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This novel is dedicated to the elite 
African-American physicians and nurses 
who trained and served at 
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Long ago, you 
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that burns even brighter now 
in the hearts of those who followed 
in your magnificent steps.
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PENNY WORTH O’ BLUES

Three months deep into 1947, a disturbing calm rolled over St. Louis, Missouri. It was unimaginable to foresee the hope and heartache that one enigmatic season saw fit to unleash, mere inches from winter’s edge. One unforgettable story changed the city for ever. This is that story.

 



Watkins Emporium was the only black-owned dry goods store for seven square blocks and the pride of “The Ville,” the city’s famous black neighborhood. Talbot Watkins had opened it when the local Woolworth’s fired him five years earlier. He allowed black customers to try on hats before purchasing them, which was in direct opposition to store policy. The department store manager had warned him several times before that apparel wasn’t fit for sale after having been worn by Negroes. Subsequently, Mr. Watkins used his life savings to start a successful business of his own with his daughter, Chozelle, a hot-natured twenty-year-old who had a propensity for older fast-talking men with even faster hands. Chozelle’s scandalous ways became undeniably apparent to her father the third time he’d caught a man running from the backdoor of his storeroom, half-dressed and hell-bent on eluding his wrath. Mr. Watkins clapped an iron pad lock on the rear door after realizing he’d have to protect his daughter’s virtue, whether she liked it or not. It was a hard pill to swallow, admitting to himself that canned meat wasn’t the only thing getting dusted and polished in that backroom. However, his relationship with Chozelle was just about perfect, compared to that of his meanest customer.

“Penny! Git your bony tail away from that there dress!” Halstead King grunted from the checkout counter. “I done told you once, you’re too damned simple for something that fine.” When Halstead’s lanky daughter snatched her hand away from the red satin cocktail gown displayed in the front window as if a rabid dog had snapped at it, he went right on back to running his mouth and running his eyes up and down Chozelle’s full hips and ample everything else. Halstead stuffed the hem of his shirttail into his tattered work pants and then shoved his stubby thumbs beneath the tight suspenders holding them up. After licking his lips and twisting the ends of his thick gray handlebar mustache, he slid a five dollar bill across the wooden countertop, eyeing Chozelle suggestively. “Now, like I was saying, How ’bout I come by later on when your daddy’s away and help you arrange thangs in the storeroom?” His plump belly spread between the worn leather suspender straps like one of the heavy grain sacks he’d loaded on the back of his pickup truck just minutes before.

Chozelle had a live one on the hook, but old man Halstead didn’t stand a chance of getting at what had his zipper about to burst. Although his appearance reminded her of a rusty old walrus, she strung him along. Chozelle was certain that five dollars was all she’d get from the tightfisted miser, unless of course she agreed to give him something worth a lot more. After deciding to leave the lustful old man’s offer on the counter top, she turned her back toward him and then pretended to adjust a line of canned peaches behind the counter. “Like what you see, Mr. Halstead?” Chozelle flirted. She didn’t have to guess whether his mouth watered, because it always did when he imagined pressing his body against up hers. “It’ll cost you a heap more than five dollars to catch a peek at the rest of it,” she informed him.

“A peek at what, Chozelle?” hissed Mr. Watkins suspiciously, as he stepped out of the side office.

Chozelle stammered while Halstead choked down a pound of culpability. “Oh, nothing, Papa. Mr. Halstead’s just thinking about buying something nice for Penny over yonder.” Her father tossed a quick glance at the nervous seventeen-year-old obediently standing an arm’s length away from the dress she’d been dreaming about for weeks. “I was telling him how we’d be getting in another shipment of ladies garments next Thursday,” Chozelle added, hoping that the lie sounded more plausible then. When Halstead’s eyes fell to the floor, there was no doubting what he’d had in mind. It was common knowledge that Halstead King, the local moonshiner, treated his only daughter like an unwanted pet and that he never shelled out one thin dime toward her happiness.

“All right then,” said Mr. Watkins, in a cool calculated manner. “We’ll put that there five on a new dress for Penny. Next weekend she can come back and get that red one in the window she’s been fancying.” Halstead started to argue as the store owner lifted the money from the counter and folded it into his shirt pocket but it was gone for good, just like Penny’s hopes of getting anything close to that red dress if her father had anything to say about it. “She’s getting to be a grown woman and it’d make a right nice coming-out gift. Good day, Halstead,” Mr. Watkins offered, sealing the agreement.

“Papa, you know I’ve had my heart set on that satin number since it came in,” Chozelle whined, as if the whole world revolved around her.

Directly outside of the store, Halstead slapped Penny down onto the dirty sidewalk in front of the display window. “You done cost me more money than you’re worth,” he spat. “I have half a mind to take it out of your hide.”

