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THE RIGHT MISTAKE




1. 

“Yeah, brothah,” Billy Psalms said before he downed half a paper cup of Blue Angel red wine, “Freddy Bumpus made a big mistake when he married Vanessa Tremont.”

“Vanessa Tremont.” Martin Orr repeated the words lustfully, licking his lips and moving his head to silent music.

The other men sitting around Socrates’ card table nodded and raised their paper cups in a toast. Then they went back to their game of dominoes. Psalms was ahead, as usual. He slapped down a four/three tile, closing off the play so that all the men had to give up their bones, affording him a two hundred and sixteen point advantage.

After they paid up (a penny a point) the group returned to the topic of Vanessa Tremont, and her husband Fred Bumpus—a house painter who was born and raised in Watts.

“What kinda mistake could it be to marry somebody like that?” Winston Twiner asked. “Van got a backside derail a train.”

The men laughed. Even Socrates had to smile.

“Ain’t you heard, man?” Billy said. “Vanessa done served Freddy wit’ papers, kicked him outta his own damn house.”

“What?” three of the five men cried.

Darryl, a boy of seventeen, sat in the corner watching his elders and adoptive guardian—Socrates Fortlow.

“Damn straight,” Billy said. “Bumpus moved in the room upstairs from mines Thursday last. Said that Vanessa filed for divorce, got her a lawyer, an’ moved his sorry ass out in the street.”

“Took his house?” Martin was astounded. He had a perfectly round head and a face that would have been called pretty if not for the gray hairs that sprouted on his jaw line.

“That’s a goddamned shame,” Winston said.

“It ain’t like they cut off his dick,” Comrade Jeremiah said. “Somebody got to get the house.”

“Excuse me . . . but you’ont know what you talkin’ ’bout, Brother Jeremiah,” Billy declared. “Freddy was born in that house. His father was born there. His grandfather built it with his own two hands back in the forties. That house more important to the Bumpus family than half the male chirren in they clan.”

Billy Psalms and Darryl noticed Socrates leaning forward.

Psalms was a small man who made his living as a gambler mainly. He played cards and pitched pennies, went to the races when he was flush and to Victory Rooming House when the money was gone. He prided himself as a streetwise odds maker and so he watched Socrates closely whenever he got the chance.

Fortlow’s an explosion ready to blow, he would say. An’ you know you cain’t nevah get a even bet on a bomb blast.

Billy reached for his Dixie Cup.

“What about the boy?” Socrates asked the gambler.

“What boy?”

“Fred an’ Van had a son,” Socrates said. “Peanut they called him, but his name is Bradford. I think he’s three or maybe four years old.”

“Yeah,” Martin said. “They got a boy. I think he’s been livin’ wit’ Vanessa’s mama. She live over on Adams. She come an’ took the boy when Vanessa an’ Fred started fightin’ all the time.”

“What they fightin’ about?” Socrates wanted to know.

“Beats me,” Martin said.

“I think Van’s backside derailed Too-Tight Floyd Grimm,” Comrade Jeremiah announced. He had olive brown skin and generous lips. He was covered by an extra layer of fat that made him seem open and friendly. “Floyd been seein’ Van an’ Freddy didn’t have what it take to break it.”

“What you mean—what it take?” Socrates asked, the question sounding almost like a threat.

“Nuthin’,” Comrade said defensively. “It’s just that if a man gonna be fuckin’ my woman he gonna have to answer t’me.”

“So you kill him?” Socrates asked the middle-aged baker. “Thatta make you a bettah man than Fred?”

“Yes sir,” Comrade replied. “Niggah gotta be a man in this world. He cain’t have his woman givin’ that pussy away like that. Shit—kill the man an’ the bitch too.”

Martin and Winston nodded while Billy and Darryl watched.

“What about Peanut?” Socrates, the big ex-con, asked.

“What about him?” Comrade replied.

Socrates didn’t answer right away. He looked at Darryl and then at Winston. He didn’t waste time with Psalms.

“Well,” Winston said. “I guess Peanut’s with his grandmother anyway. I mean they done give up on him already.”

“An’ you think that’s right?” Socrates asked Winston, the eldest among them.

“No. No it ain’t right but that’s the way it is.”

“But it ain’t got to be,” Socrates said. “An’ you know it would hurt that boy if his mother dies an’ his father ends up in jail. It hurt for a man to lose his blood like that.”

“You right about that,” Martin Orr said with a nod. “I mean a man get mad an’ all, you could understand that, but afterwards a little boy like Bradford just be lost. They got chirren like that all up and down these streets.”

The men were quiet then, nodding, agreeing with the logic that Socrates teased out of Martin’s mouth.

“So I’m s’posed t’sit down an’ let my woman walk on me?” Comrade said. “What kinda father could I be if I cain’t show my son how t’be a man?”

“An’ how do you be a man?” Socrates asked. “By callin’ his mother a bitch?”

“Kill the mothahfuckah fuck yo’ woman. Kill him an’ her too.”

A grin formed on Billy Psalms’ handsome mouth. He liked danger. That’s why he hung around Socrates so much of the time. The convicted rapist and murderer was the most dangerous solitary man Billy had ever met.

Socrates was nearly bald with dark skin and a visage that was stern—even frightening. And though he was nearing sixty he was still a powerful man with bulging shoulders and vise-like hands that were nicknamed the rock breakers while he was doing hard time.

“So let’s say that it was me with your woman,” he said.

“What?” Comrade didn’t like the turn in the conversation. He moved his right shoulder as if he were going to rise and flee.

“I’m fuckin’ yo’ woman,” Socrates said slowly, deliberately. “She come ovah ev’ry day an’ suck my dick.”

The room went from quiet to silent.

“Stop fuckin’ around, man,” Comrade said.

“Ev’ry day she tell you she goin’ out,” Socrates continued, “an’ when you ask her where she goin’ she say, ‘None’a yo’ mothahfuckin’ business.’”

Socrates’ eyes were on Comrade’s. His left nostril lifted in contempt.

“I get that pussy whenever I want it. Ain’t a damn thing you can do to make us stop. So what you gonna do now?” Socrates raised his hands, gesturing for a reply, daring Comrade to come toward him.

“Why you doin’ this, Socco?” Comrade complained.

Suddenly Socrates’ stern face broke into an almost friendly grin.

“Just messin’ wit’ ya,” he said.

The rest of the men and Darryl exhaled in relief.

Comrade let a smile flit across his mouth.

“But it’s a good question, right?” Socrates asked.

“What?”

“I’m a bad man, CJ. I spent twenty-seven years in the penitentiary. All I evah done is study how to survive when anothah man want me dead. You couldn’t stop me from killin’ you if you had ev’ry othah man in this room on yo’ side. I’d kill ya even if it meant losin’ my own life. That’s what you learn in prison.”

“I don’t wanna mess wit’ you, Socco.”

“I know you don’t but what would you do if I was fuckin’ yo’ woman ev’ry day?”

Comrade knew that he couldn’t dodge the question. He had blustered and now he had to back it up.

“I’d kill you,” he whispered.

“Oh shit,” Billy Psalms murmured.

Darryl’s eyes opened wide.

“How?” Socrates asked. “How would you kill me?”

“I dunno. I don’t know how but you know I wouldn’t let you walk on me like that.”

“Stand up,” Socrates commanded as he rose from his chair.

Fortlow was wide in the shoulder and thick in his chest. He stood six feet at least but his dimensions belonged on an even taller man. There was violence shot all through his bearing and he moved with the seamless grace of a man twenty years younger.

He took a step toward Comrade and the frightened baker leaped to his feet. The other men got out of their chairs too. The wooden legs moving behind them cried across the pine floor.

“If you were Fred Bumpus and I was Too-Tight what would you do right now?” Socrates asked.

“I, I, I would . . .”

“What if you had a knife?” said Socrates. “Darryl.”

“Yeah?”

“Get Comrade a knife out the draw. That sharp butcher’s knife.”

Darryl moved to the kitchen side of the one room house. The boy pulled a whining drawer open.

“Don’t do this, Socco,” Comrade begged.

“Why not?”

“I ain’t, ain’t got no quarrel with you.”

“It’s not you’n me, Comrade. You are Fred Bumpus. I’m not Socco—I’m Too-Tight Floyd Grimm.”

“No you not.”

“But what would you do if I was?”

“I’d kill you,” Comrade cried.

“You want the knife?”

“No.”

“I’ll turn my back,” Socrates offered and then he turned around.

Darryl handed Comrade the knife.

The frightened baker took the haft of the blade.

Socrates could see the fear in Martin Orr’s eyes. He could see  Comrade’s shadow on the floor to his left. He didn’t know if Comrade would take the bait or not but it didn’t matter. He’d walked among men who wanted him dead day and night for years, decades; desperate men with violent hearts whose only pleasure was the destruction of their enemies. Socrates had been slashed, stabbed, battered, and garroted in the Indiana state penitentiary. Men had plotted his demise countless times. But he was still alive, living in his rent-free one room cottage behind a benefactor’s house, surrounded by evergreens and a lush lawn.

