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​Chapter 1-Genesis
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Let me tell you the Gospel truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. In 1989, when nobody elsewhere was watching, our struggling town in the Louisiana begged for someone to restore our fading fortunes.  Our town probably looks a lot like your town, your city, your state or your country, full of opportunists and dangerous men and women, so this is a story that you might find familiar.  As I recall, times were so bad, and folks so desperate for better days, most of our capable citizens had good cause to step forward and insist they had all the answers we craved.  After all, there was very good money in it.  There was considerable power and influence in it too.  There was even fame.  Just like today, we were never certain who we should trust, our Devil and our Savior seemed indistinguishable from each other.  Who would we choose.  It is a biblical sized tale, almost too incredible to believe, but I cannot lie, here is what happened.

***
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“THE TWINS WILL DIE in the Dirt-Poor Cotton Kingdom of Louiszania, Dear Brother.” Jeffrey said that to George when they were almost halfway to the courthouse, pronouncing Louisiana in their own version of Twinspeak. “We are their Messiah, but we will be sacrificed.” 

“Bear your cross with courage and with dignity, Dear Brother,” George admonished his twin in a clipped, upper-class British accent. Jeffrey paused in the middle of the road. He wiped the perspiration from his forehead, then half swept up and half troweled a fall of thin red hair with a flour-pale right hand. He switched the cross to his left shoulder for relief, cleared his throat, pinched his Habsburg nose between his thumb and forefinger and blew a fine rain of snot. George’s voice rose. “Flinch not, Dear Brother, nor shall we tarry.”

“I’m not sure I can manage this cross all the way to town, Dear Brother. Perhaps we were foolhardy.”

The Twins had already paused repeatedly to mop their bushy brows, but this was the first time since they’d left home that they had stopped to sop their gloomy spirits. They were each heaving a full-sized replica of Christ’s cross more than two miles along the Shelf Road, all the way from the Plantation to the Gothic redbrick courthouse at the St. Martin Parish seat. 

The Plantation was on the Shelf Road just after where the highway forks, beyond the small stone bridge, in the middle of Magdelene. Town was not much. Little meditation had been involved in its layout. It had simply evolved with no firm plan in mind. It looked as if ten shacks, twenty-six old split-level houses, two bars, a K-8 school, one convenience store, two full-service gas stations, four churches, a free clinic, five lavish houses, two contemporary housing developments, a hairdressing salon, a used car dealership, a fire station, a courthouse, a salvage yard, one short stone bridge over the Bayou Biscay, a Piggly Wiggly supermarket and one roadside motel had been hurled up by a tornado, whirled about in the vortex and dropped indiscriminately around two dangling, swinging streetlights. 

George had convinced his twin to walk to the courthouse to defend themselves from a lawsuit they both feared threatened their mission in Louisiana, and perhaps even their physical existence. George, the elder Twin, had made the southern pine crosses and bare feet requirements for the journey. The white bedsheets that were draped and pinned over their gaunt frames, toga fashion, were mandatory too. The crown of blackberry thorns was strictly optional. Jeffrey bought in anyway.

Beneath the crowns, their eyes bulged like the eyes of starving POWs, and since there was not an ounce of spare flesh on their five foot eleven frames, the nine-foot crosses looked unbearable.

“Do not despair. Our plan is righteous.”

“We will die here,” Jeffrey boxed back in the same British accent. “We will never leave Louiszania alive, Sweet Brother.” 

“Never doubt your vigor.” George walked twenty feet past Jeffrey and deliberately avoided melding into his mood. He stopped when he was comfortable that he had put enough physical distance between himself and his brother. It was as if he required enough space to stand apart as a separate being; then, as if afraid that he might be instantly turned to a pillar of salt with even one backward glance, George grudgingly twisted his head over his left shoulder to glimpse behind.

“I know we will die here?”

“Okay, Brother.”

“I was not speaking of my endurance,” Jeffrey corrected his already exasperated twin. “Dangle me no verbal tether, I simply do not give a bloody damn about bearing this cross with dignity. I just do not wish to be crucified here, hung high and ridiculed by this rabble.” 

He swept his hand palm up and horizontally across his body in a Christ like gesture. 

“Louiszania needs The Twins, Dear Brother.” George insisted on buoying his sibling by merely offering words, not by carrying Jeffrey on his shoulders. Today the cross was heavy enough. Oftentimes, Jeffrey’s darkness overwhelmed him. “Money follows need. It is axiomatic. Money always follows need. The Twins will succeed in computerizing learning for all mankind. The money for us to complete that mission will arrive. Information and knowledge should be Louiszania’s new treasure trove, not the cancer-causing chemical soups. The oil and gas industry has cratered these last years, so they are desperate, Brother.”

“Must arrive! Money must arrive.” Jeffrey talked over his brother, quickly correcting him.

“As you wish, must arrive.”

“We sojourn to our crucifixion. Like Jesus, we are traveling our Via Dolorosa.”

“Christ, Jeffrey, I’m through arguing with you.” 

The two-lane State Route they were on skirted the marmalade-colored Bayou Biscay most of the way. Houses were scattered along the roadside an even distance apart, like trite jewels on a necklace. Farmers had inserted modest-sized farm fields between many of the homes. 

It was all small-scale farming and former sharecropping plots, of course. Most of the fields were no more than a few acres in size, and most had old cottonwoods on the margins. The tree branches stirred in the lively wind like a million conductor’s batons, their leaves shivering like tambourines in the damp breeze. A few live oaks, with generous beards of Spanish moss, wedged themselves between the quaking cottonwood trees; together the two acted as both windbreak and boundary marker on this unusually hot and humid morning. 

When The Twins looked up into the cloudless sky, they could see turkey vultures riding the thermals overhead. It was an uneven springtime, where the weather seemed to flop from winter to summer and back to winter again, barely landing on spring in between, all without the slightest degree of predictability. 

They paused to collect themselves before starting away again. George thought back to how this journey had come to be.
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IT ALL BEGAN WHEN YARNEY Gadbois served them papers. The court summons named Millennium DataCorp and its principals as defendants in a lawsuit instigated by McGraw Hill, a publisher they had done business with. Yarney left the Plantation and spread the news via the Cajun Telegraph. Lane Alleyne, the young black doctor who was fairly new to town, stopped by to see The Twins as soon as he heard. When Lane arrived, they offered him a plate of alligator sauce piquante before he even sat down. He came twice a month for their usual classical guitar playgroup anyway, but this time he was also concerned about their mental state. 

“Wellllll, I heard the big news,” Lane announced. “How you lads holding up through all this?” 

“Lane, you are here to help us with the monumental task of saving classical music. That’s all.” Jeffrey was agitated enough to immediately go on the offensive. “The same forty pieces of music, being played by the same forty people, in the same forty venues throughout the world. It has encountered a genetic bottleneck. The salvation of the classical world is monumental enough. As for the other tiny thing, the mere lawsuit, don’t worry! That will be easy. We have Seventy Centuries in our little heads. We will ultimately fare far better than your little medical enterprise in the end. Do not despair for us. We offer Louiszania true deliverance, both body and soul, my child of Aesculapius, not the mere limitations of your barber trade.”

