Cocobolo

Errol and me were sitting in Angelo’s drinking some whiskey one
Saturday afternoon. It was in the fall about midway through the college
football season and LSU wasn’t doing so well, that’s why we were just
sitting at a table talking about hunting instead of watching the TV. Errol
liked to drink Wild Turkey, not my favorite, and I was drinking Old
Forrester. We never really agreed on much but I liked him so we got a
long. Him and me were in grade school together all the way through high
school. He went on to college for a time, but me, I was working for the
city in the maintenance department. He came back to town after a couple

of years. He did odd jobs around town for folks.

We were sitting there talking about whether or not it was right to use
corn to bait the deer when these two guys at the bar started talking in the
middle of the football game. One of them, the short one, said he had been
watching a cop show and it was about this sliver of wood that broke off a

pool cue and drove its way into this guy’s heart and killed him.

The other guy, a tall skinny one, said he thought that was a load of shit

cause no sliver of wood could go through your skin like that.
The short guy said it could because it was cocobolo wood.

The skinny guy started laughing at the other one so hard he almost
slipped off his bar stool. Said he never heard of anything called cocobolo

and figured it was just made up for that damn TV show.



By that time me and Errol were turned around in our chairs to see how
things were going to turn out. Anytime two guys start getting into it about
something in a bar you want to pay attention so you don’t get mixed up in
it by accident. Nothing like being shot or killed when you were just

minding your own business.

Well the short guy pulled out his cell phone punched in some stuff on
it and told the skinny guy that cocobolo was a tree that got to be 50 or 60
feet high down in the rainforest and takes about 100 years to grow. Which
is what made it rare. That’s why average people never heard of it. And the
reason it could have stabbed that guy through the heart is it was heavy and
didn’t absorb water. It didn’t even float it was so dense. So a sliver of

wood like that would be just like a nail going through that guys skin.

The skinny guy looked at the other one’s cell phone and then gave it
back. Everybody else in the bar looked back at the pool table and the rack
of beat up cues lined up against the wall. It was a hard thing to sit there
wanting to go look and see if those things had cocobolo wood on them but
not wanting to look ignorant at the same time. That lasted about 30
seconds before we all piled into the back of Angelo’s standing around the
pool cues. Sure enough the cues had these dark wood inlays in them that
might have been cocobolo wood. We didn’t know since none of us had
never seen it before. In the dark back there it was hard to see so we
grabbed those pool cues and staggered outside in the sun so we could see

‘em better.

Everybody wanted to know what color does the guy’s cell phone say
the cocobolo wood was. The skinny guy said according to the article on
the phone it was a rosewood tree so it must be red but the short man with

the phone said in the article it was all colors between red and dark brown.



Some of the cues had a dark wood inlay on them but a bunch of them
turned out to be just decaled or painted. It figured that Angelo’s wouldn’t

have any high-end cues. Eddy, the new owner, was a cheap sumbitch.

About that time the cops showed up. A group of guys standing around
behind Angelo’s holding pool cues and drinking wasn’t the sort of thing
that looked innocent. I reckon somebody around there must have called
the cops when they saw us piling out of the door with those cue sticks. A
couple of the cops in St. Helena, like that Eddie Ackerbacker for one, were
pricks so we went back inside before they arrested us for just being

outside the bar with our drinks.

When we got back inside, I asked Errol if he’d ever heard of cocobolo
wood before. He was a smart guy, smarter than me, but he said he never
had. Errol said he had an uncle that had a custom cue he played with.
Carried it in a special aluminum Halliburton case to shoot pool in different
bars. He said it probably had that cocobolo wood. But it cost too much for
his uncle to have been hitting anybody with it so hard it would break and
make a sliver of that wood go into somebody’s heart. More than likely his

uncle would have just used a bar stool to beat ‘em to death.

We decided that cop show on TV was full of crap. Those writers didn’t
know shit about playing pool.