He wasn’t afraid of Comrade Jeremiah or any other man.

“What would you do,” Socrates asked the man behind him, “if I was Too-Tight and you was Freddy B?”

“Why you doin’ this, Socco?” Comrade whined. “I ain’t done a damn thing to you. I said that I’d kill Too-Tight, not you.”

“But what if it was me?” Socrates said as he turned to face the trembling man named for friendship. “What if it was me and your woman? Would you stab me in the back then? Or even if you couldn’t, even if you just tried but I caught your hand and turned your knife, then would you lay in wait with a pistol and shoot me like some coward from behind a door or a corner?”

Comrade dropped the knife on the floor.

“Whatever it take,” he said affecting the hollow semblance of courage.

“So if you shoot me in the back how’s that gonna make you into a man?” Socrates asked then. “How yo’ son gonna learn yo’ last lesson if you sneak around and bushwhack me?”

Socrates sat down heavily. Slowly the other men got their chairs and returned them to the domino table. Darryl picked the knife up from the floor, put it in the sink and returned to his stool on the sidelines watching Socrates with hungry, proud eyes.

Comrade Jeremiah filled his paper cup with red wine.

Martin and Winston began turning over dominoes and shuffling them.

“So what you sayin’, Socco?” Billy asked. “Man just s’posed to let his woman walk on him an’ shame him in the street?”

The gambler was smiling because he knew that Socrates wasn’t a true bully. Fortlow wouldn’t threaten Billy for challenging his logic. The ex-con’s actions with Comrade were just his way of showing that bluster doesn’t mean a thing.

Still, Socrates glowered at the smaller Psalms.

“A woman treat a man like shit,” Socrates said, “or the other way round—the only thing a smart person can do is to walk away. If he think he better for the boy then he should go to that grandmother and take him back.”

“It’s hard to swallow that much pain,” Martin speculated. “Woman do you like that and you bound to get mad.”

“Yeah,” the elder Twiner added. “Woman do sumpin’ like that to ya an’ it just eat at ya—mornin’ an’ night.”

Socrates was looking out the window into the idyllic green yard. Under a bush of yellow Sweetheart roses he spied the snow-white cat from the neighbor’s yard. The hairy feline liked to slip through the fence now and then. For hours he’d sit in the foliage and watch the ex-con. But whenever Socrates went to pet it the cat darted away, back into his owner’s yard.

“That’s bein’ a man,” Socco said. “Pain in your heart and your dreams—that’s the test of a man. If you can live life day after day with men treatin’ you like a dog but you never bark or howl, cower or beg—if you can be a human being even when they want you to be a animal—that’s got man all ovah it.”

“So you think Bumpus done right,” Billy said. “Movin’ out, givin’ up the house his granddaddy built . . .”

“Naw, Billy,” Socrates said—he even smiled. “I think you right, at least halfway.”

“Me? What I say?”

“That Fred made a big mistake when he married Vanessa.” Socrates chortled and shook his head.

When Billy’s face had a serious caste to it he looked all of his forty-five years. At any other time he could have passed as a man of thirty.

“Shit,” Billy said. “That don’t take no deep thought. Woman do a man the way she did Freddy, that got to be a mistake.”

“But,” Socrates said, holding up an educating finger.

“But what?” Winston Twiner asked.

“What if it’s the right mistake?”

“Right mistake? How gettin’ with a lyin’, cheatin’, stealin’ woman gonna be right?” Comrade asked.

Martin Orr cocked his round head as if he had just heard a strange sound somewhere in the room.

“That’s you, CJ,” the unemployed glazer said.

“Me? You bettah believe that a woman’a mine ain’t gonna do me like Vanessa done Freddy.”

“But you scared about it,” Martin said. “I mean what you care about Fred? An’ why you mad at Van fo’ leavin’ him? It ain’t none’a yo’ nevermind but there you are with the veins standin’ out on your neck you so mad.”

Comrade was tall and thin. His neck was longer than the norm. Everyone in the room could see the pulse in his throat from a swollen artery.

“Who the fuck you think you is, Marty,” Comrade asked, “my mama?”

“Just sayin’,” Marty replied with a shrug.

“But what about this right mistake Socco’s talkin’ ’bout?”  Winston asked. He was bald on top and thinner than Comrade. Even though he was midway past his seventieth year he had few wrinkles. The only traits that marked his age were his soft voice and fragile gait.

“Yeah,” Billy added.

All eyes turned to the host.

Socrates glanced out the window. The cat was gone.

“What you think, Darryl?” he asked.

“Me?”

“Yeah.”

“I’on’t even know them peoples.”

“But you heard what happened didn’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“So why would a man be makin’ the right mistake to be with a woman like that?”

Socrates smiled.

Darryl sat hunched over on his stool. He was lanky and tall, dark-skinned with a perpetual frown on his face. He’d been party to the murder of a retarded boy when he was younger. Socrates divined the crime by just talking to Darryl and had, single-handedly, offered the lost youth absolution. From that day forward Darryl had been faithful to the severe minded ex-con.

“I’ont know,” Darryl said. “I mean maybe if he was with her and she hurt him then maybe he could learn sumpin’.”

“Learn what?” Billy Psalms said.

“I’on’t know,” Darryl said.

That was when Socrates decided that the boy needed another kind of education.

“Then maybe you wrong,” Billy said.

“How could he be wrong,” Socrates said, “when we all know that pain is the only way most men learn anything? A dog that  bites, a match that burn. You learn right away from sumpin’ like that.”

“Some men never learn,” the elder Twiner proclaimed.

“That’s right,” Martin agreed.

“Don’t mean he didn’t make the right mistake,” Socrates said. “Just that he too stupid to get somethin’ out of it. But there still something there he could’a known.”

Even as Socrates spoke his mind was far beyond the conversation in that room. He was thinking about Darryl and all the things that the boy had yet to learn. All these years he’d sat at Socrates’ feet trying to feel better about himself.

Socrates had murdered a man, raped the man’s girlfriend, and then murdered her. He’d been drunk but that was no excuse. He’d spent twenty-seven years in prison but that was not justice. No, he lived by the good graces of his benefactor, who let him stay in this small garden cottage in the middle of SouthCentral L.A. But that wasn’t right either.

Socrates realized that he’d been acting a fool with his friends; even worse, he was wasting time.

“Ain’t nuthin’ Fred Bumpus could learn worth the house his granddaddy built,” Comrade said from someplace far away.

“What you say, CJ?” Socrates asked.

“That bitch done stole his family house,” Comrade spat. “The lesson is too late.”

“It ain’t nevah too late,” Socrates said slowly, softly—like a memory. “Not till the last man that knew your name is dead.”

Socrates looked down at the wood beneath his well-worn shoes.

Martin Orr said, “Well, I better be gettin’ outta here. I’ma be lookin’ for pickup work in the mornin’ down near Exposition. Sometimes they need a glass man.”

The other men left soon after that. Socrates nodded when they said good-bye to him but he wasn’t listening. Somehow he knew that this part of his life was over. There would be no more games of dominoes or bull sessions in his home.

“Socrates . . . Socrates . . .”

He looked up to see the boy.

“What?”

“You okay?”

“Where is everybody?” the big man asked.

“They all gone. I’m goin’ over Myrtle Brown’s house,” the boy said. “I’ll see ya later on this week all right?”

“Myrtle Brown?”

“Uh-huh.” Darryl ducked his head and turned his chin toward his shoulder.

“She’s at least forty.”

The boy had no response.

Socrates wanted to talk about it, to advise the boy, but he couldn’t find the words. Everything had been sucked out of him. He considered grabbing Darryl by the shoulder but his hands were like heavy weights on his knees.

“What?” Darryl asked after two minutes of this silence.

“I was wrong to bully CJ like I did,” Socrates confessed.

“He a fool,” Darryl said.

“And the next time you act a fool would I be right to shame you?”

“If I deserve it.”

“No, boy.” Socrates sat up and touched Darryl’s elbow. “It’s you and me out there in the world and in here too.”

“You want me to stay?”

“Naw. You go on if you want. Go on.”




2. 

From the time Darryl left, about four in the afternoon, until sunset Socrates sat in his chair looking at his shoes. He wore size fourteens that were extra wide. Those same black shoes had carried him for years. They walked him out of Indiana and into Watts. They strode with him down block after block when he collected bottles and they brought him home every night when he lived in a gap between the outer walls of two abandoned stores. They’d taken him to the supermarket where he’d worked as a box boy until they had to fire him.

He’d worn them the day that he killed a powerful young thug in a lonely alley near his old makeshift home. They marched with him in the evil boy’s funeral procession where his mother cried from grief and his grandmother shed tears of joy.