“Be civil to our guest, Dear Brother,” George admonished. “He and his profession also see themselves as the Messiah. Louiszania is desperate for all hands. Do not discount medicine as a possible savior. Doctoring is noble work. He has come out of love and concern for us, as he too is embroiled in the same passionate mission we are, the ultimate salvation of Louiszania. He wields a scalpel to do so. Given that it is not as sharp as his profession deludes itself into thinking, not as sharp as seven thousand years of civilization in our little heads certainly, it still remains a valuable and worthy tool in the quest to save mankind. Lane, my Dear Brother can never diminish you in my eyes.”

“I’ve never entertained a moment of concern.”

“Somebody has to be a false prophet, Dear Brother.” Jeffrey sighed. “Only one of us can be the true savior to this rabble.”

“Louiszania is full of operatives declaring themselves Messiah.” George lit his pipe with his bony hands, the blue veins like interstates on the map of his skin. “Everyone is declaring themselves a prophet today. And why not? There is money, fame and influence in it. Therefore, Louiszania is full of false idols. Why not David Duke as the true Messiah? We will soon discover who is bona fide.” 

“We will soon find out, dear George,” Jeffrey agreed.

“Yes, all that is a witty assessment of things. So, there you are, Twins, you’ve stumbled on the answer. Fight the plaintiffs off with your considerable wit,” Lane countered, and it seemed half sincere and half faint praise, so George tilted his head quizzically, like a chicken fixing an object on the horizon. When he was satisfied that he was not being mocked, he continued.

“Duly noted.” George blew a fog of pipe smoke across the room and then offered a secondary choice. “Yarney Gadbois suggested good old-fashioned Louisiana-style bribery. ‘Bribery!’ I exclaimed. ‘With what?’”

Jeffrey guffawed and jumped right in. “Cheeky of him. ‘We are mere educators,’ I said. ‘Educators in the dumb state of Louiszania are not prized and are thus not compensated. Wherever would we find money for graft?’”

After the initial discussion, the three of them ate a fine Cajun meal and settled down and played Francisco Tárrega’s Recuerdos de la Alhambra on their classical guitars. 

Then, always adaptive and adoptive, The Twins slept on the inspiration for a night, woke the next morning and thought it might just be effective to marry both ideas into one colossal scheme. The way of the cross. 

They started to put the grand plan in place. In time, they grew matching spotty red beards like Christ, and they also allowed their thin red hair to lengthen, also like Christ, and they planned to put on Jesus Christ’s raiment as well. That was where the togas came in. 

George and Jeffrey kept the Messiah part of their trial defense secret from Tommy LeMoyne, their political liaison, for months. They worked on the more conventional lawyerly defense, almost daily during that time, but never once said a word to Tommy about Christ visiting the courthouse. Not until just a few days before the trial, that is. And why not the Messiah? None of them were lawyers or even trained in the law, but they had decided to conduct their own defense nevertheless. They might need divine intervention if they could get it. Tommy was the other litigant in the case. He had stakes in the game, but he was blindsided by the news of the second coming. 

“They will see us complete as their Messiah for the very first time,” Jeffrey had explained to Tommy. “A pedestrian procession to the courthouse was not too much to expect at all, because here, deep in the Dirt-Poor Cotton Kingdom of God, the sacred always dwells, side by side with the profane.” 

“The Dirt-Poor Cotton Kingdom of Louiszania is desperate for a savior, Tommy,” is how George had begun his side of the presentation to Tommy. “So desperate they even look to David Duke. The Twins are an infinitely more refined and effective choice. Remember, Tommy, as scholars, we have seven thousand years of civilization in our little heads. Why not show up looking like the Messiah?”

“The love of scripture is fundamental in Louisiana.” George made the case for Christ in costume. “We shall appear with blackberry halos, the best bramble bush available here for us to fashion into crowns of thorns.” 

“It’s y’all’s funeral. What the fuck you two thinking there!” Tommy had shot up and into George’s face. Tommy terrified them by yelling at the top of his lungs in a thick Cajun accent. He had gestured wildly with his fleshy white hands, two big hams, so large and so close to George’s eyes they obscured the room. He was built like a football lineman and could be as imposing as one. “I’d stay outta them thickets if I wuz you. When them levees dry out, every water moccasin hereabouts be outta the water and all twined up in them berry bushes. You can’t see them because the leaves too dense, but you better not go in there. Would you stick your hand into a black box full of serpents? Because that’s what you doing. Them snakes just in there camouflaged, and when folks get tempted by dat blackberry fruit and try to pick some, floop, dat’s when the old serpent strikes ya.”

“You don’t say, Tommy!” George was mesmerized by the horror of Tommy’s description. 

“Once them snakes bite ya, it’s your ass,” Tommy continued as graphically as possible, complete with special sound effects, escalating inflection and bit of a pantomime. 

“Why, it is just like in the Garden of Eden.” Jeffrey poked fun at Tommy. “The Twins are so familiar with that theme, Tommy, serpent and fruit, then fall from grace.”

“Ya know...” Tommy looked at Jeffrey to kill him, and when the look alone was not enough, he continued to throw out more scare. “You be pickin’ berries and thinking, ‘Oh, I just got pricked by a blackberry thorn.’ As a result, you just might ignore the bite and go on picking. No, no, no, no, damn no. Ain’t no damn thorn! It was a snake done bit your ass! Before you know it, boom, your arm blow up purple, your muscles disintegrate and turn soupy under your skin. I seen ’em cut a fella’s arm open and the flesh just plop right out on the table like chili con carne. That snake venom just start to digest ya off. Digest ya from the inside out.” 

“Enough, Tommy!” George exclaimed. It was one of the rare times when Jeffrey had remained calm and George had not. “You are simply repeating yourself.”

George was taken aback. He was ignorant of the snakes and their habits, so fear seized him first. It was terrifying enough that he had paused to consider Tommy’s advice as legitimate. 

“You mean the moccasin delivers a cytotoxin, Tommy,” Jeffrey countered. He was not cowed, he opined as he stroked his chin musingly. With some scholarship, he had less fear. “There are four snake venom types to my vast knowledge. Though I have never studied specifically the habits of the moccasin, you appear to describe a type of venom which falls broadly into the category of cytotoxin. It attacks the phospholipid bilayer, commonly referred to as the cell wall, Tommy. The phospholipid bilayer confers structure to the cell, like the skin of a tanker truck, thereby encasing its liquid contents. Once compromised, that wall no longer acts as a containment vessel...”

“Shut the fuck up, Jeffrey,” Tommy counterpunched immediately, because he saw a great opportunity for fear and ignorance to triumph over the use of knowledge. “You think you know everything, don’t ya? Going to Oxford University don’t make you two oracles.” 

“Those leaky cell walls would spill their liquid contents and result in the digested-flesh phenomenon you describe. But is that phenomenon really true to the water moccasin or are...” Jeffrey could not stop. Jeffrey could not read the room.

“Shut the fuck up,” Tommy repeated.

“Truly grotesque description.” George, still catatonic with fright, did not even seem to benefit from his brother’s rationality. He was too far off in the distant province of Fear.