- Cocobolo -



M. Vicknair Reads
Tonight At 6

On Thursday nights in a room above a boutique bookstore on the Gulf
Coast, writers on the independent book circuit would come to read from
their just published books hoping to find a reader or stimulate a sale or

two. The crowd in the room varied with the season.

The bookstore was in a village that perched on the eastern bluff of a
bay and winter residents from Canada or Ohio or Michigan or some other
cold winter place would flesh out the full time crowd of retired residents.
In summer, after the winter residents re-migrated, a sprinkling of tourists
escaping the inland heat for a week or a month of beach time and Gulf air

might fill a few of the empty chairs in the upstairs room.

On a June evening, when heat and humidity had driven everyone
inside for air-conditioning, Melissa Vicknair sat behind a table in the room
above the bookstore and prepared to read a section from her first novel, No
Way Home. She adjusted her glasses on the bridge of her nose and tucked
a curl of dark hair back in place behind her ear while Bill Winston, the
store manager, introduced her to the small group in the room and read a

few critical comments about her work.



“No Way Home, set in 1930’s Istanbul, is Melissa’s first novel and it
has garnered a wealth of positive reviews from all over the country. She
says it had begun as a mystery novel but quickly morphed on her into a
piece about a woman rebuilding her life after a scandalous love affair with
a Persian merchant. Melissa grew up over in Louisiana near New Orleans

but currently lives in San Francisco.”

She was half listening to Bill as she scanned the room. Instead of
books, paintings with little business cards tucked in the bottom right
corners of the frames covered the walls. Facing her was a large painting
four feet high and five feet long of 3 Guernsey cows under an oak grazing
in a pasture. Except for the golden cows at its center, it was dark green and
brown. The rest of the paintings in the room were pelicans, palm trees, and

magnolias. All were for sale.

The painting of the cows pulled on her. She studied it for the source of

why.

It wasn’t the cows. They were ok. Something else was unordinary
about it. The style was primitive, cows looking out of the canvas with flat
empty eyes. Primitive art was not usually her interest but she could accept

it as a form of naive expression. At least it seemed honest.

Probably some little grandmother working in her dining room painted
it. Converted her dining room into some sort of studio after her husband
died and the grandmother would work in there all day painting this piece

about cows in her dead uncle’s pasture - a childhood memory.

Or she might have cows. They might be her cows in her pasture and
each one would have a name. Bessy, Maude, and Judy. Three sister cows
spending an afternoon in the pasture watching the artist work at her easel.

They would stop and stare and resume ruminating on the strange scene of



the woman from the big house working behind the canvas. Or man. But
she thought not. It didn’t have a man’s perspective. Sometimes she
wondered why she would think such a thing, this wasn’t the first time, and
forming judgments like that disturbed her. It might be a man in the pasture

painting the cows, but not really. She was sure it was a woman.

It was so large. Melissa could not imagine where anyone would hang
it. Or, why would they buy it in the first place. She laughed out loud
imagining it suspended on a wall behind a sofa in a living room. Three

sister cows looking out on a dinner party.
A woman at the back of the room coughed.
Melissa turned from the painting to the faces of the crowd.

Their eyes fixed on her, plastic wine glasses perched politely on paper
napkins in their palms, waiting for the beginning of her reading. Bill had
already stepped away from the podium and was sitting in the chair beside

her.

Flustered, Melissa fumbled for her book, stood, and thanked Bill for
his warm introduction and kind words. “Tonight, I’'m going to begin

reading from the opening scene of the piece.”

Her agent told her it was a wonderful opening, introduced the
protagonist, Julie, and set the scene, an archaeology dig outside of Istanbul
with an economy of expression. She hoped they would enjoy the exotic

location.
Her friends said it made them feel as if they had traveled somewhere.

She read for ten minutes.



In a pause before the section where Julie would walk into an Istanbul
cafe and meet her lover, Melissa noted silence in the room. She looked up

in time to see a woman in the second row yawn politely behind her hand.

