The Grand Marshall of Mardi Gras
January, 04, 2011

It was getting late ,and evening’s promulgatoese
stretching their wings gliding silently over theveanent first
under and then reaching ahead of my feet. Of ngilbéan
essence ,shadows aren’t anything if not but kegblen ,this
time by the dwellings that were between my backaiu the
setting sun. Even still the air chilled in acknogdenent of
their arrival. Victims of their own success ,evayisshadows
die just as they reach their peak ,their effortirg without
gain. Feeling cool air on the back of my neck jcganed my
pace. It was the end of February 2006 ,and | wa®sed in
New Orleans. My job was to help expedite the omg@torm
relief effort. Hurricane Katrina ,an apocalyptit&arer of
cataclysmic hell on earth had ravaged the city'smprime ,
just that last August. The resulting failures of thvees were
exacerbated further by the arrival of HurricaneaRuist weeks
later. Alone and together they were a catastropali@mity
beyond the adjectives of the English language ,ngaki
Bourbon Street the heart and soul of all that i&/IDrleans ,
more cardinal than ever to the vitality of her mass.
Located in one of the city’s morelévated’ zones the famed
venue was one of the least flooded of all. Although
infrastructure below ground level had been compseuhi,it's
boundaries from street level to the sky remainexvalwater
and by doing so free of observable damage. Nowatebut a
ghost of her former glory ,what remained of thatctal port
city was now primarily inhabited by men workingget the
gateway to America’s heartland back on her fedtinfall it
was a perpetual “Boys Town”.

On this one mildly cool evening ,the calendaswlosing in
on, ” Black Tuesday” ,the official end of Mardi & The
annual religious debauchery that had been buildiagdily




for more than a week was now nearing it's anti@gdever
pitch. Thankfully ,though fore shortened ,the pap@nnual
observance was drawing members of the oppositeaséast
temporarily ,back into town. Though far too fewnamber,
they were still a much welcomed candy for some donee old
eyes as mine that were tired of looking at notlooghard
tails. Each day these fresh happy often decorateesfadored
our streets mostly between the hours of 5 ,angi.Oor
during the daytime parades where they could bednear
shouting , “throw me something mister!” ,a MardiaGr
tradition. Earlier on this particular evening ,ldiaken an ill
conceived detour during my nightly stroll. Roundemgtrange
corner | could now see the entire city’s skylineesiol out
before me like Oz mocking me in the distance. Wihefuhad
managed to wander a long way from were | had de$orde.
Worse still ,because of all the excessive walkmyg foot was
throbbing from the result of an old injury. It was if a pebble
had been slipped into my shoe. | was now findimghent
with my every step. Chastising myself for my owatbht
stupidity in allowing myself to become so misdiestt|
extracted a prescription codeine pain tablet oumyfittle
travel cache that | carried with me. | held it nghe fading
light ,and examined the oblong pill closely whi@gling it
slowly between my thumb and forefingers. Each dnéese
little jewels was precious. | reminded myself thatould soon
run out of my current holdings ,ugh ,and then
unceremoniously popped it down the back of my deduygdl
throat ,swallowing it down dry with several hardrgal gulps.
Afterwards sighing miserably ,I could but only beli myself
to suck up the pain ,and trek my way back intocietrolled
riot | knew was besieging the city still distanftex what
seemed forever ,I re-joined the on going indulgepogering
the city from the outer end of Bourbon Street. ‘Ensecoming



as any one of it's numerous revelers ,although sdrae
worse for wear.

For weeks ,| had been a regular partaker ohitletly
festivities to be found there. | ,at 55 a light gididrinker ,
typically consumed only two beverages in anyonémnigven
so ,donned in my black leather jacket ,and cowlaiyalktire ,I
had always enjoyed the pleasure of mixing in ,astl peing
one of the local color. But this soon to be bizamght was to
prove itself to be an exception to any such rulkela classic
episode out of the ‘Twilight Zone’ ,the natural kwof the
universe by which we know our world were aboutéocdme
momentarily eclipsedreality tested ,and found short. Any
possible purpose of which ,I'll leave up to you thader.

As | painfully meandered my way down that cestbdned
way ,| arrived near or about the halfway party poihsaid
famous venue. Now nearly exhausted ,from my loak out
from and then back into this raging Zoo of excés&s in
need of some much called for respite. My foot thing ,my
knees aching ,my legs weak ,| hobbled over to aogped
myself up against one of those black iron poswmngiup from
the sidewalk’s edge. This one was holding up on@®imany
black wrought iron balconies that protruded outrdeghe
edge of the street. Normally during Mardi Gras geavould
be partying up there on that balcony above me ,enva
this truncated post Katrina season ,many as tlasaare
vacant.

