son’s place!” she told anyone who would listen. “My boy, he’s a famous chef! He got him a write-up in Bone Ape Tit Magazine!”

Back in the kitchen, the famous chef winced as he bent to retrieve more eggs. A small hiss of pain escaped him. G-man, who was now cooking French toast, heard it even over the sizzle and bang of the kitchen. “Dude, what’s wrong with you?” he called. “You been gimping around all morning.”

“Nothing,” Rickey said. “Just twisted my back a little. I’m fine.”

In fact, the pain had increased so much that he felt a little nauseated. He wasn’t about to say anything, though. He might tell G-man what had happened later, after the shift was over, but cooks in the kitchen didn’t cry about their injuries. Burned yourself? Consider the weal a badge of honor, like the tattoos most of them had. Sliced your finger open? Slap on a bandage or some duct tape, maybe Superglue it if it’s really bad, and get back to work. Most of them had cut off at least one fingertip during the course of their careers, and all had ladders of burn scars on their forearms, hot-fat spatters on the backs of their hands, and feet that looked as if somebody had worked them over with a hammer. It was a painful line of work, but in the hyper-macho pirate crew atmosphere of the typical restaurant kitchen, complainers were apt to be mocked without mercy or hounded right out of a job.

G-man looked searchingly at Rickey over the tops of his shades, but said nothing; to challenge Rickey on this point in front of their crew would seriously violate the rough etiquette of the line.

“Anyway,” said Rickey, “we only got a couple more hours. The Chalmatians gotta stage way the hell down on St. Claude, so they’ll all be out of here by eight-thirty. We can break it down and get gone by nine.”

“Y’all gonna watch the parade?” said Tanker.

“Aw, I don’t know. My mom wants us to,” (G-man rolled his eyes at that us) “but there’s gonna be all that Zulu traffic.”

“Just go on down Broad Street,” said Marquis. “You can cut over to St. Claude after Jackson. Zulu don’t go no farther than that.”

“I know, I know. I been getting from Uptown to the Lower Ninth Ward all these years, I guess I can do it on Fat Tuesday. But it’s gonna be a huge clusterfuck, and there’ll be no place to park, and—”

“And waa, waa, waa,” the other three cooks and the dishwasher chorused. Rickey frowned, then grinned reluctantly.

“Go see your momma,” Tanker advised. “Live it up a little. Catch you some beads.”

“Just what I need. I don’t even like Mardi Gras, and we still got three garbage bags of ’em in the attic.”

“All New Orleanians gotta have at least three garbage bags of beads in their attics,” Tanker said. “It’s, like, the law. Otherwise you’re some kinda Communist.”
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 As it turned out, nobody got out by nine; after a morning of serving up splooge to drunk Chalmatians, they needed a few drinks themselves. Cooks and waiters alike congregated in the bar, where Mo opened beers and poured bourbon over ice. She was dead on her feet, but as long as she didn’t have to see another mimosa or celery stalk, she was happy.

“I think that was my worst shift since Escargot’s,” said Rickey, sipping his Wild Turkey. Escargot’s was the hotel restaurant where he’d worked as a saucier before he and G-man began developing the Liquor concept.

“Hell, it was my worst shift since Tequilatown,” said G-man. He and Rickey had worked together at this French Quarter tourist trap and been fired, along with the rest of the kitchen crew, for drinking on the job. It was this indignity that had spurred Rickey to come up with the idea of a restaurant where the food would actually encourage drunkenness.

“Worst job I ever had was at a place called the Nouvelle Orleans,” said Tanker. “It was actually a revival of this old-line restaurant from the 1800s, where this famous gangster, Golden George Costello, used to hang out. Owners always pronounced ‘Orleans’ the French way, you know, Orly-AWN, and they’d yell at you if they heard you say it different.”

“What was so bad about it?” asked Marquis.