“You wanna die for some little piece of theater, then you a dumbass, and go right ahead.” Tommy moved in for the kill. He realized his powerful words, had once again, brought at least one of The Twins under his spell. He personalized the experience just at the end. “Hell, that’s up ta y’all. If I wasn’t here to stop you, stupid would be what stupid do.”

George wanted his crown to wear, he wanted his coronation, but the image of the lurking serpent was too much for him to overcome at first. The disturbing vision of being bitten was as plump and as fleshy in his mind’s eye as the image of the blackberry fruit itself. It was indeed like when God advised Adam not to eat of the apple. And thus, the warning had prompted a most biblical fear and, as was always the case, The Twins used research to surmount it. 

There were two reasons The Twins chose this method. They were scholars, and that was how they tamed and ordered the world around them. They could thrash the thicket with a stick and chase off any snakes, but that would be brutish and uncurious. They had seven thousand years of knowledge in their heads, and that knowledge was far bigger than any stick. The Twins turned to the only thing in Louisiana that they could truly trust to dispel the fictions in Tommy’s tale, their books. Their books were living things. 

The second reason was that George assumed, for whatever purpose, Tommy simply did not want them to make the trip to the courthouse dressed as Jesus, so the water moccasin story was probably mostly fiction, just Tommy’s way of exerting control over their decision. What better way to dispel falsehoods than with facts from a trustworthy book? Tommy was all control when it came to The Twins, anyway. George could not be sure about the snake though; he could not afford to gamble life and limb that Tommy might be telling some truth. They pulled books off the Plantation’s shelves.

There, George sat with books on his lap and spread across the floor, browsing for truth. There were bramble patches everywhere on the grounds of the Plantation, serpents all around. Ultimately, George was only bold enough to defy Tommy’s advice after he had read a contrary description of the habits of the water moccasin in one of The Twins’ precious books. The books were once again soldiers against misfortune.

Then, and only then, did George go out and confidently harvest all the bramble branches he needed for his crown of thorns. He had found the branches like words and ideas, perfect for the job, supple and easily bent and woven into the shape he wanted. With that final task complete, he felt he and Jeffrey could safely begin their trip.

The reward for all their months of effort was evident as soon as they set foot outside the Plantation, looking like the expected Messiah. George seemed to have figured Louisiana right. Almost every motorist that drove past The Twins and every man, woman or child afoot honked, cheered or yelled some encouragement. 

The farmer that passed them, looping from plowed to unplowed field on his new green John Deere tractor, shouted, “Jesus Saves” so loud, The Twins could still hear him over the whinny of the big tractor’s diesel engine. They watched him thrust his clenched fist heavenward in salute after he passed and put his back to them. 

The school bus honked when it passed. Their former students leaned out the bus windows as soon as they saw the crosses and Jesus in duplicate. The kids shouted out and cheered as loud as they did on Pep Rally Night during the gridiron season, the evening before the radiant boys launched themselves against their hated rivals on the football field. 

A woman and her teenage daughter, walking home with a bag of groceries in each hand, even crossed the road and dropped their edibles to block The Twins’ path. The two women got down on their knees, clasped their hands in supplication and bowed their heads in a quick prayer.

“Go in peace, my children.” Jeffrey laid hands on both the women’s heads before they stood and departed. He could not help spoofing the practiced restraint of a Catholic Priest.

“Fuck sake, Jeffrey!” George exulted when both parties got going again in opposite directions and the women were safely out of earshot. “We’re really onto something.”

“So what? Can we make it to town without hospitalization? That is still my basic and most pressing question, Dear Brother. My shoulders cringe.” Jeffrey continued to doubt his physical stamina, despite their growing spiritual successes. “The reactions from everyone are really so much more than I expected, but somewhat less than you had predicted.” Jeffrey shook his head. “Tommy was so wrong, and yes, we are onto something.”

“The whole vision is cheap theater, he said. Sometimes Tommy is just dumb and unsophisticated. Like the masses, a bad TV show and a six-pack of beer away from not existing at all. His opinions and ideas are all derivative, Dear Brother, all stock set, commonsensical and straight from the idiot box. They are almost all dead wrong.”

“He runs on gut and heart and crude instinct to solve problems. Still, Tommy does serve a purpose by guarding the corporation against Louisiana grifters.” 

“He is not a man of books or learning like The Twins. For that reason, I cannot help but doubt the depth and breadth of his insights.” 

“True, Dear Brother.” Jeffrey chuckled. “Tommy never read anything but the back of a cereal box at breakfast, and only the large print, using it like an eye chart to assess the scale of his hangover. He never reckons with how the ingredients in the detailed and involved fine print affect his life.”

“Details, details. What are details.”

George and Jeffrey noticed every detail. They had observed boards with the names and addresses of every church on the edge of almost every Louisiana town. That was always the first greeting to a stranger coming into the bosom of towns in the state. Right after that first billboard was usually a second, listing the name of the local football team and a log of every year that that town had won a gridiron championship. These signs were directions to both the soul and the heart of a community. 

Armed with this insight, George felt he could reliably predict a procession of Christian believers would recognize The Twins as the expected Messiah that all of Louisiana had been clamoring for since the bad times began. George hoped that everyone that saw them would fall in line behind, the procession growing steadily in size, the faithful coming out to witness, the doubters coming out to be seduced, and that the downtrodden natives would then follow their saviors, all the way to the courthouse to intimidate justice with the mere weight of numbers. 

Jeffrey agreed with George’s observations mostly, but worried that people were still truly waiting on God for deliverance and not on a man of science like himself, nor even on a classical scholar like his brother. So even if The Twins appeared packaged exactly like Jesus, the masses would only accept the Bible as message and not mankind’s accumulated wisdom. It was worth the effort to see how far the faithful would go before abandoning the train. This stunt might seem like crass manipulation to some, but perhaps The Twins were the real deliverance, and if that was the case, this crass manipulation was a virtue and not a vice. 

They felt science, philosophy and all the esoteric insights in between should really be the best service to these people anyway, not religion. Today, The Twins might look like biblical fishers of men; they would use that theme to hook the fish. The desperate Cajuns were sure to follow The Twins in the familiar guise of the cross, but tomorrow, the people might follow The Twins’ more secular visage. 

***
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THAT WAS HOW THEY ARRIVED on their big day and at that particular spot on the Shelf Road, shouting at each other and still harboring considerable doubt that they could physically complete so incredibly demanding a journey. Now The Twins marched off again with labored, exaggerated strides, almost as if in slow motion. They looked a bit awkward and bumbling as they neared town. 

Though they had borne up, just barely regal enough, for most of the walk, it still had been exhausting, and now they were both bowed like crowbars. At this most critical time, when presentation and form mattered, when the audience was largest, just a few blocks from the courthouse and in the middle of Magdelene, their energy had begun to ebb quickly. Their feet were tender. Their feet were bloody from the march.

The buzz, commonly referred to as the Cajun Telegraph, had preceded their arrival, and scores of people had turned out to witness the excitement: Tit the barber was standing outside his shop watching, his two clients open-mouthed beside him. The manager, some of the customers and some of the clerks from the Piggly Wiggly were there. The reference librarian and the annoying woman in circulation, who still wore hoop skirts and feline framed glasses, were there. Erna and Evelyn and the girls at the Love-Locks Beauty Salon were also standing outside half done. The firemen on duty at the firehouse were sitting out on their benches as one of them bounced a tennis ball up and down, and even Hephaestus, their half blind Dalmatian, seemed to be taking in the scene as he scrubbed his rump against the wall.