The club on the corner behind me had regufedyured a
Rock band ,but tonight things were different. Li&ké&rowback
to the age of Disco ,there was a recorded danaegement
being broadcasted thunderously out over the stlgets
gigantic outdoor speakers. And just as | curledoagkbone
into a comfortable position against my new foundrsig ,one
selection was ending while another was starting up.



This new number was basically just a loop oha bar bass
drum track. It repeated the same pattern over &ad dlo
other instrument accompanied it. It went bum-pbdenp ,
bump ,bump with a loud ,deep ,and almost primeval
reverberation. | could feel the sonic modulatiomge
resonated out over the cool crisp night air ,cgstioroad net
of influence that echoed up ,back ,and all arolnedstreets
and canyons of the city ,actually shaking the gdolwas
standing on. And then it began. What ever it wiasegan
right then and there as | was leaning up againshewy found
friend ,proud | was to have the support. It began.

Every Tom ,Dick ,and Mary besides my own senmbed ,
exhausted and weak legged self ,within sight aagany eyes
could see ,and I'm tall ,were surrendering cometie the
invocation of what | had first thought to be jushano
simplistic sonification. All of them began movinggeir heads
with a quick thrust forward ,arcing upward with gvéeat.
Like a dysfunctional Congo line that had no leader
direction ,but unbridled ambition just the sameod us all ,
the lights were casting grotesque monstrous shadbtts
witchery high up onto the upper faces of the baddi Strange
wavy smoky dark figures ,distorted by the smokyehfiam
the fireworks and out door barbecues were dandkegsbirits
in demonic black fire ,producing an inferno of dight
flames licking upwards on the walls of the artificanyons
above our heads. It felt timeless ,was beyond aLyaad
about to get even stranger still. For just thenddecers before
me began systematically spreading out. Creatirigaxing all
about me that was a near perfect circle of vagaates more
than thirty five feet across. It's diameter extesthédeyond the
width Bourbon street from building to building ,atieére was
not a soul to be found within it except for mysalf alone
protruding in from one edge. Taking all this impressed



defensively back against my iron post positioneskgt6 o’
clock with 5 feet of vacant balcony shaded sidevisgkind
me. | really didn’t even have to look behind mé&mow that it
was vacant ,my senses were operating at such samety
high level that | could feel it.

Bum-pi-de bump ,bump ,bump ,like a command $band
kept modulating over and over without any abatecdnmily ,
it was as if some ancient sorcery was being skyifwoven
within ,about and all around us. From my positiaan@l street
,the center of the city ,was off on my left at @lotk nearly 3
blocks away ,and so the third intersection out foamal
street was just to my immediate right at 3 o’clockthe dial.
Mindful ,| became conscious that every eye | cadd
seemed acutely aware of me. There were hundreds of
bouncing partying rabble eyeing me with interdseist
bobbing heads forming a wavy sea of round hairysOrb
Refusing to be intimidated ,| steadfastly resistiag urge to
pump my exhausted legs ,abandon my post ,or j@métive
dance. Just then about ten feet away on my neaethate
left ,at say 8 o’clock of the dial ,appeared a t§yoning man.
He was encased head to toe in a Davy Crocket gtbpittire ,
complete with coonskin hat ,soft brown leather suegket ,
pants ,and moccasins featuring long flowing tasstisging
down from his sleeves ,pleats , and pockets. Hehisadrms
swung around behind him grasping the hands of agou
strikingly clear skinned blue eyed jewel of Godigie
inspiration sent down from heaven for the bendfinankind.
She was wearing a large Indian crafted leathergtiecklace
draped around her long slender neck. Fanning keitrlys of
the sun ,it’s fingers touching the outer extremieses
perfectly ironed and starched white translucentisdoas it
rested blissfully against her youthful perky apgileed breast.
Dreams ,people ,are made from far less. Her’s asduort’s