Melissa picked up her water bottle and took a sip to give herself time

to think.

Maybe she would read from a different scene, the beginning of the
breakup, perhaps. Her agent told her it conveyed a compelling sense of the
emotional weight that the protagonist carried in the piece, nicely setting up

the climax of her decision to return to America.
She put the water bottle down and plunged into the breakup scene.

For five minutes, Melissa read through muffled coughs and rustling
noises from clothes as bodies shifted positions in plastic chairs. Before the
end of her scheduled time, she closed the book and forced a smile for the

blank faces.
Disinterest, it happened.

She was learning to cope and always hoped the next bookstore
audience would enjoy it more, sigh or smile or laugh, anything but sit so
uncomfortably. She gripped her water bottle to steady her hands and told
the group, “Well. There’s a little time left for questions and answers. Did

anyone have any questions?”

In the center of the room, she spotted a hand raised shoulder high. It
belonged to a thin little woman, perm’d white hair, and turquoise flowered

blouse.
“Yes, ma’m?”

“Have you written any cook books?”’



“Cook books?” That was a first. “No. I can’t say that [ have.”
The little woman’s smile closed.

Quick to recover, Melissa said, “I do recall my mother collecting a
bunch of her recipes one time for the Junior League. That was back a few
years. I was in high school at the time. We had just moved from Dutch
Bayou to Baton Rouge and they were coming out with an update of River

Road Recipes.”

She saw a few in the crowd lean a fraction closer to her. “You know of

that cookbook?”

The crowd murmured and a few oh yeses stood out, so she dove into

the story.

“My momma had a recipe for chicken andouille that she submitted and
then another one for a lemon meringue pie. It was a custard pie though.
Not an icebox like most everybody makes. She spent weeks trying to
decide on what recipes to submit. She asked me what I thought, but I
didn’t have any idea. I told her, ‘Momma, all your cooking is good. Just

pick one. Close your eyes and pull one out of your recipe box.’

“But Momma knew where her recipes were in that box even with her
eyes closed. So what she did was she opened her box and had me close my
eyes and pick one. So I did. And what I picked out was a recipe for a Frito

pie. Y'all remember those?”
Heads in the crowd nodded slightly like trees in a breeze.

“She said, ‘Oh my, that just won’t do. You have to pick another.” So I
did and out came a recipe for a paprika beef roll. She didn’t like that

either. Finally, after about five tries I pulled out the recipes for chicken



andouille and lemon meringue pie. And that’s how they got in River Road

Recipes back then.”

She glanced around the room at the faces with eyes finally focused on

her.
“Anybody here know what andouille is?”
Two or three hands went up.

“Well, for those of you who don’t, andouille is a pork sausage, like
ham actually. It has chunks of ham, fat, and some spices. If you ever
bought any from a store, that’s not it. It’s not what they sell you in the
stores. If you want real andouille, you have to travel to the towns up the
river from New Orleans about twenty or thirty miles. That was called the
German Coast when my parents were growing up. That’s where I’'m from.

And that’s where andouille came from.

The woman in a pink pants suit raised her hand and interrupted, “I

thought it was Cajun sausage.”

“People say it’s Cajun but that’s marketing. The way they throw Cajun
around now, it doesn’t mean anything. They do that to everything in
Louisiana. Momma says when she was growing up everybody used Creole
the same way. Creole was high class New Orleans cooking. Everything

was Creole in her day.”

The woman in the pink pants suit said, “I love Creole cooking,” and

the rest of the room twittered, amused at her interruption.

“Well, it’s not Creole either. It’s from the German coast. I bet you

never heard of that, have you.