Soon the sidewalks were so full of people that humanity itself became an obstruction and a hazard. Some people followed and some merely watched, but collectively, they forced George and Jeffrey to step off the sidewalk and squeeze between a black Chevy Scooter and a rusty Ford Pinto, then to head down the middle of Canton Street. Traffic stopped dead. A few drivers honked and shook their fist at first, but nobody got violent, because after their initial reaction, they identified the figures of the cross and the dual Jesuses, and that afforded The Twins all the protection they would need from any form of road rage. George and Jeffrey straddled the double yellow line, and traffic on both sides parted for them, like the rolling back of the Red Sea.

The Twins were traveling under the protection of the cross, and everybody assumed that George and Jeffrey Mapson had finally grown contrite and willing to embrace the Holy Spirit instead of mocking it. Maybe the two outsiders had indeed found salvation. Maybe they had finally given up their preoccupation with science and classicism and had turned to the one true book. Maybe they had indeed let Jesus into their cold, rational hearts, just as everyone had prayed they would, since almost the very first day The Twins arrived in Louisiana. Just maybe, this whole cross thing was penitence and a most glorious manifestation of their new faith. No sane heathen would go through this much trouble and pain just to mock Jesus and God the Father. 

Had God worked in mysterious ways? Had The Twins found Jesus or were they instead becoming him? Were The Twins really as mad as some claimed? Were they in league with the Devil and his sorcerers? Folks still had to be somewhat careful not to fall victim to the Devil in disguise. 

There was almost a different opinion from every man, woman and child present. Everyone did agree on one thing: There was a need to exercise care, times were very bad and in times of desperation, we are all likely to shimmy closer to the dangerous edge of civility in search of a warming embrace. The populace did not have to declare at this very instant, this was no moment for a deep dig, taking what looked like God’s works at face value was the more comforting choice anyway. 

There were numerous shouts, like “Glory be to God” and “Amen.” Then there was a verbal firefight for the right to house The Twins for next Sunday’s service. “Come to worship Brothers Mapson,” “Come to Trinity Baptist on Sunday morn,” “Come to Grace Evangeline, you’d be most welcomed,” and then there was applause and cheers from all the dueling parishioners.

“I thirst, Dear Brother,” Jeffrey said.

“We have salvation in sight, Precious Sibling,” George replied. Some people nearby heard that exchange and yet another loud cheer went up.

Constantine Goudreau, the football star and president of the Bible Club at Magdelene High School, saw his former math teacher and his former biology/Latin teacher, looking so much the part of savior and also so much in distress. He sprinted into the street to help them shoulder their crosses. 

“Where ya go to, Mr. Mapson?” he asked in his clipped Cajun accent.

“To the courthouse, my good lad!” George said and offered both direction and directive. “To the repository of the Napoleonic Code! Assist the plural Jesuses!”

“Give me your strong shoulder to lean upon, my strapping boy,” Jeffrey begged.

“Sure, teach,” Constantine replied. He then proceeded to help each of them in turn, and together the three made their way toward the steps of the courthouse.

“The Twins will be crucified in Louiszania,” Jeffrey mumbled. “Louiszania is stabilized beautifully by my mathematical model. Louiszania is pure elegance. Louiszania is pure dream state.”

George ignored his brother, so Jeffrey said it again. There were words and phrases The Twins repeated like mantras, to themselves and to others. The repetition was annoying and strange to observers, but like with any mantra, it had a meditative effect, and it was key in focusing their minds and mission. George liked to say, Think the thing, speak the words, speak the thing into existence.

“The Twins will die in this Dirt-Poor Cotton Kingdom.”

“Money follows need, Dear Brother,” George replied as he tried to comfort his brother. “Louisiana is desperate for answers, and they will soon see us as their only savior. That will become obvious to them in time.”

The Twins moved together up the courthouse steps, leaving Constantine shouldering both wooden symbols and meekly acknowledging the cheers of the crowd. The Twins stopped on the top of the landing and repeatedly bowed as they faced their admiring throng. The two of them raised their arms in triumph and gestured like the local football heroes did on Friday nights, palms facing up to the sky, arms pumping up and down like pistons. George and Jeffrey wanted to incite more cheers and were asking the audience to pump up the volume. 

“How can we get them to relinquish this ritualistic, religious nonsense for the true word, Dear Brother?” George gave in to the spectacle for an instant, and he threw an arm across Jeffrey’s chest to bar his twin from turning away from the crowd prematurely.

“I dunno, Sweet Sibling.” 

“Don’t go inside just yet. Let them behold us.” 

“They thirst.” 

“Yes, they desperately seek a savior. At least this is a beginning.” 

“Scant comfort.”

“Let them behold their new Messiahs.” George elevated his hands to heaven and Jeffrey followed and they clasped one of each other’s hands in midair. Everyone that saw the moment would retell it later as The Jesus Moment, with not just one Jesus, but two. How could Magdelene deserve such good fortune?

Jeffrey squeezed his brother’s hand in delight and then brought the joined hands down to their sides in a moment of exhaustion. They looked finally spent and they still had a trial ahead. “We shame them!”

“Yes, Jeffrey.” George sighed. Jeffrey finally succeeded in tugging his brother away from the adulation. Then he multitasked and waved Constantine Goudreau to follow up the stairs and into the courthouse with the crosses. “Deep in their hearts, they must sense something is coming. Louiszania needs us, and it needs Millennium DataCorp. We will computerize learning for the entire world as planned,” George concluded.

“In truth, Dear Brother, terrestrial life came out of swamps like these around us 630 million years ago, hauled itself onto land from the ooze. How fitting that we will replicate that here, a new birth, a new evolution.” Tears of joy formed in Jeffrey’s eyes.

“Louiszania is pure dream state.” George wept too. 

He was insistent as he bore down on his sibling, seeking not just acknowledgment of what he had said, but also to bring his brother to total agreement, to that peculiar fusion of two souls that binds so many twins as one. They shared all their triumphs and agonies as a singular mind. It was all part of an elaborate defense that had hatched in the womb, fledged during their ample time together and then used to fly them over every obstacle they faced. It had sustained them both for more than thirty-four years. These were the most desperate times; why change now? They flew to old habits. 

“Dear Brother.” George put an arm around Jeffrey’s shoulder as Jeffrey began to heave up big, quaking sobs. “Jeffrey, think of your mathematical model and how beautifully it stabilizes tension.”

“Yes, my model stabilizes tension beautifully,” Jeffrey repeated. The mere mention of his beloved mathematics seemed to calm and comfort Jeffrey even more. George hugged his twin close, and then Jeffrey dropped his head to his brother’s shoulder and was suddenly limp against him. George tenderly brushed a lock of hair from his twin’s face.

“Yes, drift off, think of your mathematical model, Dear Brother,” George said. 

Jeffrey wept. “I will.”