“Well, it started out OK. It was, like, Mediterranean food with a Creole influence. I was sous chef, and we couldn’t go too wild seeing as it was in the Quarter, but we got to be a little creative. Did some garlic shrimp with black rice paella, lamb tagine, that kinda stuff. We reviewed well, got a good customer response. Then management started getting scared. ‘It’s too weird! This ain’t how Golden George liked to eat! We gotta get back to our roots!’ Pretty soon it was crawfish étouffée and chicken Pontalba, just like every other damn restaurant within a two-block radius of Bourbon Street. You know why I finally left?”

“Why?” said Mo obligingly, even though she knew the story.

“The GM found out old Golden George used to hide diamond rings in ladies’ food, right? Like if he had some ho he wanted to impress? So they started this contest where they’d stick cubic zirconias in the desserts. If you found one, you got entered in a contest to win a real diamond. I quit after the second fancy Uptown dame broke her tooth on a fake rock. Figured they’d be sued into oblivion pretty soon anyway.”

“Man,” said Rickey. “Once in a while I get to worrying that our gimmick is dumb, but we’re fucking geniuses compared to that.”

“Our gimmick’s not dumb,” said G-man, finishing his second beer. “It could be, but as long as the food’s good, we got nothing to be ashamed of.”

Rickey nodded. Then, thinking of the food they had served today, he gulped the rest of his drink.
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 When the truck parade rolled at noon, Rickey and G-man were on the downtown riverside corner of the neutral ground at St. Claude and Tupelo, just as Brenda had instructed them to be. They’d ended up parking at G-man’s parents’ house, only a few blocks away. The day had warmed up nicely, with enough cloud cover to keep the heat down but no real threat of rain. The crowd milling around the corner was as varied as it got in New Orleans, black and white, young and old, costumed and uncostumed. People didn’t mask on Mardi Gras as much as they used to, but here and there were skeletons, drag queens, distinctly unsavory-looking baby dolls, and one sinister character in a rubber Nixon mask.

St. Claude was an avenue that had seen better days, but a few grand old oak trees still stretched their gnarled branches over the fly-by-night car repair shops and dilapidated corner groceries. As the trucks rolled, some of the beads flung by the riders caught in the branches, where they would hang for months or possibly years. The air horns seemed to split the day in half. Between them and the cacophony of the crowd, it was impossible to make oneself heard to the krewe members, but Brenda knew where they were. The theme of her truck was “What’s Cookin’?” and she and her fellow riders were dressed in white aprons and chef’s toques. They deluged Rickey and G-man with fancy beads: long metallic ropes, beads with blinking medallions attached, a huge pair of pink pearls decorated with plastic shrimp and white shrimpers’ boots. Brenda also managed to paste G-man right in the face with an unopened package of beads that weighed more than two pounds, bending one earpiece of his glasses a little, but he charitably allowed that this had probably been an accident. Getting creamed with a whole package of beads was just one of the many hazards of Mardi Gras.

They went back to the Stubbs house for a late lunch and another round of drinks. G-man’s parents, Elmer and Mary Rose, were watching Mardi Gras on TV. The various news channels had reporters on the scene at the major parades, on a Bourbon Street balcony, along St. Charles where families were having cookouts on the streetcar tracks. After lunch, Rickey and G-man tried to sneak out without their beads, but it was no good. “You boys gotta take them beads with you,” said Mary Rose. “We already got seven bags in the back room.”

By the time they reached their little shotgun house on Marengo Street, it was early evening. G-man found a basketball game on TV. Rickey stretched out on the sofa to rest his still-throbbing back and fell asleep halfway through the second quarter. When he woke up, the game was over and G-man was flipping through the channels. He paused on WYES, the public broadcast station, where a glittering Carnival ball was in progress.

“Aw, not this shit,” Rickey moaned sleepily. “It’s so boring. Nothing but a million debs getting presented to Rex and Henri Schindler talking about how Carnival is a butterfly of winter.”

