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  ACT I

The Chrysanthemum Saloon


The rain had been  falling on New Orleans for two days when Joe Battle walked into the Chrysanthemum Saloon on Tchoupitoulas Street and shook the water from his hat.
He stood in the doorway long enough to count the bodies inside and what good ol’ Joe found was this: a saloon built for fifty holding four. A piano from 1820 sat glum in the corner by the staircase, keys the color of bone gone bad, gaps in the ivories like a mouth that had lost too many arguments and learned nothing from any of them. To the right was the bar, an elaborate hunk of mahogany polished to a shine that belonged in a whorehouse, and behind it a bartender with a waxed moustache twisted into points sharp enough to draw blood and the posture of a man who had been standing in that exact spot since the founding of the republic.
Two men sat at a table near the window where rain streaked the glass, cards spread between them like casualties of a battle that had died hours ago but no one had bothered to wheel off. One of them looked up when Joe walked in. The other didn’t, which told Joe everything he needed to know about which one to shoot first if it came to that.
Joe was tall in the way certain men are tall, the kind of height that enters a room before the man attached to it. His eyes were a pale, unsettling blue, almost colorless in the yellow lamplight, the color of ice that had forgotten what water was and didn’t miss it. He wore a duster that had seen more decades than most marriages and a gun belt worn smooth at the holster from years of reaching, drawing, and putting it back again, though not always in that order.
“Evening,” he said to the room.
The bartender looked up. Their eyes met for half a second, long enough for something to pass between them that neither would acknowledge. Then the bartender looked away, and Joe walked to the bar like a man walking into any bar in any town in any year of this blood-soaked century, set his hat on the counter where it dripped a slow puddle onto the wood, and leaned against the rail.
“Whatever you’ve got that won’t kill me tonight,” Joe said. “Hell, or will. Your call.”
The bartender nodded and reached for a bottle. He poured without speaking, set the glass on the bar, and stepped back the precise distance that separated service from conversation, hospitality from intimacy. It was a distance he had clearly measured with some care, possibly with actual instruments.
“You talk ever?” Joe said.
The bartender shrugged, a gesture that was French in every particular: the lift of the shoulders, the downturn of the mouth, the expression that suggested the entire question was beneath serious consideration. “What is there to say? You want whiskey, I give you whiskey. You want conversation, you go to the table.”
The accent was thick as river mud, the words formed with the careful precision of a man speaking a language he had learned late, never loved, and blamed for several of his life’s disappointments.
Joe picked up the glass and let his eyes rest on the bartender for a moment longer than courtesy demanded, taking in the quality of the silence that surrounded him like a second skin. Then he turned and regarded the two men by the window.
“You boys playing cards or just admiring ’em?”
The smaller of the two looked up. A thin creature with a face like something that lived under rocks and came out only at night and spent its days dreaming of all the ways the world might end. His eyes darted to Joe, to the bar, to the door, to the rain-streaked window, and back to his cards, and the whole circuit took less than a second but contained within it the complete biography of a man who had spent his life expecting the worst, finding it, and still somehow being surprised every time.
“We were,” he said. “We stopped.”
“Why’d you stop?”
“Got tired.”
“Tired of cards?”
“Tired of losing, he means,” the other one gruffed.
Joe smiled. This one was different. Taller, broader, with fine clothes that had seen some wear and hands that rested on the table with a cultivated stillness that suggested the conscious decision to appear at rest when the muscles beneath the skin were ready for anything. The voice of a man who had been taught to speak in a particular way and had learned the lesson so well he’d forgotten it was ever a lesson at all.
Joe pulled out a chair and sat. He set his whiskey on the table, picked up the deck of cards, and began to shuffle. His hands moved with a fluidity that did not match the rest of him, that belonged to some younger version of himself who had spent years learning the language of fifty-two cards.
“I’m Joe,” he said, eyes on his cards. “Battle.”
“Wayne,” said the man with the fine clothes. “Dickinson.”
“And you?” Joe looked at the nervous one.
“Freddy Lee.”
“That’s a gambler’s name. You a gambler?”
“I’ve been known to.”
“You any good at it?”
“Sometimes.”
“Sometimes is better than never.” Joe dealt the cards with motions so practiced they had become automatic, had passed beyond thought into the realm of pure muscle memory. “What brings you gentlemen to New Orleans?”
“You ask a lot of questions,” Wayne observed.
“I’m a fan of conversation.”
Wayne picked up his cards. “Business. The usual kind.”
“There’s no usual kind of business in New Orleans.”
“Then the unusual kind.”
“That’s more like it.” Joe looked at his own cards. A pair of eights and nothing else worth naming. “What about you, Freddy Lee the Sometimes Wins Gambler? What brings you here?”
“I’m passing through.”
“We all are. Where to?”
“West.”
“Better. What’s west?”
“Space. Air. Whatever’s here turned inside out.”
“Running from something?”