Suddenly, as if entering a hypnotic state, Jeffrey looked relieved, composed. Just like that, the solace that he had been seeking all day, came. “I still so long to be once again in our Chagrin Falls, Ohio, home. This Dirt-Poor Cotton Kingdom...”

“Shhhh, shhhh...is pure dream state.” George steered his twin inside.

“It is your fault,” Jeffrey sobbed. He lifted one bare foot to examine the bloody sole. The courthouse door opened and the noise from outside filled the anteroom and soon humanity would too. “I blame you for these sores, Dear Brother, and that we were run out of Ohio, only to land here and now.”

“Chagrin Falls was pure dream state,” George added. “Jeffrey, despair no longer.” 

Though it no longer seemed as urgent, George made one final tug in his day-long effort to pull his brother back from his jagged mental edge. 

“This is a fine place to capitalize on what we suspect of the future.” George grew philosophical. “The Twins are too brilliant to labor for others all their lives, and we know the Dirt-Poor Cotton Kingdom of Louiszania will someday be a beacon to a lost and wavering America. The Twins will man the lighthouse. We will shine light forth from right here in this tiny, dingy town. If they can have a Silicon Valley, a Silicon Mountain, a Silicon Glen, a Silicon Highway, Dear Brother, why not a Silicon Bayou?”
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Chapter 2-Books Make the Man




[image: ]


The stage for the final confrontation was the gothic brick courthouse that stood in the middle of an open square, choked on all sides by large gray-green clouds of live oaks and by the chewy humidity the giant trees trapped against the building. Mockingbirds sang continuously in the branches, and the Spanish moss dangling from the boughs flinched each time the air stirred. The trees were not volunteers; they had been placed strategically around the square, some of the first live oaks planted by French settlers in this part of Louisiana, the tallest and fattest oaks anywhere in the parish. They were easily fifty feet high and fifty feet wide. They looked so old, bent and gnarled; it was easy to believe they might truly have been there around the time when Jesus went to the cross. 

Cajuns did like to say that a live oak tree lived for one thousand years and then died for one thousand years. That calculus would make their biblical age just about right. Just two thousand years ago, a revolution was begun. Tommy and The Twins felt they could glimpse a redux in the distance, a second coming that could reshape all of America and perhaps the world as well.

“Where dem boys at, Tommy?” Judge Granados had asked while The Twins were barely turning into town, out just beyond his vision, but certainly not beyond earshot. Voices throughout the entire courtroom were suddenly muted when folks heard loud, unexplained cheering. The courtroom attendees had no way of knowing two Jesuses had prompted the celebration. “What’s that darn noise?”

“Dunno,” Tommy lied. He could easily guess.

“Can’t rightly tell,” the bailiff added. The gallery used the reflected quiet to better tune in the cheering, as if that would suffice to help everyone gauge the reason for the disturbance. It did not help. The room went back to chatter.

“You sure them Twins gonna be here?” the judge continued. 

“Sure as the Gospel. Be right ’long, Harry.” Tommy was short. 

Tommy was a LeMoyne, and in St. Martin Parish the LeMoynes were a political dynasty. No, they were royalty. Their word meant a great deal. The LeMoyne word had been good for almost two hundred years, and Judge Granados had decided it would have to be good for a few tender minutes more. Though The Twins were quite late for their scheduled hearing, Judge Granados did not immediately find for the plaintiff. He could have. It was well within his authority. He had taken Tommy’s promise at face value initially. That promise was enough for the wheels of justice to temporarily stop rolling, solely for Tommy’s sake. The justice raked his right hand over his comb-over.

“We pushing an hour late right now.” The judge looked at the dial on the pale inside of his wrist and shook his arm as if to unstick the watch hand and advance time. He raised his bushy eyebrows and also his inflection. To anyone watching, it was clear he was already beginning to regret his decision. How could Tommy possibly bring himself to now volunteer to the judge that The Twins had been slow to the courtroom because they were not only walking the distance, they were also hauling crosses, miles across the parish. That would surely send Judge Granados into a frenzy. He had a fiery reputation.

Tommy was edgy, unconsciously mimicking Jude Granados, constantly glancing at his watch too, then clasping and unclasping its brown leather buckle. Neither man could speed up time.

“Peanut, I give ya another half hour max. Dey don’t show, we blow.” The judge’s voice pulled Tommy back into the confining courtroom. The little fat man in the black robe leaned on his right jowl, fixed his bifocals on his nose and used the elevation of the bench to take the full proportion of his audience.

“Your Honor.” The plaintiff’s attorney stood up. “This is highly irregular. The defendants were sent notice of the hearing date and time, just as we were. We should be finding...”

“Jus’ sid’own.” The exasperated judge flapped an open palm up and down, directing the lawyer to fix his butt to the chair. Judge Granados made a motion as if dribbling a basketball to get the lawyer down. “They said they wuz gonna be here, didn’t they? If that’s enough for me, should be enough for you.”

“This is not the way we do things in New Orleans or Baton Rouge,” the lawyer protested. 

“Last I noticed, we wuzn’t in neither of them places,” the judge replied.

Tommy furrowed his brow and looked at his watch again and drifted off. He had managed to get to the courtroom on time and to at least act as a place holder, but those damn Twins... He tried for some relief from the tension and put both beefy hands up and massaged his deeply creased forehead, rubbed his eyes and smoothed his newly trimmed dark brown hair. A reflexive ruling against the corporation at this stage in its development could easily destroy everything they were trying to build.

Tommy’s features were not distinctive. His eyes seemed too small, two slits in a big round face, his nose a fleshy mass, a poorly defined clump of clay that looked as if it had been softly lobbed at his head and had simply stuck there. Tommy’s grade-school buddies had nicknamed him “Charlie Brown” because of the big blunt head. Up until then, he had always been sickly, smaller and frailer than all his classmates, so that his big orb topped his small frame like a lollypop on a stick. Because of his size, his half-hardy disposition and that great big head, Tommy’s nickname had morphed from “Charlie Brown” into “Peanut” over time. 

He did eventually grow to more than “six foot solid two,” as he liked to proudly boast, and that took the sting out of “Peanut.” He had hated the nickname, but in the end, he’d had the last laugh. The considerable height and girth were almost all thanks to a very late teen growth spurt. He had regretted most in life that that spurt came too late for the high school football team to benefit. Everyone still called him Peanut despite his now considerable size. 

Every coonass had a nickname, so Tommy was no longer annoyed when Judge Granados got familiar in open court. A second pet name followed every man in this part of Louisiana to his obituary. Tommy could just imagine his death notice, right there under the newspaper masthead, Tommy “Peanut” LeMoyne... The thought of it made him smile. Even Saint Peter was likely to greet him that way when the Cajun Prince appeared in heaven for his first rollcall. Tommy swiveled in his chair.

Behind him, the room was full of numerous other impatient men, women and even a few children, all swimming in the wet, oppressive heat. They fanned themselves for relief with folded newspapers, hats, anything they could find. This was the biggest spectacle since the end of the football season. Overhead, three fans with stained cypress blades strained to push the heavy air around the overcrowded, wood-paneled, two-story room. It was not the normal courtroom; Judge Granados had commandeered this public meeting space in anticipation of a large overflow crowd. 