He’d shined those shoes every week and seven times he had the soles replaced. There were a thousand cracks in the shapeless black leather and fitted and sewn cowhide patches where his baby toes had burst through.

Socrates stared at his shoes hoping that they would give up some secret. They’d been with him all the years since prison, had been silent accomplices to blood that he’d shed. His shoes were closer to him than any woman, even closer than Darryl. He’d kept them because there was rarely enough money for a new pair and even when he had a few extra dollars there were no shoes made well enough to carry him half as far.

Socrates sat in his chair until the light failed and his feet merged with the darkness gathering on the floor. The night crowded in around him and the windows took on the weak glow of far away streetlights and a wan quarter moon.

In the darkness Socrates forgot his shoes. Now his attention fastened onto his breathing. In and out, his lungs working like a  bellows, his heart a pounding blacksmith’s hammer. He could feel his broad nostrils flaring and the darkness of his skin.

Somewhere along the way he’d gone wrong. Before the murders, before his wild youth. By the time Socrates was incarcerated he was already a bad man. He’d earned his imprisonment, paid for it with a score of robberies, beatings, and lies.

“Some people bad since the day they open their eyes,” his hard-minded Aunt Bellandra used to say. “Some people study evil. They cain’t he’p it.”

“Mama says I’m bad to the bone,” young Socrates had told his aunt in her kitchen while she cooked and he sat on the high stool.

“That don’t make you bad,” Bellandra said. She was making corn cakes for her nephew.

“But what if I am?” the boy asked. “I hit Cindy Rogers ’cause she wouldn’t gimme some’a her candy.”

“You know what to do about that.”

“What?”

“You know,” the powerful ghost spoke in the darkness of the room.

“Don’t do it again,” the man said.

“That’s just right,” Bellandra replied over the decades that separated them. “You got the will to do right. Ain’t nobody could stop you if you set your mind to it. Don’t strike that girl again. Don’t let the other boys get to ya. Make up your mind that you would rather die than be a tyrant.”

“But I don’t wanna die,” the nine-year-old had answered.

“We all gonna die, child. Ain’t no relief from that. Men an’ women, boys an’ girls, even babies die. They die all the time. An’ poor peoples die most of all. That’s ’cause they’s more of us. We got more than our share of sickness and bullies like you been to that girl.”

“So I am bad?”

“You don’t have to be.”

“But I am today.”

He could see that even now, when he was so far away from the lives he’d shared and shattered, he was still bullying, still using his fists and his hardened will to break down those he disdained.

“It’s all been wrong,” he said aloud in the empty room that was haunted by a woman who never gave up on him and never gave him a break. “But wrong is all right if you know it.”

“All you got to do is turn around,” the ghost whispered. “Turn around and you will be the man I know you can be.”

“And then will the people I hurt forgive me?” the man asked.

“No.”

“Will mama love me?”

“Never.”

 

 

SOCRATES DIDN’T SLEEP THAT NIGHT. He sat in his chair, got up to urinate now and again, drank half a bottle of red wine, and wondered at the strong alchemy it would take to make something right out of something wrong.

“I thought I wanted forgiveness,” the man whispered in the dark.

“Man don’t have time for somebody else to say he okay,” Bellandra’s spirit replied just as if she was still alive. “An’ God don’t care. All a man can do is make a stand.”

“But I’m just a boy,” the child had said all those years ago.

“But you can be a man,” Bellandra told him.

“How?”

“By knowin’ what’s right, by livin’ by that even though it takes you away from your dreams,” she said. “By puttin’ away your  bullyin’ an’ hate. Man can on’y do right. It’s the scared boy do wrong.”

“But what’s right?”

Bellandra’s hard face turned to a smile. She held a warm corn cake to the child’s lips. The man bit into the darkness.

 

 

WHEN THE SUN CAME UP Socrates found himself walking down toward Florence. Three blocks past the wide boulevard he turned right. There he came to First Victory Rooming House—a place where poor men and women could still buy a room for fourteen dollars a night.

Baths cost sixty cents and there was only a single pay phone.

Scott Bontille was the daytime manager.

Socrates approached his office at the far end of the first floor hallway.

“Mr. Fortlow,” Bontille said. “No rooms to let this mornin’. Maybe you could come back in the afternoon.”

Bontille was a squat specimen with a face shaped like a chisel and an advancing hairline that made him resemble pictures of certain rattlesnakes that Socrates had seen.

The house manager got pleasure out of lording his power over those that were less fortunate than himself. On the street Socrates ignored him but now he felt anger rising in his chest.

Between his anger and his mission Socrates was momentarily frozen, trapped by his desire to strike Scott.

“You know I already got a house, Mr. Bontille.”

“You don’t have no regular job,” the light-skinned manager replied, his natural smirk opening into a leer. He was missing one upper and two lower teeth. The rest had been stained brown from cigarettes and too much coffee. “And the last I heard people still had to pay rent fo’ a place to sleep.”

“I’m lookin’ for Freddy Bumpus,” Socrates said then. “I hear he’s taken up residence with you.”

As the words came from his lips Socrates blessed his shoes. They’d taken him to a new place on that long road. His muscles relaxed and he no longer wished to throw Scott Bontille down the hall. He smiled.

“What’s funny?” Bontille asked.

“Us.”

“What us?”

“You’n me, Mr. Bontille. Here we are doin’ our dead masters’ work an’ here they been in the ground so long their bones have turned to dust.”

“What kinda mess you talkin’, Socrates?” the snake-faced man asked.

“Just mess,” the ex-con agreed. He felt good saying these words. “Just mess.”

 

 

“WHO IS IT?” a man’s voice answered when Socrates knocked on door D3 on the second floor of the Victory.

“Socrates Fortlow.”

“What you want?”

“Open the door, Freddy. I wanna talk to ya.”

“About what?”

There was a time, an eon and a day before, when Socrates would have been tempted to knock hard enough to shake the door off its hinges. But now he just said, “About your grandfather’s house.”

There was a moment of quiet then. It was a Saturday and the sun was muted through a small window at the end of the shabby and narrow hallway. Birds were singing their hearts out in a fruitless apple tree that stood just outside the glass.

Socrates flexed his toes against the tip of his shoes and smiled.

The door came open.

Fred Bumpus was a chocolate colored man built for the long haul but not for strength. He’d been forty-three for six months, though he looked older. Bony but not thin, Bumpus was tall and lean. His pupils were brown and the whites of his eyes were a lighter brown. His face was mature and haggard. He held his head hangdog style telling anyone who bothered to look that he’d been defeated by life.

“What about my house?” he asked.

“I wanted to use part of it for this idea I got last night.”

“Ain’t mine no mo’,” Fred said. He moved as if to close the door on the big man.

“Yo’ granddaddy built that house,” Socrates said. “His name was Mr. Bumpus too.”

Bumpus lifted his head to regard his visitor.

“What you sayin’?”

“That that’s a nice house,” Socrates replied. “You got them two lots an’ that addition on the side is almost a full home on its own.”

“Is,” Fred said with wan enthusiasm. “Got its own kitchen and bedrooms an’ a toilet too. Its own doors, front and back. If that ain’t a house I don’t know what is.”

“I’d like to use that add on,” Socrates said.

“For what?”

“Meetins’.”

“What kinda meetins’?”

Socrates felt the smile but doubted that it made itself evident. He hunched his shoulders slightly and showed Fred Bumpus his palms.

“House ain’t mine no mo’,” Fred said again.

“You signed it ovah to her?”

“No.”

“You been to court?”

“No. Her lawyer just send me the papers. I’m s’posed to sign ’em. Too-Tight tole me he was gonna kick my ass I didn’t sign ’em.”

“Let me in, Freddy. Let’s sit down an’ talk.”




3. 

The hardwood that Albert Bumpus used to build his house was stained to make it look like a mountain retreat and treated to resist the elements. This main house, which was on the north side of the property, was three stories high with a slanted green tile roof and windows bordered in red. A white garage was attached to the main house and then there was the add-on house on the other side of the garage, in the lot that Albert bought when he  couldn’t get the buildin’ bug outta his hands and shoulders.

The second home was slender and only two stories. Socrates had no idea what wood the shorter abode was made from because Albert had completely encased it with hammered and treated tin siding. It was like a small castle gleaming on that street of shabby homes and plaster apartment buildings.

The street was filled with black people and Chicanos but Socrates only had eyes for the Bumpus compound.

It was one of the few structures that a solitary man had built for himself and his family in the whole community; certainly the only one that had passed down two generations.

Socrates walked up to the front door of the big house and knocked even though there was a doorbell.

He would have liked to have been there with Darryl but he hadn’t seen the boy for a few days.

He was wondering if he should go see Myrtle Brown and ask after the boy when the door came open. Too-Tight Floyd Grimm stood there bleary eyed, wearing blue boxer shorts and a gray sweater.