own head was bobbing with those quick little ,“fynk
chicken”, moves in compliance with their masteosis
demand. After a moment ,he began nervously glancing
sideways at me ,and then quickly shifting his dpesard
seemingly requesting my permission to cross thautgm
stretch of coble stone that surrounded me. An dmagght
have appeared to be in the act of policing | musadyself.
Regardless ,he appeared too timid ,fearful ,or evele to
proceed forward unless | first acknowledged ,arur@ged of
his petition to do so. None of this escaped theo$&abbing
eyes that quickly picked up on this interactiord,arere as
attentive as a horde of starving lawyers chasiograoy of
screaming ambulances. Curiously | ,without hesitatfound
myself calmly smiling back nodding my approval witis
next glance. | then watched as he ,with a grinigei® a mule
eating briars ,attempted to proceed across themtp@aith his
young lady friend in tow. | swear with God as myneiss ,this
is all true. She ,resisting his pull ,turned beagrimse huge
baby blue eyes into my own ,as if pleading for menake
official my approval of herself as well. Being iigined by this
| could only but of course smile back at her apprgly ,and
much appreciativelyl ,having enjoyed the opportunity to
explore her rare beauty head on ,face to facetgegge. And
now as she stepped a little forward from the edgbeocrowd
revealing more of herself ,I could see that heeldiacks
matched her dreamy eyes. The fabric of which wdleghgkin
tight over her long delicate legs stopping withpat gust
above her finely turned ankles ,her brown ultratigyeight
leather sandals sporting less than a 2 inch hdem®PGod !
| gasped ,she is tall as well. | beamed a smile firside out ,
repeating my go ahead nod. She smiled back at maewdh
her head still bobbing scooted right across frooc®ck to 4
o’clock behind her buckskin Bo leaving my realm of
nothingness empty and now somehow lonely as weiptl



on a street that was basically awash with rhythpoisating
human flesh. Immediately with an outcry of julibatthe
crowd made their pleasure known. Somehow | had gethto
get it right. More couples inspired by the outcdnfigured,
began lining up as if to form a cue within the asskge.
They were maneuvering themselves so as to come and
cross over from that very same spot the first pad use. Just
as if there was some sort of a invisible portare¢iteat had
been located or established by the earlier twooikler
distractions being mute ,I was able to nearly igrall other
party go’ers along the edge of my realm as theg@beared
content just to have a front seat to the rite alspge before
them. Except for that one found gateway at 8 cklall else
was apparently regarded as unbreachable. Thert Hed
some level of clandestine organization or devilmewblved
to keep it so, didn’t there? They were acting gsoap sat
upon a common interest. No one caring to brealspied.

Bump-pi-de bump ,bump ,bumpwro by two each new
couple stepped up in turn to the portal ,and playgdhe
same scenario that the first couple had. | haghtveer!! |
couldn't believe what | was seeing with my own Islig
anesthetized eyes ,and their own must be alcohdédi
vision ,but | had the power. And what's more ,l 1300
discovered that | could wield even a more poigmafiiience.
To do so ,I needed only to delay my approval ofrtloge
fabulous ,“femme tale” ,offerings coming before rRer just
by making them wait even an instant longer ,| caddse
myself stealing from them a measure of their brasifidence
,their energy ,or more definitively their essenspparently
their super inflated egos would become quicklyssteel with
anything less than an instant approval ,incorregsiguming
that the speeder my nod the more fabulous they brudtiot
dang! ,| had me a beauty contest. And then effesljel could



then transfer that same sequestered energy toaareds
vivacious female by locking eyes ,smiling ,and ggzmy little
nod of approval earlier on. The reduced stressrapfs
allowing them to receive the essence | had juspstl away
from a previous fem. or fems. Upon receiving tmsrgy they
all reacted as if they felt a mild electric shodkexpectedly
energized ,they each smiled back hardily at mepaegent
thankful acknowledgment that they knew it was & fgdm
me. The crowd roared their pleasure at this nesk &g well
as ,as each ,and every couple proceeded to pdathselves
pass me. | had the power! | tell you | had it! Asd as that
broadcasted drum loop kept repeating ,and | meawliat
must of been 15 minutes ,I ,yours truly ,for akhgtrcal
purposes held sway over a thirty five foot plustkder circle
of nothingness surrounded by total drunken bacdlzama
mayhem. And not only over the cobblestone pavemeat
sidewalks stretching from brick building face tackrbuilding
face ,but of those select souls that would ventmteansverse
it as well. Clearly ,I ,myself was in possessioranfawesome
commission. Unwittingly drafted into service by enlevolent
higher power to disperse previously unknown ,uralter
Mardi Gras redemption. | was altering these women's
perception of themselves if only for one specighni,even if
only for the duration of just one magical momentBwurbon
street. A moment when we were all perhaps just etgopf the
shadows dancing wickedly on the facades of thallmgb
above our heads. A moment when anything was coalblay,
including my new found self esteem. Truly ,if | Iml&tdbeen
there and experienced it my own astounded selbulan’t be
quick to acknowledge it to be possible either.