Outside, the live oak trees were raking the windows, a light tap, tap, tap. Tommy’s gaze flittered around the audience, occasionally settling on a single face. He looked upstairs at the large gallery in the balcony. There were far more dark faces in this courtroom than white ones, and that was novel because a dark audience was rarely present in Louisiana to see justice ladled out. The rough diet had failed to sustain them for so long, they saw it as false hope to ever expect a favorable outcome. Why even show? The outcome was always assumed to be preordained. 

They were there this day though. The black community was led by the dapper Pastor Fair, a light-skinned man, impeccably dressed, with wavy, slicked-back hair and a pair of silver Cazal glasses slicing across his face. 

The Chitimacha Indian Nation had its contingent present as well, led by Camille St. Louis and Rick Prolux. A few of the Vietnamese shrimp fishermen were there, as were factions and subfactions of almost every other ethnic and cultural group. In the middle of this disheveled mass was a goddess. 

Tommy stared. He could not avert his eyes. There was Milagros, seated in the front of the black delegation, two visitors over from Pastor Fair. She was wearing a tight-fitting white satin dress and her iconic Rojo Spanish shrug. She seemed cool and dry, even as everyone sweated to banish the heat. She sat statue still, showing no signs of discomfort whatsoever. Her long flowing black hair with its slack curls framed her glorious olive face and fell to the top of her breasts. An old Vietnamese man squeezed down her row and in front of her to get to the last open seat. She smiled up at the man weakly. 

She was thin, yes. She was long, but not so tall that she appeared masculine or lost any of her delicacy. Her features were fine and as sharply hewn as Michelangelo’s Pietà, and she seemed just about as noble. Milagros’s fingers were long, and her gestures fit her exotic persona. The gestures were theatrical enough, so dramatic and deliberate, almost contrived, like a stage actress’s, but they were not. It was just who she was. Even the simple act of passing a grocery bag across the counter to a customer in Deschamps Variety Store was a thing of elegance, her hands moving so expressively, telling her inner story. Her skin was flawless and perpetually bronzed, and she was so gentle and so generous that her beauty seemed to go straight through to her core. There was absolutely nothing hollow about Milagros. 

Tommy leaned back in his chair and soft-whistled at his first cousin David “Luciole” LeMoyne to get his attention. David was one row back from the defendants and was too busy talking to his young event secretary seated next to him. Tommy soft-whistled again, and when he finally got David’s attention, he directed David to follow his eyes to the upper gallery and Milagros. The event secretary heard the whistle too. He looked up from his calendar planner and matched Tommy’s gaze.

“Jesus...” David leaned forward to get his cousin’s ear and exhaled long and hard. “Every time I see that woman, I think she can’t possibly get any more beautiful. Then the next time I see her again, she does, and it shouldn’t be hardly possible. Jesus, what a piece of flesh.”

“Wow.” His event secretary added his voice and vote.

“What commandment, cuz?” Tommy cupped his mouth with his left hand and prompted his cousin.

“All uh dem.” David and Tommy had a shared secret shorthand too, not as elaborate as the Twinspeak that George and Jeffrey had perfected. But, just like The Twins, The Cousins did benefit from spending considerable time together. David went to the confessional. “I’d break all of them... And more’n once.”

“Yeah, more than once,” Tommy lamented. 

David had just run against the incumbent Louisiana governor because, as he said repeatedly, he wanted to put a rudder behind the state and steer it somewhere new and inspiring. He’d failed to sell his prophecy to enough voters for it to come true, and now David LeMoyne was right in the courtroom with lots of free time, also eyeing his watch, at least as often as Tommy and the judge were eyeing theirs. 

David was not just worried about The Twins missing the hearing like Tommy was. David was also worried about missing a flight. The Cousins were ready to hurry from the courtroom soon after the hearing ended and sit on the Concorde to Paris.

Now, just too fidgety to sit still any longer, Tommy got up from his seat, paused, tugged on the lapels of his suit jacket and ambled from the courtroom. He wanted to get out from under the judge’s constant calls for updates on The Twins’ progress. He wanted sweet air. 

Once outside, Tommy paced the hallway before sauntering to the lone open window in the long, near featureless first-floor corridor. He stuck his head through the opening, closed his eyes, inhaled a big clean gulp of spring and then paced a little more. As he did, he happened to cross in front of the door of a second courtroom, where a small claims case leaked out. If nothing else in this economy was doing well, at least corrections and courts were sure making lots of money for Louisiana. Tommy stepped inside the far smaller hearing room and sighed onto a back bench to pass time. When he sat, he straightened his tie and brushed what looked to him to be a speck of cigarette ash from his white suit.

The first thing that Tommy noticed, to his considerable shock, was that Blois Deschamps, Milagros’s husband, had stood to identify himself as the plaintiff. That seemed quite strange. So strange Tommy instinctively looked over his shoulder, expecting Milagros to suddenly appear. Here was her husband, contesting his small claim, and there she was, seated over in the other courtroom, among folks he knew Blois saw as absolutely the wrong class of people.

For the moment, Blois seemed unperturbed by that incongruity. Maybe the guy just did not know his wife’s whereabouts at all. Blois started to argue the specifics of his case. The first key point was that the brand-new Chevy shortbox stepside pickup, which was the focus of the case, was a woman’s truck. Blois insisted that that was “irrefutable.” As he put it, the Chevy was meant for driving and for show and not meant for a single lick of work. Any idiot should know that. 

That kind of truck was hard to find too. Though the truck was registered in his name, he had actually presented the truck to his wife, Milagros, for her thirtieth birthday. He had been forced to pay a premium price to Ambrose, the top salesman at Felecia Chevrolet, in order to get the dealership to run a locate on the very, very rare stepside, which they did not have in stock. They had to search every dealership in the whole former Confederacy to find that truck. So, the plaintiff argued, under these circumstances, his wife had further right to be upset when she lent the Ford to a coworker and got the truck back with more than $1,000 in damage to the bed. Tommy chuckled at the farce.

The defendant, Nolan Bellefoid, was accused of borrowing the Chevy and using it to haul an old refrigerator, a washer, a wet soiled mattress and some spent cast-iron plumbing, all of which he had freely admitted to unloading along the roadside at the edge of town, primarily because he could not afford dump fees, just as he could not afford to hire his own truck. It was a small enough town that everybody was in everybody else’s business. So small, Tommy could probably contribute some evidence of his own to this very case. 

Nolan had just finished some light carpentry work at Tommy’s neighbor’s, and Tommy was sure he saw the stepside pickup parked at the job once or twice, full of supplies. So, this use violation that Blois was describing was not likely a single event. Three sworn witnesses that were provided insisted they saw the defendant driving through town with the contents “pinballing” around the truck bed. 

Tommy checked his watch again. The small claims case continued. He knew that Judge Granados would not start his case without him, so he heaved another sigh and relaxed in the far less crowded room. Someone would come to fetch him when it was time. 

The defendant argued vigorously, claiming the damage was all done before he borrowed the truck, and what the hell, wasn’t that what a truck was for anyway? Wasn’t that how a pickup got its name after all, from the phrase that described its original purpose, “for light pickup and delivery”? 