“What?” he asked, none too friendly.

“Mornin’, Floyd,” Socrates said. “I’ve come to see Van.”

“What the fuck about?” Floyd leaned forward, holding onto the doorknob. Socrates figured that this pose was supposed to be threatening.

“I have a message . . . from her husband.”

“I’m her husband now,” Floyd said, leaning even further.

“Not unless you wanna get her put away for bigamy you ain’t,” Socrates said. “I knew a few men got put in the joint ovah bigamy.”

“He s’posed t’sign them papers,” Floyd said in a tone meant to frighten Fred—wherever he was.

“He left outta here so quick he didn’t have time to pick up a pencil,” Socrates said.

“That s’posed to be funny?”

“Lemme talk to Van,” Socrates said again.

There was no threat in his tone but Floyd let up on the doorknob and swung back into the house.

“Vanessa!” he shouted. “Socrates Fortlow down here.”

“What he want?”

“I’on’t know.”

Floyd turned away from the door and moved out of sight.

Socrates stood in the doorway looking at the messy sitting room it opened upon. There were clothes and papers, dirty dishes and brown paper bags everywhere. The former box boy wondered what Albert Bumpus’s grandfather would have thought of the mess.

Socrates noticed a pair of pink slippers at the foot of a yellow padded chair. They looked like tropical fish sleeping under the shadow of a gaudy stone.

While Socrates stared at the shoes a pair of bare feet appeared and stepped into them.

Vanessa Tremont was tall and wrapped in a purple gown that had a satin finish. The robe accented her voluptuous figure. She had a lazy eye which made her look both distracted and sexy. Her hair was a mane of brown ringlets but it was too early for her to have put on makeup.

“What you want?” she asked, firing up a cigarette with a bullet-shaped lighter.

“Can I come in?”

“I ain’t dressed.”

“I don’t mind.”

“What you want?” Vanessa asked again.

That’s when Socrates’ heart picked up its pace. Up until now it had all been a game. He was just taking steps one after the other with nothing standing in his way. The Legal Assistance Office, the lease Fred Bumpus had signed. All of that was just a list of hollow details like listening to men sit around street corners and barber shops talking about what they would do if only. . . .

But the next step wasn’t just an empty motion. Socrates was about to do something. The anticipation immobilized him.

“Well?” Vanessa asked.

For a moment more Socrates hesitated. He remembered the day that he was released from prison. He wasn’t ready to be out among civilians. He’d gone to prison for murder. He’d killed again in the joint. He’d lived by brutality and violence; that was all he had ever known. And then they opened the door and let him free on the world.

“Are you slow?” Vanessa Tremont asked.

Socrates reached into the left pocket of his jeans jacket and came out with a copy of the lease. He handed the paper to her.

“What’s this?”

“The lease to this property.”

“What the fuck you talkin’ about? This is my house.”

“No,” Socrates said. “This house belongs to your husband. He owned it before you were married and your name doesn’t show up anywhere on its papers.”

“Floyd! Floyd!”

The heavy footsteps hurried from somewhere beyond the untidy living room. Too-Tight Floyd Grimm ran from a doorway and up to his make-believe wife.

“What’s wrong?”

“Fred done rented the house to this niggah here.”

“Say what?”

“Fred done signed ovah our house to this bum.”

“Lemme see that.”

Floyd took the lease and stared at it with unseeing eyes. He looked up at Socrates and grinned—then he ripped the papers into shreds.

Socrates reached into his right pocket and came out with another lease.

“That was a copy,” he said. “This one is too. I got a dozen copies. You can tear ’em up all day long if you want.”

“Niggah, is you crazy?” Too-Tight Floyd Grimm asked.

“I got a lawyer and this here lease,” Socrates said. “I paid rent for five years on this property. All I got to do is call the marshal and you will be evicted.”

“You try that and I will shoot you in the ass,” Floyd said with emphasis.

“You might,” Socrates replied. “If you miss you’ll be lucky and if you don’t it’s yo’ be-hind will be in stir. That don’t have nuthin’ to do with me. All I know is that this my house now and you got to go.”

Too-Tight threw the screen door open and swung at Socrates. The ex-con leaned back and grabbed the fat man by the wrist.

Before that day he would have hit Floyd until he broke bones and loosened teeth. But now Socrates satisfied himself by holding on hard to his attacker’s wrist.

Floyd felt it. The pain went all the way down into his elbow. He pulled but couldn’t get away. He swung his other hand but Socrates grabbed that wrist too.

“Let me go, niggah!” Floyd cried. “Let me aloose!”

“This is my house,” Socrates said.

“Let me go!”

“Take your hands off him,” Vanessa Tremont shouted, moving as if she were coming to the aid of her man. But she didn’t actually try to help. Socrates’ power was nearly a legend in that neighborhood, even now.

“Are you gonna try an’ hit me again?” Socrates asked Floyd.

“. . . no.”

“You gonna move out my house?”

“Alright, okay. Just let me go.”

Socrates released his grip and put his hands up in a gesture of false surrender.

Floyd Grimm went down on one knee and Vanessa put her hands on his shoulders.

“I’m sorry about that,” Socrates said. “I’m really sorry, Floyd. I came here intendin’ not to fight. I got a legal paper and a righteous claim. I don’t wanna fight you . . .”

“Fuck you, niggah!” Vanessa shouted. “Fuck you!”

Floyd rose to his feet with each hand holding the other’s wrist. Hearing Socrates’ apology seemed to scare him more than the Rock Breakers’ rough embrace.

There was a wan, apologetic smile on the killer’s lips, an entreaty in his eye.

While Vanessa was yelling curses Floyd began to tremble inside. He knew that the older man standing in front of him could have broken his bones but held back.

“Shut up, Van,” he said.

“Bastid!”

“I said shut up, woman. Let’s just go.”

“What? What you say?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Fortlow. We’ll be out by tonight.”

“I’ll come back tomorrow noon,” Socrates said. He smiled again and nodded. He walked away from the sputtering woman and the man holding his wrists.

 

 

THE NEXT DAY FRED BUMPUS and Socrates approached the family estate.

“Look at this shit here,” Freddy complained. “She done lef’ the do’ unlocked and open too.”

They walked into the sitting room, which wasn’t as messy as it had been the day before.

“She took damn near everything,” Freddy said. He was moving faster than his friend, taking inventory with his eyes. “The TV’s gone and the stereo and all my records an’ tapes an’ CDs.”

There was a doorway to the left of the room that led to dark stained stairs. Socrates was listening for something.

“My mother’s silverware is gone,” Freddy called from another room. “She even took the pots and pans.”

The house reminded Socrates of Bellandra though it in no  way resembled her small Midwestern bungalow. Socrates inhaled through dilated nostrils hoping for a whiff of those corn-cakes he loved.

Freddy went through the door and up the dark stairs.

Socrates put his hands to his own cheeks, feeling the happy grin that eluded him even in childhood.

“She took the sheets,” Fred Bumpus called from upstairs. “She even took my goddamned sheets.”

He was standing at the head of the stairs looking down on the grinning felon.

Socrates looked up at the pained face of Fred Bumpus and laughed.

“What you laughin’ at, man?” Freddy whined. “She done robbed me blind.”

“I’m laughin’ at us, Mr. Bumpus,” Socrates said.

“What’s funny?” Freddy asked. He was so upset that he shimmied his shoulders to punctuate his words.

“Here we are,” Socrates replied, “two black men lookin’ at the same thing but seein’ somethin’ altogether different.”

“All I see is that that woman and that mothahfuckah done took ev’rything I got,” Fred said.

“An’ here they give me ev’rything I evah wanted an’ didn’t even know it.”

Freddy didn’t understand what Socrates was saying but the look on the ex-convict’s face arrested him. Freddy knew that Socco had somehow scared Vanessa and Too-Tight away. He’d given the unemployed criminal a five-year lease on his second home for the favor. But the joy in Socrates’ visage was something more than Freddy could comprehend. It scared him. Scared him more than Floyd Grimm had when he told him that he’d have him killed and inherit his property if he didn’t give Vanessa a divorce and the house.

“You wanna see yo’ new place, Socco?” Freddy asked, no longer thinking about his silverware and sheets.

“School,” Socrates said.

“Say what?”

“It’s not a house. From now on that big nickel next do’ is a school.”





THE BIG NICKEL




1. 

Billy Psalms was in the kitchen making gumbo from a recipe his grandmother, Rita Psalms, had passed down to him. He fried the slime out of his okra and made a dark brown roux from white flour sprinkled into blistering hot Crisco oil. It was a real gumbo made with blue crabs, Andouille sausages, dried shrimp, and even a few oysters thrown in. The base was a chicken stock, made from a whole fryer, and it was finished off with powdered thyme and sassafras leaves for extra thickness and spice.

Socrates had worked an entire month doing pickup work down on Exposition to raise the money for the meal.

