




















ONE SEASONED MERLOT

“Damn,” Angel said, when I told her
Vera’s story, “that’s awful. But then
again, people in New Orleans have
always believed in vampires, going back
even to the early days of the Ursuline
Convent. This 1s a vampire town...
founded by pirates and prostitutes.”

How widespread is the belief in
vampires these days? Actual blood-
drinking vampires? “Hard to say,”
Angel replied. “T’'ve met lots of people
who will tell you they know vampires; or
they are vampires. Of course, there are
people who do drink blood as a hobby;,
or for a ritual. With all the blood-borne
discases these days, though, there’s
probably much less of that than there
used to be.”

“Well,” I said, “I know of one local
occult group who claim they drink
blood, but it’s actually just wine that
they’ve cast a spell on.” On the subject
of wine, Angel told me of NOPD
raiding a certain French Quarter home
whose owner had been accused of

Brick and stone and flesh and bone
don’t last that long. Only an incorporeal
thing could endure the long centuries:
some magical, malign entity that exists
(and can affect us), yet is intangible.

A system, for instance. An institution.
My search for a vampire—a deathless,
yet lifeless monster that drinks human
blood—led me once again into the
scariest place I know: the courtrooms of
New Orleans.

POOL OF BLOOD

Like many horror stories, this true

tale of vampirism begins on a happy,
seemingly carefree note. “I was just

a month away from finishing federal
probation,” my friend Arkady told

me. “The main thing was not to get
arrested, and I'd been watching my
step all year, being very careful with my
decisions.

“But it was a beautiful Irench Quarter
night. There was something exciting in
the air. A water main had burst and the
streets were flooded; it was like riding
bikes through a water park. Because

IT’S JUST PART OF HOW
THE SYSTEM WORKS

IN NEW ORLEANS. IF
YOU CAN'T GIVE THEM
YOUR TIME OR YOUR
MONEY, YOU GIVE
THEM YOUR BLOOD.

attempted child abduction. While there,
the officers unofficially confiscated a
case of Merlot from the rich man’s wine
closet. Only after most of the purloined
Merlot bottles had been given to friends
and family as presents was it discovered
those bottles contained not just wine,
but wine mixed with something

else: something thick, metallic and
unwholesomely salty. “There are specific
wines—particular chemical and alcohol
preparations—that will keep blood from
clotting and rotting,” Angel explained.
“So if someone was into the taste of
blood, that would be one way to lay in a
long-term supply of it.”

If there are people, then (however few),
who really drink human blood, aren’t
those vampires? “You’re forgetting
the immortality,” Angel said. “Part

of what makes a vampire is that they
last forever as long as they get blood.
And personally, I don’t believe anyone
could last for hundreds of years, not
physically. Humans aren’t made for it.
That doesn’t rule out ghosts or other
things, but I don’t buy that an actual
human body could last centuries
without falling apart—even brick and
stone give way sooner or later.”

it was Tales of the Cocktail, there was
free booze everywhere. I ended up at a
hotel with a bunch of other people. I'm
a bartender myself; so I schmoozed the
bar staff, and all of us drank and drank.
Eventually there were about fifty of us,
and we all went to watch sunset from

the pool.

“People were in various states of
undress. It got wilder and wilder. Finally,
someone from the hotel came over and
was like, y’all need to get out of our
pool. That seemed an unbelievable
injustice, that anyone would try and
ruin our perfect evening. People were
yelling drunkenly, and the cops got
called. Once I heard the police were

on their way, I did get out of the pool,
but I was distracted by making out

with this crusty kid I'd had a crush on.
My roommate was pulling on my arm,
saying, ‘Arkady, you need to book it.” We
finally got down to the lobby and the
police were waiting for us. A lady cop
tackled me and threw me in a paddy
wagon and one by one, nine other
people got stuffed in there with me, only
some of whom I knew.

Given Arkady’s delicate legal status, the
charges stemming from his swimming-

pool arrest had to be dropped at any
cost. Little did he suspect, going in

for his initial hearing, that his legal
vulnerability was to make him a victim
of vampirism.

“Our lawyers went to talk to the City
Attorney in the back room, and we
waited outside. This is Municipal
Court, so 90% of people there were just
dealing with traffic tickets. Meanwhile,

I was watching my life flash in front of
my eyes on these federal charges.

“One of our lawyers came out with a
big smile on her face. She said, ‘We got
them to drop your charges, on condition
you do a bunch of community service at
Goodwill, or... something.” We all know
Goodwill’s the rosy, cherub face of slave
labor for the mentally ill. I'm like, I
don’t want to have anything to do with
Goodwill. What’s the other thing?

“Apparently, the City Attorney’s on the
board of a blood bank. So if we went
and donated blood at his blood bank
out in Metairie, and brought back proof,
he’d drop our charges. As you can
imagine, I was hugely relieved to have
my charges dropped. Giving blood?
Sure. A few days later, one of the other
people I was arrested with picked me up
so we could go to this blood bank out in
Metairie. Coincidentally, we were both
wearing big sunglasses, daisy dukes and
tank tops that day. There’s only one way
to say this: we both looked super gay.

“We told the front desk lady we wanted
to give blood, and she sort of squinted
at us. She said, ‘Okay, but first we

need to talk to you about something,’
She took us into a back room, and

we figured she was going to ask if we
were gay. Instead, she asked, ‘Have
you been in jail recently?” We looked
at each other and said yes, we had. She
asked for how long. When we said just
overnight, she smiled and said, ‘Oh,
good.’

“Apparently, the City Attorney had
been sending tons of people there to
give blood in exchange for leniency,
and if you’ve been in OPP—mnot just in
any jail, but specifically in OPP—for
more than 72 hours, blood banks are
supposed to turn you away, because of
the epidemic of tuberculosis in OPP.

“At this point, the strangeness of it all
really started to set in, that there was
this whole machine in place to extract
blood from people in exchange for their
freedom.”

I spoke on background to a defense
attorney who confirmed this was a
common practice in Municipal Court.

“I don’t think the City Attorney sees
anything strange about it,” she said. “It’s
just part of how the system works in New
Orleans. If you can’t give them your

time or your money, you give them your
blood.”

Even beyond the ethical grotesquery
of extorting blood from the potentially
imprisoned, one wonders about the
actual blood arrested people are giving

It Arkady had been in OPP for more
than 72 hours—if he’d indeed been
tubercular—what prevented him from
lying? People who need to give blood to
stay out of prison aren’t always going to
be forthcoming about things that might
disqualify them from donation.

“Of course, we had to do a little
interview,” Arkady told me. “And I
needed the blood donation to get my
charges dropped; so I lied lied led
straight through it all. ‘Have you had
sex with a man since 1976?° I wasn’t
even born in 1976. ‘Have you ever
snorted drugs with someone who’s HIV
positive?” You mean since last night? In
all seriousness, I don’t understand how
someone could live in New Orleans
and not do that... So we gave them our
blood, and they gave us receipts and ice
cream and t-shirts with aliens on them:
‘Giving Blood is Out of This World”’
We gave the receipts to the lawyers; and
that was that.”

Back at Le Roundup, I relayed Arkady’s
story to Angel as proof that vampires
are real and among us... in the form of
the New Orleans justice system. She
sighed and sipped her drink. “Yeah,”
she said, “I guess that counts.”
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