Freddy’s face did something complicated, a tightening around the eyes and a flattening of the mouth that spoke of someone carrying something of considerable weight for a very long distance. “Ain’t we all running from something?”
“Some of us are running toward.” Joe set down his cards. Two pair, eights over fives, which would win most hands in most games but meant nothing in the larger economy of the evening. “You, Wayne? You running from or running toward?”
“These days I prefer to stand still. Let the world come to me.”
“There’s a philosophy.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The rain intensified. It hammered against the windows like something that had been locked out for years. The bartender lit a second lantern, then a third. The light was yellow and unsteady, casting shadows that moved across the floor like the ghosts of everyone who had ever died in this room.
They played three more hands. Joe won two. Wayne won one. Freddy won nothing and lost badly, betting when he should have folded, folding when he should have bet, his hands operating on principles unrelated to the cards they held.
“You play like a man who’s got his mind in another state,” Joe said.
“My mind’s right here,” Freddy said.
“Your cards disagree. So does your money. You don’t care whether you win or lose, which makes me wonder why you’re sitting here at all.”
“A man’s got to do something to pass the time.”
“A man’s got to do a lot of things. Losing money on purpose ain’t typically one of them.”
Wayne stood up from the table and walked to the piano in the corner. He lifted the lid, looked at the keys, and pressed one. The note hung in the air, slightly out of tune, a sound that wanted to be beautiful and had settled for haunted.
“You play?” Joe asked.
“A little.” Wayne sat down on the bench and ran his fingers across the keys. A melody emerged, something classical, something that belonged in parlors and concert halls. “My mother taught me. When I was a boy.”
“Where’d you grow up?”
“Back home.”
“Where’s home?”
“Here and there.” Wayne played a few more notes. “Nowhere in particular.”
“A man from nowhere. Playing piano in a rained-in saloon in New Orleans.” Joe picked up his whiskey and drank. “Ever the poet, Wayne Dickinson.”
“I have a poetic soul.” Wayne’s fingers moved across the keys with surprising grace, finding notes that the battered instrument should no longer have been capable of producing. “My mother used to say I should have been a musician. Or a scholar. Something respectable.”
“What happened?”
“Life happened.” Wayne finished the piece with a flourish and closed the lid. “She used to play this song when I was a child. Before the war. Before everything turned into what everything is now.”
“The war changed a lot of things.”
“It changed everything. Took the world apart and put it back together wrong.”
Wayne spun around on the bench.
“Tell me, Joe. Where were you when it started?”
“Massachusetts. Working a farm that belonged to a man whose name I’ve since forgotten, for wages that wouldn’t keep a dog alive. When I heard about Fort Sumter, I walked off the field and never went back.”
“And you enlisted?”
“Nineteenth Massachusetts.”
“We have that in common.”
“Do we?” Joe leaned back in his chair. “Where did you serve?”
“Here and there. Shiloh. Antietam. Chancellorsville for a fortnight before they moved us south.”
“Chancellorsville.” Joe’s eyes narrowed, just slightly. “I was there myself.”
“Bad business.”
“The worst. What unit?”
“Sixth Wisconsin,” Wayne said. “Part of the Iron Brigade.”
“The Iron Brigade.” Joe nodded slowly, the nod of a man filing information away for later use. “Those boys could fight.”
The bartender appeared at the table with the bottle. He refilled glasses without being asked, his movements quiet and precise and somehow servile and sovereign all at once.
“Merci,” Joe said.
“De rien,” the bartender replied, and retreated to his place behind the bar, where he resumed the eternal occupation of polishing glasses that did not require polishing, watching a room that did not know it was being watched.
The door opened.
Wind and rain swept into the room, carrying with them the smell of the river and the city. Everyone turned.
A man stood in the doorway, water pooling at his feet. He was large, with the kind of build that came from years of labor that broke other men. His skin was dark. His clothes were worn but carefully kept, each patch and mend a testament to pride. His eyes moved around the room with a patience that suggested he had learned to wait for things.
“Evening,” he said.
“Evening,” Joe said. “Close the door, will you? You’re letting in the weather.”
The man came in. The door closed behind him. The noise of the rain became muffled.
“I’m looking for a place to wait out the storm,” the man said.
“You found one. Sit down.”
The man hesitated. His eyes moved to Freddy Lee and lingered there for a moment longer than seemed natural, long enough for something to pass between them that neither would acknowledge. Then they moved on to Wayne, to Joe, to the bartender.
“I don’t want trouble.”
“Who said anything about trouble?” Joe gestured to an empty chair. “You play?”
“I know how.”
The man walked to the table. He moved his chair before he sat, angling it so his back was toward the wall.
“Joe.”
“Abraham Abernathy.”
“Hell of a name.”
“It’s what I was given.”
“Who gave it to you?”
“A man who is dead now,” Abraham said, removing his hat and setting it in his lap, “and whose grave
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