“Smell damn good in here,” the ex-con said as he entered the room.

“Men’s yo’ best cooks, Socco,” the gambler said. “You know all the big chefs is men.”

“That’s only because they got so many helpers,” said the woman who was standing at Socrates’ side. “If a chef had to do his own prep work and clean-up half the time dinner would never make it to the table.”

“I’ont know, Cassie. Some men might surprise ya.”

“Forty-one years and I haven’t been surprised yet. Every man I ever met has made his way by standing on a woman’s back—a woman or a slave.”

Cassie Wheaton was tall and willowy. She possessed a slender figure and primal eyes. Her hair was matte orange in color, piled up on her head like a windswept mound of autumnal colored hay; her skin was the same hue and just a shade darker. She would have been beautiful if she wasn’t so striking. Many men, who had seen that face and figure in profile, had come up to her looking for a little play. But most of them, once they looked into her feral eyes, walked away softly, their pickup lines dying on their tongues.

“You spend too much time in court, Miss Wheaton,” Billy said. He was so much shorter than the lawyer that he had to look up to address her. “Bad element all up in there. I mean between yo’ gangbangers and police, crooked lawyers and crooks you get a cockeyed view of our gender. I mean look at Socco here. He more like a rock than a man. Shit. You could have a whole woman’s basketball team stand on them shoulders.”

Cassie glanced at her host. He did seem like the immoveable object she’d read about in college. There might have been a barb in her throat but she swallowed it; swallowed it and smiled.

“You want Darryl to come out here an’ make the rice, Billy?” Socrates asked. “He cain’t do much in the kitchen but I taught him how to make a pot’a rice.”

“Naw, baby. My mama told me that if I want to be proud’a what I cook then I got to do the whole thang. An’ you know I learnt almost everything from my mama.”

“Did she tell you to become a gambler?” Cassie asked.

“White man taught me that, Miss Wheaton,” Billy said as he wiped his hands on a damp towel hanging from a hook over the sink.

“So you blame the white man for your own failings,” the lady lawyer said.

“Who said anything about blame . . . or failin’s for that mattah? I’m proud to be called a gambler. My mama had a boyfriend took us to Vegas when I was fourteen or so. The minute I saw that roulette table it all come clear.”

“What’s that, Billy?” Socrates Fortlow, the convicted murderer and rapist, asked.

“Roulette,” Psalms stated, his eyes wide with a teenager’s amazement. “All them folks gathered ’round that wheel with so many slots you cain’t even count ’em before it come to rest. But there they were layin’ down their hard earned cash on the slender hope that their numbah comes up.” Billy shook his head and grunted. “I knew right then that that was my church. The gravity hurlin’ that wheel was my God. Oh yeah.”

“What’s that got to do with the white man?” Leanne Northford asked.

Billy hadn’t seen her because she was so small standing behind Socrates and Cassie.

“White men owned that casino, girl,” he told the seventy-one-year-old social worker. “Maybe he didn’t invent the game but he distilled it just like he done with gunpowder and alcohol, white sugar and timepieces. White man take what’s good and makes it pure.”

“Which means it’s better?” Socrates asked.

“No, sir,” Billy replied, shaking his head. “Pure’ll kill ya. Ain’t no lie to that. Pure is yo neighbor’s eighteen-year-old wife all of a sudden see you one day and set her sights. You know bettah. You know that the wife at home the one love you and who’ll take care of you when you old and sick. But it’s that lust, that pure lust will break you down every time.”

“That’s a man for you,” Cassie said.

Leanne hummed a two-note agreement.

“You ladies can say that,” Billy said as he sprinkled the last pinch of gumbo filet into the twenty-quart pot. “You know there’s a man out there messin’ ’round for every second spot there is on the clock.”

“You got that right,” Leanne said.

“But you know for every man messin’ there got to be a woman whisperin’ in his ear.”

Socrates barked out a laugh.

“Women get fooled by you men,” Cassie countered, maybe not as certain as she had been before.

“But it’s men that’s the biggest fools,” Socrates told her. “You not gonna deny that are you, Miss Wheaton?”

“Women want to bring things together,” Cassie argued. “Men take that goodness and drag it in the dirt.”

“Baby, please,” Billy said, holding his hands as if in prayer. “You know women out there right now fluffin’ up their nest with their girlfriends’ feathers. You know it’s true.”

“I got to go with the gambler on that one,” Leanne said. Her voice was high and sharp. She wore a mid-calf checkered skirt and a navy sweater for a blouse. You could see the outline of her ribs in the dark fabric.

“You see that, Socco?” Billy said. “We ain’t even had our meetin’ and you done already solved the problem of men and women.”

Upon hearing this Cassie sucked on her tooth and walked off toward the big sitting room.

“Who else is comin’, Mr. Fortlow?” Leanne asked.

“Mustafa Ali from the soup kitchen. Marianne Lodz . . .”

“The singer?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“How you get her to come here?”

“I met her once and she gimme her numbah.”

Leanne knew that there was probably more to the story. But she also knew that Socrates would never tell. She’d met the big ex-con in her office. He was always bringing dope addicts and winos to avail themselves of the private and government services she represented. He was in her place just about every week until she retired the year before. Socrates never divulged a secret, bragged, or gossiped in her presence.

“You already met Antonio and there’s a young man named Zeal . . .”

“Ronald Zeal?”

Socrates nodded.

“Why you wanna have somebody like that in your house? He’s a killer.”

“I’m a killer, Miss Northford,” Socrates said. “If I was to tell a man he couldn’t come in my presence because he was a criminal I’d have to put my own self out.”

“He shot two innocent boys right down the block from me,” Leanne said, dismissing Socrates’ claim with her intensity. “Shot ’em down in the street. You know I watched them boys grow inta young men.”

“I’ll understand if you don’t wanna stay, Lee,” Socrates said. “Billy?”

“Yeah?”

“How long?”

“It’s just sittin’ now. I’ll put the cornbread in the oven twenty minutes before we eat.”

Socrates nodded and walked past Leanne, leaving her standing in the middle of the kitchen while Billy chopped raw onion on the butcher’s block cutting board.




2. 

Antonio Peron was a carpenter. He had a limp and fifty-five years in Southern California. He was standing next to the dining table when Socrates came in.

The Mexican-American was short and well proportioned, for his age. He had dark amber skin and salt and pepper stubble on his jaw. He wore white carpenter’s pants and a dark blue, long sleeved work shirt. As Socrates approached he smiled.

“This is some table you got here,” Peron said. “One solid piece of wood. That tree must have been a mother. Thirteen and a half feet?”

“Fourteen seven,” Socrates said proudly. “I got it from the basement of House of God Church when they knocked it down. Had to trim some’a the rot and damage.”

“I like that it’s irregular. Like it was a man who had some living behind him.”

“Or a woman,” Cassie Wheaton put in.

“Or a woman,” Peron parroted. When he smiled the gold rims of his teeth glittered.

Cassie was sitting close to the head of the long and asymmetrical table. She smiled at the carpenter and he ducked his head.

There was a knock at the front door. Before Socrates could make it Darryl, the lanky teenager, ran from the den, where he’d been playing Grand Theft Auto on a portable screen.

He flung open the front door on Marianne Lodz and another woman. Even from the back Socrates could make out how excited the boy was to usher in the young soul singer. Lodz wore a form-fitting dark green dress. Her face was wide and beautiful, the color of café con leche. She had a generous figure that was matched by a friendly smile. The woman beside her caught Socrates’ attention.

This woman was slender and very dark. She wasn’t smiling and she wore black pants and a white blouse. Her hair was the only expression to her; it was wild, sticking out all over the place as if she had just run through the woods escaping the dogs.

“This is my, uh . . . Socrates, Miss Barnet,” Darryl was saying as Socrates came up to join them. “Miss Lodz say that you know her cousin Leroy.”

“He took Leroy to the hospital when no one else would,” Marianne said. “And when I tried to pay him he said that he didn’t need to be paid for doin’ what’s right.”

Marianne shook Socrates’ hand and then got up on her toes to kiss his cheek.

“Hi,” she said. “This is my friend Luna Barnet. I hope you don’t mind that I brought her with me.”

Socrates had to concentrate to avert his gaze from young Luna’s passive stare. There was something sensual in the woman’s flat eyes. She seemed to be appraising the big man; he felt that she had put him up on the block as if he were being judged for his strength and stamina, his ability to take orders and lurking willfulness.

“Hi,” she said in a slow urban patois that had once languished in the southern states.

Socrates winced, stung by her mild salutation.

“Why don’t you ladies come on in?” he said, turning quickly, headed for the Big Table (as it came to be known).

Darryl hurried up next to him excitedly.

“Ms. Lodz said she’d sing for us if you wanted, Socco,” he said.

“Did you say hello before you asked her to sing?”

“Yeah,” he said defensively.