The defendant insisted that that was what Henry Ford, the founding father of automobile manufacturing, had intended. Eventually, the judge yelled that he was there to interpret the Napoleonic Code, and though Henry Ford was some kind of founding father, he was not there to divine Henry Ford’s original intent. He co-opted the debate happening on the national stage on how Americans should interpret the Constitution. He was merely a country lawyer and not a trained, strict constructionist, boxed in by precedent. How could he possibly presume to know Henry Ford’s mind anyway? He eventually ruled, after a little more arguing, that any fool should know that a Chevy shortbox stepside was a show truck and not a work truck and that was it. 

Quickly the case was done, and the defendant had to pay $1,315.90 to repair the dents and scratches to the pickup’s bed. It was these types of roughly hewn verdicts that terrified Tommy and The Twins. Louisiana was unlike the other forty-nine states. Justice was rooted in the Napoleonic Code instead of English Common Law. Judges had a wider latitude for capriciousness. Without the reliance on precedent, Judge Granados could destroy their company on a whim. Nothing is worse for business than unholy unpredictability.

The verdict was read out and it was right around that time that Jeffrey Mapson walked down the hallway outside Judge Granados’s courtroom next door. Tommy bailed from his seat because he knew the commotion could only mean one thing. As he exited the courtroom into the hallway, sure enough, there were The Twins, taking slow, elongated steps like they were walking down the aisle at a wedding or graduation, leading a processional with two young characters bearing the crosses behind them. One of them Tommy recognized as Constantine Goudreau, while the other teenager was unfamiliar. Then there was also a ragtag bunch of folks streaming behind the cross-bearers. 

Tommy looked down as The Twins brushed past. He shook his head in disbelief. They did not even bother to meet his gaze; they just looked deliberately ahead and past him, chins up as if they were in a trance, like Frankenstein’s monster. The Twins left bloody tracks on the old, scalloped oak floors as they turned into the courtroom and worked their way forward to the two chairs beside Tommy’s empty seat. Tommy simply shook his head again and followed. Jeffrey fell into his chair, too exhausted to go a step further. 

“Excuse me, excuse me,” the judge said before George could sit. “Mr. Mapson, you are late for your hearing.”

Then Granados saw the two full-sized crosses propping the courtroom doors open and he jumped to his feet and snapped to attention.

“Hail, Mother of God,” he exclaimed.

“Yes, Your Honor,” George Mapson instantly agreed and pointed an open palm to the two props. “God is present.”

“Who, you?” the bailiff asked. “I thought you were just the defendant.”

“Just ask the masses!” George waved around the courtroom. “Just go ahead and ask. They will tell you. They will tell you true, we are more than mere defendants. We are Messiahs.”

“Given that God does work in mysterious ways, I sure didn’t think He had time for case Cn34764,” Judge Granados replied, glancing down and reading the docket number.

“Defendants all present, Your Honor,” George began. He tried to un-weight the painful soles of his feet by rearing up on his tiptoes and then he spoke. “Forgive our tardiness, forgive our tardiness, but we are residents of the Dirt-Poor Cotton Kingdom of Louiszania...”

“Of where?” Judge Granados did not allow The Twins to rush ahead.

“Louis-zan-i-a,” George clarified.

“Of where?”

“Louisiana,” Tommy translated because George refused to break his Twinspeak. 

“Why not just say so then?” the judge chastised, not quite understanding the peculiarity of the shared language that some twins create.

“I calculated the distance from home to courthouse and reckoned a steady pace.” George continued to frame his excuse, but he sat down. “But I did not allow for our evolving infirmities.”

“What infirmities, Mr. Mapson?” the judge inquired.

Jeffrey had anticipated the question and immediately sat back in his chair and propped both legs on the table in front of him so the judge could see his feet, soiled black with tar and red with blood and blisters.

“Witness our injuries, Your Honor,” George said.

When Jeffrey tried to draw his foot back from the desk, he tipped the chair and then collapsed backward in a heap. There was a roar of laughter in the courtroom.

“For Christ’s sake!” the judge blurted. 

“Aha. Exactly, Your Honor!” George leaped back to his feet and thrust both hands in the air as high as he could and raised his face to the ceiling. His whole body went rigid as he strained heavenward, then he slowly and dramatically clenched the isolated fingers into a hard fist and exclaimed in triumph, “Exactly! For our sakes.”

“You walked all the way here from the Plantation barefoot?” 

“Yes, Your Honor,” Jeffrey said. 

“It was nothing...” George gushed. “Our Lord Jesus did so, so much more.”

“Wuz dat you making that racket in town?” The judge now put the picture together.

“No, Your Honor, it was the masses clamoring for salvation.” Jeffrey, contributed.

“Oh yeah it wuz y’all...” The judge hung his head. “What’s with the thorns on your head?” 

“Christ’s crown of thorns, Pilate. I mean, Your Honor.” George winced.

“I don’t tolerate no headdress of any kind in my courtroom.” The judge removed his bifocals and dangled them in his hand. “It’s ungentlemanly. You don’t see nobody wearing their hats in here, do ya? Take it off.”

“We are but lowly teachers here in Louiszania, so of course we lack adequate support.” George did not care if he offended the sanctity of the law. He respected no authority other than knowledge. But he did remove the crown and set it on the conference table in front of him. “A teacher here is as valuable as a penis to a nun. What is the value of knowledge to this wide swath of lower America? We are purveyors of knowledge in the bilge of the U.S.A. and as such, we do not have a single penny to our names. Why would Louiszania, or any of the other states in this Confederacy of Dunces, care to reward anyone who wished to educate their youth, Your Honor? Answer me that. Our feet are our only transportation, so we were forced to tramp the many miles from home to courtroom. We have no food, Your Honor, no transportation, and then we misjudged our arrival...”

“Surely you got a damn clock,” Granados interjected.

“Alas, we do have that,” George had to admit.

“...So, you misjudged your departure,” the judge snarled. “I ain’t in the mood for you today, George. My courtroom ain’t the Bijou Theater.”

“But yes, it is of course a courtroom, and so the perfunctory word-splitting should be expected, arrival-departure, what of it?” George righted his chair and played at Louisiana’s love of bright shiny objects, colorful high drama and most especially flowery language. Being colorful rather than substantive meant something here; even as a new outsider, he clearly understood that. “My departure and my arrival are inextricably linked, Your Honor. What’s more, if we are to engage in discourse today, if we are to find congruence in our disparate positions, we must, as Plato advised, be careful always to first come to an agreement on the most fundamental of terms. We will then build upon that foundation.

“The prurient philosophers have stated this for twenty-five hundred years,” George continued his soliloquy. “No argument can be satisfactorily concluded if the participants do not first begin with some such elemental agreement in terms. That I was late, there is no question, but I will merely plead guilty to tardiness now and heave myself upon the mercy of the court. You cannot continue to embellish my entreaties in whatever manner you wish, Your Honor. Please do not attempt to re-hew the lumber of my words. English is all precision, especially in law. I mean precisely what I say. English words are math.” 

“Language is not math, Brother.” Jeffrey, the mathematician, whispered his immediate disagreement. How dare George equate words to his precious numbers? Even if only for effect.

“Tommy, can you tie these two boys down!” The judge spoke figuratively. “The one thing I ain’t gonna have you boys do is lecture this court.”