“Forty years before Acadians got to Louisiana, there was a German

Coast on the river. My Momma says that when she was a girl, the Cajuns
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mostly lived west of the Atchafalaya swamp in a place everybody called
Acadiana. You’ve heard of Evangeline by Hawthorne? That’s where it
was. And the Creoles were mostly over on the east side around New
Orleans. It stayed like that until my Momma was in college and they built
the interstate across the swamp. After that you could drive across the state
in two and a half hours instead of it taking all day to drive north around
the swamp. I don’t think there’s any real Acadiana left anymore. It’s all
just marketing. And the German Coast has gone too. Nobody even

remembers it existed anymore.”

She felt the crowd stirring, swishing cloth from shifting bottoms
restless in the plastic chairs. “That’s enough of my soapbox. I hope I
didn’t scare anybody,” and all of them laughed with her for a polite

intermission in tension.

She rubbed her thumb across the spine of her book and stared at the
painting of cows in a pasture. She could see Dutch Bayou as foreign to the
world as Istanbul, as lost as Constantinople. A lost place, fading under
Istanbul’s layerings of new lives and new accounts of how the earth was
formed with people wandering on streets above it all never knowing that
beneath them lay a forgotten city, another land that came before what they

knew.

“There used to be a wonderful restaurant down the River Road from
Dutch Bayou where I grew up named Rousells’. When I was a little girl,
great grandmother used to tell me stories about her mamma riding out
from New Orleans in a buggy when she was a young woman to eat at that
restaurant. That’s where she met my great-great-grandfather, when it was
still on the River Road. When the only road out of New Orleans was the
River Road.
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“My great-grandmother said Rousells’ had a wonderful old live oak
beside it and in the evening, the breeze would come in off the river and

cool everything. That’s before the levees were high like they are now.

“When I was very young, I remember seeing the old wooden building
where the original restaurant was. It was right in a hairpin bend of the

road, right by the river. It’s been torn down.

“When they built the Airline Highway between New Orleans and
Baton Rouge, Momma said everything started moving away from the
river. Even Rousells’. Instead of following the high ground of the
riverbank, it cut straight across the land and swamp on a berm of dirt. Now
it’s the interstate highway north of town pulls people even farther from the

river.”

A woman in the back raised her hand and asked, “What is chicken

andouille? Is it like a fricassee?”
Melissa closed her novel.

“Oh no. Basically it’s a chicken soup cooked with andouille. Momma
told me one time that the original recipe was like an old German chicken
and garlic sausage soup. Momma would serve hers with a scoop of white
rice, not too much rice. The combination of flavors is just wonderful. But
don’t put vegetables in it. It’s not a vegetable soup. And don’t make it
with a roux. Momma never made hers with a roux. Some do but not
Momma. That would be a gumbo. That’s what people in Louisiana do now

to everything, but I don’t think that’s authentic.”

The little woman asked, “Do you have a copy of the recipes in your

new book?”

“No, I don’t.”
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“That’s a shame. They sound wonderful.”
“I’m sure you can find them in a cookbook somewhere.”

A woman in the middle of the group said, “You know, I saw a writer
on TV yesterday morning and she said that she puts recipes in her mystery

books. You should try it.”
Melissa made her lips smile and her voice say, “Maybe I will.”

Bill Winston half stood and leaned toward the mic, “We have several
copies of River Road Recipes on hand downstairs for those of you who

would like to purchase a copy. It’s one of our perennial favorites.”

The crowd broke into murmured conversations about favorite

cookbooks.

“Are there any other questions for Ms. Vicknair?” The hum in the
room slowed. “Well, we would like to thank Ms. Vicknair for coming all
the way over from San Francisco to read from her new novel tonight. If
any of you would like to purchase a copy of her book, I'm certain that

she’d be pleased to sign it for you.”

With that, there was polite applause and the room emptied, each

person taking their plastic wine glass with them.

Melissa placed her novel inside her bag and took another look at the
painting of the cows. The perspective of it skewed with the fence in the
background, the same height going left to right even though it was

receding.
She asked Bill, “Who painted the cows?”