“This ain’t no concert, D-boy. It’s a meetin’.”

“But after the meetin’…”

“It’s not that kind of meetin’,” Socrates said, pushing on ahead of his ward.

When he came toward the table, followed by the panting young man and the women, Socrates said, “Ev’rybody, this is Marianne Lodz and Luna Barnet. Say hello.”

When he moved to the side for the people to come together Socrates noticed Luna still looking at him with the dispassionate interest of someone who had just roused from a deep sleep.

 

 

BILLY PSALMS BROUGHT IN a bottle of Blue Angel and a stack of Dixie Cups. The gambler and the lawyer, social worker and carpenter came around Lodz. She had a song on the radio at that time called “Bring it on over.” It played around the city and she was getting a name for herself. Darryl hung on her every word. She was kind and gracious but a little distant, like a friendly prison guard, Socrates thought. Then he saw Luna watching him while pretending to be looking around the room.

Another knock at the door and Socrates was happy to turn away.

Mustafa Ali and Wan Tai had arrived together. Socrates thought that Mustafa had been at the Chinese man’s dojo before coming to the inauguration of the Big Nickel School.

“Socco,” the white bearded and brown skinned Ali hailed.

“Mr. Fortlow,” Wan Tai whispered, making the slightest nod as he spoke. The karate master always looked directly into Socrates’ eyes when addressing him.

The host put out a hand to each man.

“Welcome to the Big Nickel, brothers. They’re almost all here by now. Go on in and introduce yourselves.”

“Socco,” a man called before the front door closed.

It was Ronald Zeal. Even hearing the voice Socrates felt a thrill  of excitement; not fear, not exactly—but the inner clenching he always felt just before a serious fight. It was a kill or be killed moment that he had to climb over before saying, “Hey, Zeal. What’s happenin’, man?”

“Nuttin’ to it,” the young man replied in his studiedly casual approach toward the big felon.

Socrates turned his head into the house and called out, “Billy, put on the cornbread.”

“Okay, Socco.”

Ronald Zeal was at the door by then. He was tall and meant to be naturally thin but his upper body was over-developed by exercise and weight lifting, maybe even some bulk enhancing drugs. His skin was dark, as dark as Fortlow’s. His face had been pretty, would still have been if it weren’t for the scars and a hardness in his eye. He didn’t smile, only took Socrates’ hand in welcome.

He was six three at least, no more than mid-twenties. He wore a clean white T-shirt despite the cool evening temperature and black pants with matching sneakers.

Behind Ron a car passed slowly. From the car’s passenger window a white man peered into the house.

Socrates grinned and gestured for his guest to enter.

“Come on in, brother,” the host said warmly. “We almost all here now.”

He led Ronald Zeal into the room dominated by the big irregular table.

Every chair at the table was of a different make. Straight-back maple, cane and wicker, a black stool and a dark stained piano bench. There were eleven seats in all with the capacity to hold a dozen people.

“This Ronald Zeal, everybody. We only got one more and he told me he was gonna be late because of his job.”

“Hey, Ron,” Cassie Wheaton said. She was looking at the stern-faced young man.

“Ms. Wheaton,” he said in an oddly subdued tone.

“Have you been down to the courthouse yet?” the lawyer asked.

“No, not yet.”

“They will put you away if you don’t show up with those papers.”

“Mustafa Ali,” Mustafa said introducing himself. “Mission of Heaven services.”

“Hey.”

Socrates noticed that Leanne Northford had moved to the black stool at the other side of the Big Table. She’d stay, he thought, but she wouldn’t welcome the killer or shake his hand.

From Leanne Socrates’ attention went around the room. Most were aware of the famous killer. Darryl was trying to put on a gangster-calm while Marianne Lodz seemed flustered. Antonio, though he might not have known Zeal’s story, could read the threat in the young man’s bearing. Billy Psalms was in the kitchen but Socrates knew that the gambler would watch Ron the way he’d concentrate on a roulette table—wondering at what number would come up, and then the one after that.

Only Luna seemed unaffected by the notorious gangbanger’s presence. She satisfied herself by observing Socrates watching his guests.




3. 

“Help me with this, Socco,” Billy Psalms called as he entered the meeting room laboring under the weight of the two-handled copper cauldron that Socrates had borrowed from Leanne.

Antonio and Mustafa rushed over to grab hold of the big pot. As soon as they had taken the weight the gambler announced, “Louisiana blue crab gumbo is in the house.”

The guests began taking their seats.

“Darryl,” Socrates said.

“Yeah?”

“Go help Billy with the rest of what he got to bring in.”

Darryl’s eyes were on the singer. He wanted to get to a seat by her side.

“Okay,” he said.

Luna followed the boy out of the room. Socrates watched her leave, wondering why she made him feel so uneasy.

When he looked back at the table he saw that Ronald Zeal was also troubled. The hard-faced street-fighter was thrumming his fingers on the table. There between Mustafa and an empty seat Zeal was sitting lightly like a man about to take flight.

Socrates smiled and forgot Luna for a moment. He went to stand at the center of three spaces, at what might have seemed like the head of the table.

The Big Table resembled a dark rose petal that had been gnawed on by insect pests and then trampled underfoot. Longer than it was wide there was something vaguely oval about its form. There were light, almost blond highlights along the sides and at two places in top. It was a sturdy board of wood four and a half inches thick and hard.

Darryl and Luna came in: him carrying a big bowl filled with white rice and her with a pewter platter bearing two huge squares of cornbread.

The seat next to Marianne Lodz was the piano bench. After setting down the food Luna pulled Darryl to sit between her and the budding star.

Billy went to stand at the head of the table to Socrates’ left.  There was an arc shaped indentation there, one of the gnawed-out spaces that had survived the giant footstep.

Next to the gumbo pot stood stacked a pile of a dozen porcelain bowls, also borrowed from Miss Northford. Billy used a teacup to put a dome of rice in the bottom of a bowl and then ladled the dark green stew on top of that—making sure that each serving received at least one of the small crabs.

Leanne carved the cornbread. People took the large squares as the platter was passed down the center of the table toward the front.

Socrates set his eyes on Darryl. When the boy looked up the host moved his head, indicating the empty seat next to Zeal.

To his credit Darryl took up his paper napkin and moved to keep the uncomfortable killer company.

When Billy finished serving he sat in his. Socrates remained on his feet.

“I thought you called these blue crabs,” Wan Tai said across the broad plank to Billy. “But these are red.”

“They turn red when you cook ’em,” Billy said. “But you know them li’l suckers got the best tastin’ crab meat anywhere.”

Those were the last words before the table went silent, waiting for Socrates to address them.

“There’s ten of us now,” he said. “And later on there will be one more. We got all kinds ’a people at this big table. Mustafa, who belongs to Islam, Wan Tai is a Buddhist and prays the way those people do, Darryl an’ me ain’t seen the inside of a church, temple or mosque in many, many years. We got Baptists and Catholics and other Christians—some practicing, some not—at the table. The last man to come is something different yet again.”

The guests were looking around at each other while Socrates, who seemed uncharacteristically nervous, took a deep breath.

“We got a gambler, a singer, a teenager, at least two killers, a carpenter, social workers, and even a lawyer sittin’ right here in this big tin-plated house.”

A few people, including Cassie Wheaton, snickered at the lawyer line.

“Not all of us were born in America,” Socrates continued, “but we’ll probably all die here.”

These last words sobered many an eye gazing upon Socrates.

“Death is our moment of reckoning,” he said. “It’s what calls up our hardest prayers. And so death has to have a place in the words at the beginning of the meal. Also words of hope and truth. But not Christian or Muslim or Buddhist words. No. We are here to come up with a new kinda faith. Maybe not even a faith but somethin’ true, somethin’ that will give us some kind of, I don’t know . . . wisdom.

“And so I will say some words today and then, the next time we get together for a talk, somebody else will say somethin’.”

With that Socrates bowed his head and everyone else, even Luna, followed suit.

“I have eyes to see and a mind to think; I have feet to take me and lungs full of breath; I have arms and legs, a sex and a nose to smell trouble. I have everything I need . . . everything but a sign.”

“Amen,” Mustafa intoned.

Socrates sat and the people began gabbing and eating.

The seat to Socrates’ left was empty. He turned right to Billy and said, “Damn good, gambler. Why don’t you get a job as a cook?”

“Why don’t you be a preacher?” Psalms asked back and both men laughed.




4. 

The dinner had been going on for half an hour or more. Billy was telling jokes about gambling schemes he had come across that had nearly everyone laughing; all except for Luna, Ronald Zeal, and Leanne Northford. The gumbo was good, the whole table agreed on that. The small house was perfect for their get together.

“So why you got us here, Socrates?” Mustafa asked. He was half the way down on the left side of the Big Table.

“Wait a bit longer, brother. We have one more coming.”

“No matter to me,” Antonio said. “This food is good.”