“You bet, Harry.” Tommy rolled his chair over and whispered in George’s ear. George nodded. Every eye in the courtroom was upon them. Jeffrey joined the huddle as the three defendants put their heads together. The whispering continued, and they nodded in unison a few times, then all turned to face the judge.

“Listen.” Judge Granados shook his head and wagged a pen. “Bailiff Hebert, get some water and a washbasin for these boys to clean up, so they don’t die of gangrene.”

“Yes, Your Honor.” The tall bailiff unclasped his hands from behind his back and strode from the front of the courtroom past the crosses, still lying on their sides, still propping open the pair of courtroom doors.

“Come to order.” The judge banged his gavel. He stood and everyone else stood for an instant. “This court will come to order. Let’s get about ta doing the people’s business.”

The Twins were the first to sit. George liked to say they looked like the paintings of scholars done well by the Dutch Masters. They were very thin, their backs prematurely bowed. They were not exclamation marks, but question marks. Near starvation diets in recent months had caused their light red hair to fall out of their hairline in tufts, making their foreheads and their crooked noses more prominent. The Twins were always short of money and food and now, some fewer pounds later, everything they wore looked large. Townspeople lamented that the boys had been going around town with their pants cinched a bit too high, each with a discolored piece of beige rope. It was just barely enough yoke to keep the pants above their narrow hip bones. Now they stood in the courtroom in clean gleaming togas with the same dirty beige rope. It was still the finest they had looked in months.

The bailiff returned with a washbasin of soapy water.

“No, let us salve your tired feet first, Bailiff Hebert, just as Christ did for his disciples,” Jeffrey insisted as he took the water from the bailiff and placed it on the floor. 

Jeffrey fell on both knees and tried to grab the bailiff’s legs to begin washing his feet. Mr. Hebert took two rapid steps back to escape and almost tripped when George refused to release one pant leg. Bailiff Hebert barely caught himself so that he did not tumble embarrassingly to the floor. The courtroom rocked with laughter anyway. 

“The Twins are humble enough, and like beloved Jesus, we are not beneath humbling ourselves to wash any man’s feet,” George contributed.

“The case to be heard is McGraw Hill vrs. Millennium DataCorp,” the clerk read. “McGraw Hill is represented by Joel Simonson and Millennium DataCorp by George Mapson.”

“Tommy, you haven’t sought out representation yet?” the judge asked. “What’s the reason fer dat?”

“De boys wanna represent the corporation themselves, Harry.” Tommy stood up and reluctantly addressed the judge’s question. “They not lawyers, I’m not a lawyer, but they smart. Your Honor, I think we pretty much have an agreement anyway. We just hay to put it on the record. Why pay a retainer?”

“We have prepared exhaustively for our own representation, Your Honor,” George Mapson chirped as he answered the judge’s question directly. “We have consulted our very own law books and decided we would be best served representing ourselves.”

“Mapson, I didn’t ask you,” the judge said. “Tommy, what more you got to say?”

The judge pushed himself back in his seat and sighed. He reached up to his head to once again reinforce his comb-over.

“You know what they say about a lawyer representing his-self...” Granados looked over his bifocals. “He has a fool for a client.”

“Yes,” Tommy conceded. “I have heard dat.”

“I would hasten to add, an untrained and untutored client who chooses to represent himself has an ass for a lawyer.” The judge nodded.

“Yes.” Tommy looked down and stacked papers. 

“I just made that up,” Judge Granados testified. “But it seems an accurate assessment.”

“No doubt, Your Honor, in most cases but...” Tommy began.

“What you doing here, then Tommy? For the record, what’s your role?” the judge demanded, cutting him off.

“I am one of de principals of the company, Harry, you know dat,” Tommy said.

“Didn’t ask you dat! What...is...your ti-tle.” The judge began making notes on a stack of papers in front of him, turning one page upside down and then starting another.

“Director of Personnel, Secretary and Political Liaison,” Tommy replied.

“A distinctly Louiszanian-type title, Your Honor,” Jeffrey said.

“You getting triple pay, Tommy?” the judge joked at the three titles as he continued to make notes. 

“No, Harry.” Tommy chuckled back. “Frankly, lately I’m the one paying for de privilege.”

“A little short on cash, huh?”

“Yup,” Tommy confirmed.

“George, what’s your title?” Granados scribbled.

“President and CEO, Your Honor,” George answered.

“And him?” The judge pointed a stern finger at what his tone identified as a pathetic, annoying Jeffrey.

“Jeffrey?” George filled in the details. “Treasurer.”

“Treasurer, Your Honor,” Jeffrey replied simultaneously. 

“Okay, now tell me what’s going on hay?” the judge asked. He finally looked up, clasped his hands in front of him, put his pen down and leaned forward. 

“Your Honor.” George stood and began speaking.

“Your Honor,” the young lawyer from New Orleans responded simultaneously.

“Mapson, sit. You will get your chance to speak.” The judge turned his head to the young lawyer. “Sit, sit, Mapson. It’s the plaintiff’s turn.”

“Your Honor,” the McGraw Hill lawyer continued, “we would like to petition the court for the recovery of the sum of $45,380.33, due us by Millennium Data Corporation.”

“What fer?” The judge put his hand to his ear.

“Excuse me, Your Honor?” the lawyer asked.

“I said, for what?” The judge raised his voice. “What did the corporation get for $45,000?”

“$45,380.33, Your Honor,” Simonson said. 

“$45,380.33. I stand corrected.”

“Books,” the Lawyer informed.

“Books!” The Judge feigned shock. “Books? You mean all this hubbub is just about books?”

“Books are living things, Your Honor.” George offered context, shouting out of turn. “Who in America understands that and therefore loves and appreciates the book?” 

“He who worships the book,” Jeffrey whispered under his breath again, to nobody in particular but loud enough for many to hear, “worships knowledge.”

The young lawyer was well tailored in his gray flannel suit, a counter to the light hues and white suits most the other men in the courtroom wore. He was a fidget. He looked miscast, set out among the remnants of the planter class. Just out of law school, he constantly grappled the brown frames of his horn-rimmed glasses and fumbled with papers. He clicked his heels together, scratched his nose and ran his fingers through his thick blond hair. He raised and dropped his pen on a small stack of papers on the table, in yet another repeated nervous gesture. He was clearly out of his element.

“It is about books,” the lawyer confirmed as he read from his notes. “Not some sacred objects, as the defendants suggest. Just a product like any other product of industry.”

“Like widgets?” the judge confirmed.

“Widgets!” The young lawyer nodded. “Exactly. Mr. Mapson’s company has ordered a quantity of widgets...”

“Seems immediately apparent to me that the two sides ain’t ever gonna agree on the definition of books or on their intrinsic value.” Granados got philosophically, frighteningly insightful. “I already see a problem coming to an agreement on them basic terms that Mr. Mapson was talking about earlier. I see that problem looming. Continue, don’t let me interrupt, by God.”

“Isn’t that the tale of America?” Jeffrey again editorialized in low tones, again to nobody in particular.

“...and other learning materials from McGraw Hill Publishers at that stated value, Your Honor.” Lawyer Simonson
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