“No, look, they’re finished with the debs. They’re about to have the Meeting of the Courts. This part’s kinda cool.”

“About as cool as my left asscheek,” Rickey said, but he settled down to watch the pomp and circumstance. It really could suck you in if you let it.

Here was Rex, the King of Carnival: a rich and well-connected New Orleanian transformed for a day into an actual monarch, a golden Arthurian legend. His identity was kept secret until Fat Tuesday morning, when he and his court paraded from Uptown to the French Quarter, then held their ball at the Municipal Auditorium that night.

Comus was the darker face of Carnival, not a king but a god. He wore a smiling mask that was designed differently every year, and his name was never revealed, though he was generally known to be an even richer, better-connected citizen than Rex: the power behind the throne, as it were. The most ancient of the old-line Carnival clubs, the Mistick Krewe of Comus had ceased parading in 1993 after a city council ordinance forced all public organizations to integrate. Rather than suffer the possibility of a black man in their midst—in a city that was three-quarters black—they had withdrawn from the streets. Now they only held their ball. The two courts met at midnight to declare Carnival over for another year.

Rickey and G-man watched with tired eyes as Rex in his white tights and gold crown approached the throne of Comus. Comus stepped forward and lifted his silver cup to toast the monarch, and because gods outranked kings, Rex bowed.

“I know who that is!” Rickey said, sitting bolt upright.

“Duh,” said G-man, “it’s Alfred Gremillion. His picture was on the front page of the Times-Picayune this morning, just like Rex always is.”

“Not Rex. Dude, I know who Comus is.”

G-man glanced around the living room a little nervously. Comus had always struck him as a sinister figure, and the refusal to integrate hadn’t helped any. “Nuh-uh,” he said. “That mask and wig, all those weird-ass capes and shit? He could be anybody.”

“No, man. Look at how he kinda slumps over and holds his left arm up. That’s Clancy Fairbairn.”

Clancy Fairbairn was one of those New Orleans businessmen who seemed to have an interest in every moneymaking local company without being strictly associated with any of them. He was on the directors’ boards of Entergy, the Downtown Development District, the Pot O’Gold casino boat, the Audubon Institute, and just about everything else that was currently turning a profit or overseeing someone else’s profits in New Orleans. He was also a regular at Liquor, the type who always demanded that the chef make an appearance at his table, and so Rickey knew that he had a withered arm as a result of a childhood bout of polio. He’d also seen Fairbairn lifting a cup or two.

“I guess it might be,” G-man admitted as the camera panned over Comus’ face. “Those kinda look like his eyes. Mean and smart.”

“Dude, it’s totally, definitely him. Comus eats at our restaurant. Far fucking out.”

“Big deal,” G-man said. “Most of the rich bastards in town have probably eaten at our restaurant.”

“Yeah, but Comus eats there like once a month.”

“Quit calling him Comus, would you? You’re not supposed to know who Comus is.”

“What difference does it make?” Rickey stood up, then paused, winced, and put a hand to the small of his back. “It’s not like he can hear me.”

“I know it,” said G-man, but his eyes flicked around the room again. His Catholic upbringing had inclined him to worry in the presence of gods, even once-a-year ones. “Hey, you never told me why you were gimping around in the kitchen, and now you’re doing it again. What’s the matter?”

Rickey explained about the oyster sack. Of the two, G-man was usually inclined to be more lenient with the crew, but he scowled at Marquis’ negligence. “That damn kid. He shoulda took care of his business.”

“Aw, it wasn’t his fault, G. I mean, he left it there, but it’s not his fault I lifted it bad. I’ll be fine in a couple days. C’mon, turn this shit off and let’s go to bed.”

As he thumbed the remote, G-man caught one last glimpse of Comus’ mask before the slanted eyeholes and slyly grinning mouth dwindled away to darkness. Clancy Fairbairn? he wondered, then pushed the thought away. He really didn’t want to know who Comus was.
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