The assembly hummed their agreement and the volume of the conversation rose. They were so loud after a while that only Socrates heard the soft knocking at the door.

 

 

THE SMALL WHITE MAN LOOKED UP at the mountain of darkness before him and smiled.

“Mr. Fortlow,” Chaim Zetel said in greeting. “Your house is so shiny I could see it all the way from Cheviot Hills.”

“Maybe to you, Mr. Zetel,” Socrates replied. “Some people couldn’t see it if they had their nose pressed up against the door.”

When the two men walked back to the Big Table the loud talk quickly dwindled to a murmur.

“This is my friend Chaim Zetel,” Socrates said, using the correct guttural sound for the ch. “He’s our last membah, at least for tonight.”

“So now you can tell us what we’re here for?” Cassie Wheaton said.

“I know you don’t eat shellfish so I got some fried chicken for  you in the kitchen, Mr. Zetel,” Billy whispered behind Socrates’ back. “I’ll go get it.”

“Thank you, Mr. Psalms.”

“We are here because the world . . . the whole damn world is messed up,” Socrates said simply and to the point. “An’ all we do every day is shut our eyes hopin’ that it’ll get bettah while we ain’t lookin’.”

“Amen to that,” Leanne chimed. “Amen to that.”

“Grown men an’ women sittin’ on their ass like slaves chained in the quarters,” Socrates continued, “markin’ time and waitin’ to die. A chance to do sumpin’ good comes an’ goes ev’ry minute but we just sit there.”

“What difference can we make to the world?” lean, white-bearded Mustafa asked.

“Nothin’,” Socrates admitted. “Not a damn thing.”

“Then why try?” Antonio proffered.

“I got here by the back door, Tony,” Socrates replied; still standing, still quivering from nerves. “I heard that Fred Bumpus had lost this place to his wife and her boyfriend. I took it as a fact and humiliated a man who connected so closely with Fred’s pain that he hated him for his weakness. Then it came to me that I was passin’ a chance by, that I could help Fred and make this a place where people could come an’ take themselves seriously. A place where there was good food an’ good company an’ where the only question is what can I do?”

At that moment the tension released in Socrates’ shoulders and neck. He looked around the table seeing that the struggle had passed from him to most of his guests.

“I know what you feelin’,” the ex-convict said. “I might as well ask you to fly. But you know people dyin’ ten thousand miles an’ one block away from here. We go to bed knowin’ it. And when we wake up it’s still true. We bring chirren into this world. We make  love here. At least we could take one evenin’ every week or two and ask—just ask, what is it we could do about this shit?”

The small audience fell under a hush. Their eyes were those of people engaged in a serious conversation but their tongues were still, their lips closed.

“You see?” Socrates said. “I could ask you what the weather was and you might tell me I need an umbrella. I could ask you if you knew a joke and you’d have me rollin’ on the floor.”

“Especially Billy there,” Leanne said.

A few people laughed.

“But if I ask you,” Socrates said, “how can we save some child bound for prison or the graveyard you just sit there like some voodoo witch done sewed your lips shut.”

Again Socrates paused. Again he appreciated the struggle in the bearings of his friends.

“Your mother or sister or child could come runnin’ to you,” the host added, “screamin’ that there was somebody after them, somebody that was gonna do them terrible harm. And you would grab a knife or a baseball bat and run out to protect them—to kill if you had to. But when I tell you that there’s millions runnin’ and screamin’ right now all you do is look like you got gas.

“I’m not tryin’ say that it’s just us here. It’s like this all ovah Los Angeles and California, the United States—all ovah the world. In Israel and South Africa and Europe too. Ev’rybody sittin’ there with a sour look on their face while the killers and their prey run in the night.”

From Darryl to Cassie, from Leanne to Antonio there was profound, intense silence—even Billy Psalms kept his peace. The extraordinary hush didn’t bother Socrates. He was ready for this deathlike response. If someone didn’t speak up soon he’d make a toast and promise the assembly that he would have a dinner  every Thursday until the day that they could speak out loud about what they felt.

He was reaching for his paper cup when Ronald Zeal said, “I got sumpin’ t’say.”

“Yes, Brother Zeal.”

The dark-skinned young man sat back in his chair, balancing it on the two hind legs.

“You told me that we was gonna come in here an’ talk about somethin’ important,” Zeal said, “sumpin’ for the people.”

“I sure did.”

“I expected to see a room fulla black men ready t’stand up and tell the cops and the whites what we won’t take no mo’. But instead I come into a house fulla bitches, beaners, an’ chinks. And then you got this Jew. What the fuck am I s’posed to do with that?”

The faces of the dinner guests registered shock and dismay. Everyone was disturbed except Luna and Socrates, neither of whom were bothered by the killer’s concerns.

Socrates laughed; not because he found the words funny but because he was surprised. It was rare that anyone could sneak up on the ex-con like that.

This laughter further disturbed his friends.

“Ron,” he said. “You see Wan Tai over there? He teaches black chirren the discipline of the martial arts. Antonio here repairs the houses of poor people no mattah what color they are. Cassie Wheaton kept you outta prison when you know they coulda had your ass, and as far as Chaim goes . . . Mr. Zetel?”

“Yes, Mr. Fortlow?”

“Tell this boy sumpin’ will ya?”

The little man, who was not an inch over five feet, stood up as Socrates sat down. He was maybe seventy wearing a gray suit cut from coarse cloth. His shirt was yellow and he wore no tie.  The hands he placed on the table were small, liver-spotted, with thick, blunt-tipped fingers. His hair was still full, a thatch of dull silver that needed a trim. His white skin had lost its luster to age but his eyes, equally gray and brown, seemed to be smiling.

“My grandfather was a ragman, my young friend,” Chaim said gently. “Do you know what that is?”

Every eye was on Zeal. He resisted the pressure and then gave in to it.

“A homeless,” he said.

“Almost,” Chaim said with a grin. “He was poor, very poor. He had a horse so skinny that it looked like the one ridden by Death when the plague raced through our cities and towns. This horse pulled a wagon and my grandfather, Moses Zetel, would go around collecting things that people had thrown out. He’d trade those things with the poorest people who might have had some need for them. His father had done that and his father had too. There have been ragmen so far back in our family that I wonder why Ragman was not our name.”

Out of the corner of his eye Socrates noticed Luna smiling for the first time.

“My grandfather wanted his son to go into the business,” Chaim continued, “but my father was very lazy.” The sad look on Chaim’s face elicited a few smiles. “He would stay at home playing with the broken doll houses, dishware, and machines. One day Moses realized that my father, Aaron, was fixing the things he found, making them almost like new. All of a sudden my grandfather was a wealthy man. He took in broken things only good for the poorest people and made products that everyone wanted to buy.

“Moses died and my father married and came to America. He wanted me to be a doctor but I was too lazy. So I went into his business finding things that no one wants and making them  into something useful.” With that the tiny man sat down in front of a plate of fried chicken and macaroni and cheese that Billy Psalms had provided.

“What the fuck . . .” Ron Zeal said, a spasm of rage going through him. He moved too quickly and the legs slid out from under the chair. But the young man was agile as well as strong. He maintained his balance with both feet and caught the chair before it could fall to the floor. “What the fuck that shit s’posed to mean to me?”

Zeal looked as if he were about to attack the little tinkerer.

Billy leaned forward.

Wan Tai placed his hands on the table before him.

“It means,” Socrates said, “that Mr. Zetel has twenty-five black and brown chirren workin’ for him. They drive around the city lookin’ for things thrown away that can be fixed. They work in a little workshop he got up in Silverlake. They make a livin’ and learn a trade all under this man here.”

“Prob’ly gettin’ rich off ’em too,” Zeal said.

“So what if he make a dollah?” Socrates said, coming to his feet. “They gonna do bettah wit’ you? Carryin’ guns? Dealin’ drugs?”

Ronald Zeal clutched his hands on imaginary weapons and cut his eyes to laser points on Socrates. The fight brewing between them sent waves through the room.

“What about a niggah?” Leanne Northford said, obviously addressing Zeal.

Ron’s eyes were still on Socrates but his hands loosened a bit. He glanced briefly at the small social worker.

“What about a niggah,” Leanne said again, “who kills his brothers? Lays ’em out in a coffin for their mothers and fathers to cry ovah.”

“What you talkin’ ’bout, woman?” Zeal said, turning his head fully to regard her.

“What about you, niggah?” the previously sedate lady said. “You walkin’ down the street laughin’ an’ drinkin’ while Thomas King and Terry Lingham laid up there in the cemetery.”

Zeal seemed stunned by Leanne’s declaration. He looked at her as if he had not understood the words.

“Killer,” she said. “Just a damned killer. Talk about that little white man like he was our enemy. You the enemy, niggah. I been alive seventy-one years an’ I seen it all—but you are the first black man that I have evah called a niggah. The first one—niggah.”