“Susan Morse. She’s a local artist. Do you like it?”
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“I’m not sure, really. It’s not the sort of thing I usually find interesting.

Not that it’s not done well.”
Melissa’s eye tracked the top line of the distorted fence.

“Susan is one our folk artists. When she got back from New York,
that’s where she went to university, she said she had to do something real.
So she started doing pieces like this. Said it was damned hard to do.” He

glanced at her, “Pardon me.”

“I don’t know anything about art. Seems like folk art would be the

easiest thing. Just get a brush and start painting.”

“I wouldn’t know, myself. I’'m not an artist. She says civilization keeps

leaking out of your fingertips though. It ruins the art.”
“That’s interesting.”

“She’s a character alright. Says the trick is to turn off the forms in her

head while she’s working so she can see.”

When they reached the door Bill turned out the light and closed the

door to the room. “Be careful on these old stairs. They’re steep.”

“I will,” she smiled politely in the dim. “I heard a story once about a
chef who was traveling through Spain. When he came upon a fantastic
dish, he had to have the recipe. So he went back to the kitchen and told the
old woman who was cooking that he was a world famous chef and asked if
he could have her recipe. Said it was the most wonderful dish he had eaten
in a month. She sighed and told him she could not tell him. She told him,
‘a kitchen does not travel.” And then she told him, “You must eat it where

it is born.” ”
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“That’s a wonderful story,” Bill followed behind her and she couldn’t
see his face to tell if he was only being polite. Undeserved politeness was

a southern flaw she had forgotten about.

At the bottom of the stairs, she told Bill Winston that she wanted to
buy the painting of the cows. Could he ship it to her address in San

Francisco?

Bill smiled big and said that it would be no trouble at all. Susan would
be thrilled to know that her painting was going to San Francisco. He asked

where she was going to hang it.

Melissa stepped from the stairs to the tiled floor. “I haven’t thought
that far ahead yet,” and smiled. She had a small apartment in a house near

Geary. “I don’t really know where I’ll put it. But that’s ok.”
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Chicken Andouille
By M. Vicknair

1 large onion, diced

2 tablespoons of butter, unsalted

1 tablespoons of olive oil

10 cups of chicken stock

3/4 1b. of andouille sausage, cut into 1/2-inch thick rounds
2 cups of chicken meat, coarsely chopped and cooked
Salt and pepper, to taste

In a heavy-bottomed, 6-quart saucepan, cook the onions in the butter
and oil over moderate heat, stirring frequently, for 3-5 minutes, or until

onions are translucent.
Add sausage and cook until the fat melts.

Add the chicken, the chicken stock, and seasoning, then bring it to a

boil over high heat.

After the stock boils for about 3 minutes, reduce the heat to low and

simmer for at least 10 - 15 more minutes.

Serve over a scoop of rice.

- Cocobolo -
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Somewhere Nobody
Usually Goes

In the dead time between late night and early morning, the bartender
propped open the door of Angelo’s to let in some fresh air while he
cleaned up. It was humid air, warm off the Gulf and moved over land like
breath, carried the musk of salt marsh and damp bark rot into Angelo’s

sweet ferment of spilled whisky and beer.

The bartender turned off the jukebox and from Angelo’s insides, a voice
was saying, “The thing about freaky relationships is they’re only good

when you ain’t in em. Like Martha, that’s a memory.”

A little man was sitting on a barstool telling stories while he drank. Other
than the bartender and a waitress, he was the only one left in the place.
“After a couple of months, we broke up but it seems like a year. Never

knew what crazy assed thing she’d do next. How about you?”
The bartender stopped sweeping and looked up. “What?”
“You had any freaky women.”

“No, man.” The bartender went back to sweeping. “I keep it straight and

level.”

The little man laughed. “Shit, you ain’t lived ‘til you had a woman scare
the hell out of you. I was tempted to lock up the kitchen knives when that

one stayed over.”
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