Opposite of me across the way at 12 o’clockuldsee the
back side of a huge stocky club doorman / bourtidernwas in
distress. Both his huge black hands protrudingroum the



mid arm length sleeves of his white dinner jacketev
flapping up and down with palms against the brickeer. His
neck twisted as he look over his right shouldeklzane ,his
eye lobbying for assistance. He appeared froz@taice.
Splattered spread eagle against the wall he seanadde to
precede forward nor it would appear could he rétrea
backwards. My more gracious subjects coming finsitioned
, | left him there buttered up against the brickeAall he had
tried to slide by without permission. Now he couldit.

Cuing up ,my next petitioner’s were two veiryef Southern
Bells accompanied by a sharply dressed man. Tke tir
them clasping hands together as if to form a chhist as it
had before ,the drama unfolded for first him ,themnfirst and
then also the second girl. A younger sister no tdgartd she
sadly without her own date. Oh, if only | couldbsen a
younger man. Facing me head on ,all three pleamdidd their
eyes ,lips ,and gestures as they swung their argether ,for
me to make an exception and allow the three of tttepass
through my domain together. They not wanting to get
separated that is. No doubt why ,the younger ofwlue
women ,reek of sublime innocence. “Please Mistsirthis
one time”, | knew they were saying. Displayingtte
chivalry ,but feeling a tinny bit mischievous asliwkfirst
delayed taking a pinch more than usual amountsdres
from the older very ‘femme tale ‘ sister ,beforedb@wing it
upon her younger more mousey sibling. At firstybenger
girl appeared stunned ,and then elated. She steaigiyht up
tossing her hair back ,held her head high ,and linaed
through my eyes into the recesses of my soul siseitknew
me oh so well. Slowly with her full sweet youngdishe
clearly exaggerated a big ,"Thank You " ,and as1sml
could bring myself to nod ,they shuffled togethathviiny
mouse-like steps across my vacant kingdom. Oh Ldrd



couldn’t help myself but muse ,that may of beeadatbo
much ,look out hearts here she comes. She hasainesly.
Dam! ,growing old sucks ,I thought.

On that note without warning the drums cama soidden
halt ,the beat was silenced ,the spell having kdied
suddenly as evening’s shadows often do. Withouafarthe
crowd stopped bobbing ,the doorman /bouncer precede
unhampered along his way as the circle caved m foery
side ,becoming as if it had never existed. One tibghncline
to think it had been only a dream or a codeineiradp
illusion. If one having been there didn’t know thetter that
iS. | had been taking those same “meds” for yedttsowt any
such event before or since. Suddenly finding myself
powerless, vulnerable ,and a little ashamed of dawk | had
become with my now defunct power ,I lowered my head
quickly losing myself into the crowd seeking nevadbws for
refuge less someone ask me to give light on whehiurst
happened.

| don't know how such a ,“happening”, could @aecurred
and won't pretend to. | have no idea of how thaegti;awere
aligned that night ,or if it could even of matterdbbr if some
ancient Voo Doo ritual or rite of passage had dedy played
out as it seem. It was not any feather in my cap veas just
another pawn in the play presented before all dhasnight.
Accordingly ,my final gain if | am to have one ,mbg this
story itself. As for results | dare say my own atfld ego must
of been the shortest lived of all. Well | guesg¢hare some
things that can’t be taken away. The memory ofritkance
of beauty | observed that night for one. Perhapstbwd
responded as they did because | ,myself being wsigaily
depleted and not responding to their master’'sagilthey were
,gave them the impression that | must be someowenbal ,
and whom should be given a wide birth. Supreme &faxst



nil ,I presume. Or who knows ,some freak may haaenb
above me on that balcony banishing a weapon or enRylul
Serling with a camera filming a new “Twilight Zonepisode
and they were all acting. Indeed let me take a nmbryaand
thank the universe and give it credit for a joblwiene; for
putting together such an elaborate scheme to coavire
otherwise ,if less than real it truly was. And ofucse it’s all
about our perceptions isn't it. If you were to miew anyone
of those couples that paraded themselves passaneigint ,
they might relate a totally different view of theeat. And
then again another couple’s story may not be derdifit than
the one reported here. | just know that no matber imsane it
may sound to you out there ,it was as real as mybreath is
to me. And it had to be real also to the other peeofom I've
talked about that accepted the truth of the wosltvaas
experiencing it. Accordingly ,they interacted witle on those
terms. Even the doorman / bouncer who clearly didavant
to take part in our little drama was force to ptae just the
same. There’s an old saying that "Truth is strariggn
fiction" ,and | consider that night on Bourbon $tras a
supremely poignant example. Even at the least |venéthad
some momentary mystical power or it was all

just in my own distorted perception of the mom@mthat
moment for me,l wasfor all practical purposes,the Grand
Marshall of Mardi Gras.
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