“I don’t have to listen to this shit,” Zeal said. He set the chair upright and turned.

“Sit down, Ron,” Socrates commanded.

“You think you can make me?”

“I know I could,” Socrates said simply. “But it’s not an order. I want you to stay here. This woman not insultin’ you. She hates you right now. She really do. But she got reason. You know it’s true. I’m not askin’ you to confess or apologize or nuthin’ like that. I’m just sayin’ sit down an’ finish your gumbo an’ tell us somethin’.”

“Tell you what?”

“Tell me why it’s okay for one black man to shoot down another one but it’s wrong for Chaim here to make a buck while teachin’ our youngsters a trade.”

Something in Socrates’ tone persuaded the angry young man. He banged the chair into position and sat. Leanne was staring across the table at him.

Luna was watching Socrates.

“You old people don’t understand what it’s like out here,” Zeal said to the dark tabletop. “It’s a fuckin’ war out here.”

“Did Thomas King and Terry Lingham attack you?” Leanne asked.

“I’m not sayin’ nuthin’ about them,” Ron said. “That’s for the court. Right, Miss Wheaton?”

“Yes,” the lawyer said. “Mr. Zeal would be well advised not to address any crime still under investigation by the police and the district attorney.”

“Yeah,” Ron averred. “But if a niggah disrespects me you know we got to go. If one man walk on you out here then you ev’rybody’s bitch. You got to stand up. You got to take care’a business.”

“And is that right?” Mustafa Ali asked.

“Ain’t got nuthin’ to do with right. Niggah don’t have no rights. All he got is his respect, his pride.”

“But what about the question?” Wan Tai asked. “What about Mr. Zetel? Is what he’s doing better than you, Mr. Zeal?”

“I ain’t talkin’ to no Chinaman,” Ron said, his eyes glued to the white bowl between his fists.

“Then let me ask you,” Socrates said. “Who’s doin’ better for our people—you or Chaim?”

“That don’t count, man. He a rich Jew. I’m a poor man been pushed down by him and his kind from the gitgo.”

“I’m a po’ niggah too, brothah,” Socrates said. “Me an’ Billy an’ Darryl an’ Tony here. Po’ don’t mean helpless. Po’ don’t mean stupid. You could be down in Mustafa’s soup kitchen tomorrow helpin’ feed people got even less than you. Naw, man, Chaim’s money ain’t what makes his work good.”

“Niggah,” Leanne Northford said again.

“Bitch, you bettah shet yo’ mouth,” Ron told her. “You could get hurt.”

“She just sayin’ what she sees, Ron,” Billy Psalms said. “You call yo’self a niggah.”

“Ain’t the same word,” Zeal said.

“Maybe it is, man. Maybe she mean exactly what you do.”  Billy Psalms smiled and shook his head the way he did when he was about to slap down the winning bone in dominoes.

“You can kill who you wanna kill, Ron,” Socrates said. “Shoot ’em in the back if you want. I cain’t stop you and I wouldn’t try. I won’t condemn you neither ’cause for every bad thing you done I done five. But I just want two things from you.”

“What’s that?”

“For you to see the hate you stir up for what it is and for you to answer the question of why you can insult my Jewish friend here when he’s tryin’ to do right.”

The rigidity in Ron Zeal’s arms released. He sat back and Darryl handed him a Dixie Cup filled with Blue Angel red wine.

“I ain’t sayin’ I’m bettah than him. I’m just sayin’ he got it easier. An’ I don’t care who hates me. That’s their business.”

Socrates, who was still standing, looked at the angry youth and then at Leanne, whose eyes were alive with rage—then Socrates smiled. “Billy,” he said, “I think it’s time to bring out that cherry cobbler you made.”

While the gambler moved away Cassie said, “You still haven’t answered the question, Socrates.”

“What’s that, Cassie?”

“Why are we here?”

“We here to say what we just said.”

“That’s no answer,” she observed, gesturing around the table with an upturned hand. “Nothing we said here tonight is going to save the world from crumbling.”

“I don’t know about that. I think you seen things tonight don’t happen every day. Just the people at this table and the things they said make this night special. Next Thursday Billy said he’s gonna put together some Texas chili make you cry. I expect to see all’a you back here again.”




5. 

Billy carried out a large Pyrex pan of cooked cherry filling with a dozen short biscuits floating in the red. Darryl followed him, bringing out a stack of smaller bowls while Luna collected the dishes and silverware used for the gumbo. Socrates served this time, passing the dessert around to his left.

Cassie and Antonio made coffee together.

Zeal did not partake of the desert—but he didn’t leave either.

When the food and drinks were all served the talk became light again. Billy told more jokes. Mustafa conversed across the table with Wan Tai.

“Me an’ Darryl take care of the dishes,” Socrates was saying to Billy when the front door blew off its hinges and a dozen cops in riot gear rushed into the room.

“Nobody move!” a muffled order came.

The host turned toward the advancing army, watching the short-barreled rifles pointed at them.

Some police flanked the table in a military formation while others of them rushed into the building, moving through the kitchen. Socrates could hear them stomping on the floor above.

Amid the drumbeats and the strained faces came a tall man dressed for battle but not bearing a weapon. He was tall and slender, fair-skinned and in charge. He wore gloves and a bullet-proof vest.

Socrates stared at him and smiled.

“What are you smiling at?” the commanding officer asked.

“Everybody on the floor!” another voice commanded.

“Captain Beatman,” Cassie said, coming to her feet. “What is the meaning of this?”

Socrates could see the commanding officer mouthing the words, “Oh shit.”

Wheaton approached the unarmed cop.

“Counselor, what are you doing here?” he asked.

“Show me your warrant,” Wheaton replied, holding her hand out.

“Everybody on the floor!” the second voice called again.

The rifles rose higher.

Captain Beatman held up a hand and the rifles came down. He handed an official looking sheet of paper to the lawyer. She read it over quickly and laid it on the table, next to Socrates.

“Drugs?” Wheaton asked.

“We saw Ronald Zeal coming to this address. We suspect him of trafficking.”

“So you break down an innocent man’s door?”

“Mr. Fortlow is an ex-convict.”

Socrates’ smile became a grin. The footsteps upstairs rumbled like thunder.

“Either kill us all or leave,” Cassie Wheaton said, the waver in her voice underscoring anger, not fear.

“Morton,” Beatman said.

“Yes, sir?”

“Any contraband?”

“No, sir. But we haven’t performed a thorough search. With the warrant we can break out the walls . . .”

“Let’s go,” the captain told the man who wanted everyone groveling.

“But, sir . . .”

“Let’s move.”

“Everyone out!” the frustrated number two ordered.

As the attack team moved to leave Socrates stood up and faced Captain Beatman.

“You know my name?” Socrates asked.

The captain did not reply.

Socrates held out a hand to the man. For some reason Beatman shook it.

“Thank you, Captain,” Socrates said. “Without you they might not have come back.”

Beatman released his grip and turned away.

“Clear your calendar for tomorrow, Captain,” Cassie said as the captain went out the door. “I will see you in your commander’s office in the morning.”




6. 

At the door, when he was leaving, Ron Zeal looked Socrates in the eye.

“I ain’t dealin’ no drugs, man,” he said. “Must be some othah niggah they lookin’ for.”

“Thanks for comin’,” Socrates replied.

“I ain’t comin’ back.”

 

 

DARRYL WAS IN THE KITCHEN washing the cherry cobbler casserole dish. Marianne Lodz and Luna were the last ones leaving. A driver in a late model Lincoln was waiting at the curb.

“We’ll come back next week for sure, Mr. Fortlow,” Marianne said, kissing his cheek. “You know how to show a girl a good time.”

“Say hey to Leroy for me.”

“Okay. Come on, Luna.”

As the light-skinned singer waltzed toward her car her darker companion lingered.

“I won’t come next week if you don’t want me to,” the young woman said. Her stare was almost a threat—definitely a challenge.

“Why wouldn’t I want you?” Socrates asked.

“I’m the on’y one heah you didn’t pick,” she said. “I might not belong.”

“I asked Billy too.”

“So?”

“Billy’s a gambler. What good is a gambler without a wild-card?”

When Luna smiled Socrates knew that he was right to hold onto her. She shook his hand, grabbing three of his fingers carelessly, and then hurried out to the car where Marianne was calling for her.

 

 

“DARRYL,” SOCRATES SAID as he returned to the kitchen.

“Uh-huh.”

“Stop washin’ for a minute.”

Darryl turned off the water and brushed his hands against his already damp clothes.

“What you think about tonight?” Socrates asked him.

“It was all right I guess. For a minute there I thought we was gonna get killed.” He scratched the back of his neck. “But I don’t really know what it was about.”

“Me neither but we both will. That’s for sure.”

He caught the boy in a headlock and wrestled him to the floor. Darryl struggled free and they both laughed and laughed.
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