“Not unless you want worse coming to you,” a velvety smooth voice threatened from the driver’s seat of a new Ford convertible with Maryland plates.

Halstead glared at the stranger then at the man’s shiny beige Roadster. Penny was staring up at her handsome hero, with the buttery complexion, for another reason all together. She turned her head briefly, holding her sore eye then glanced back at the dress in the window. She managed a smile when the man in the convertible was the only thing she’d ever seen prettier than that red dress. Suddenly, her swollen face didn’t sting nearly as much.

“You ain’t got no business here, mistah!” Halstead exclaimed harshly. “People known to get hurt messin’ where they don’t belong.”

“Uh-uh, see, you went and made it my business by putting your hands on that girl. If she was half the man you pretend to be, she’d put a hole in your head as sure as you’re standing there.” The handsome stranger unfastened the buttons on his expensive tweed sports coat to reveal a long black revolver cradled in a shoulder holster. When Halstead took that as a premonition of things to come, he backed down, like most bullies do when confronted by someone who didn’t bluff so easily. “Uh-huh, that’s what I thought,” he said, stepping out of his automobile idled at the curb. “Miss, you all right?” he asked Penny, helping her off the hard cement. He noticed that one of the buckles was broken on her run over shoes. “If not, I could fix that for you. Then, we can go get your shoe looked after.” Penny swooned as if she’d seen her first sunrise. Her eyes were opened almost as wide as Chozelle’s, who was gawking from the other side of the large framed window. “They call me Baltimore, Baltimore Floyd. It’s nice to make your acquaintance, miss. Sorry it had to be under such unfavorable circumstances.”

Penny thought she was going to faint right there on the very sidewalk she’d climbed up from. No man had taken the time to notice her, much less talk to her in such a flattering manner. If it were up to Penny, she was willing to get knocked down all over again for the sake of reliving that moment in time.

“Naw, suh, Halstead’s right,” Penny sighed after giving it some thought. “This here be family business.” She dusted herself off, primped her pigtails, a hairstyle more appropriate for much younger girls, then she batted her eyes like she’d done it all of her life. “Thank you kindly, though,” Penny mumbled, noting the contempt mounting in her father’s expression. Halstead wished he’d brought along his gun and his daughter was wishing the same thing, so that Baltimore could make him eat it. She understood all too well that as soon as they returned to their shanty farmhouse on the outskirts of town, there would be hell to pay.

“Come on, Penny,” she heard Halstead gurgle softer than she’d imagined he could. “We ought to be getting on,” he added as if asking permission to leave.

“I’ll be seeing you again, Penny,” Baltimore offered. “And next time, there bet’ not be one scratch on your face,” he said, looking directly at Halstead. “It’s hard enough on women folk as it is. They shouldn’t have to go about wearing reminders of a man’s shortcomings.”

Halstead hurried to the other side of the secondhand pickup truck and cranked it. “Penny,” he summoned, when her feet hadn’t moved an inch. Perhaps she was waiting on permission to leave too. Baltimore tossed Penny a wink as he helped her up onto the tattered bench seat.

“Go on now. It’ll be all right or else I’ll fix it,” he assured her, nodding his head in a kind fashion and smiling brightly.

As the old pickup truck jerked forward, Penny stole a glance at the tall silky stranger then held the hand Baltimore had clasped inside his up to her nose. The fragrance of his store-bought cologne resonated through her nostrils for miles until the smell of farm animals whipped her back into a stale reality, her own.

It wasn’t long before Halstead mustered up enough courage to revert back to the mean tyrant he’d always been. His unforgiving black heart and vivid memories of the woman who ran off with a traveling salesman fueled Halstead’s hatred for Penny, the girl his wife left behind. Halstead was determined to destroy Penny’s spirit since he couldn’t do the same to her mother.

“Git those mason jar crates off’n the truck while I fire up the still!” he hollered. “And you might as well forgit that man in town and ever meeting him again. His meddling can’t help you way out here. He’s probably on his way back east already.” When Penny moved too casually for Halstead’s taste, he jumped up and popped her across the mouth. Blood squirted from her bottom lip. “Don’t make me tell you again,” he cursed. “Ms. Etta’s havin’her spring jig this weekend and I promised two more cases before sundown. Now git!”

Penny’s injured lip quivered. “Yeah, suh,” she whispered, her head bowed.

As Halstead waddled to the rear of their orange brick and oak, weather-beaten house, cussing and complaining about wayward women, traveling salesmen and slick strangers, he shouted additional chores. “Stack them crates up straight this time so’s they don’t tip over. Fetch a heap of water in that barrel, bring it around yonder and put my store receipts on top of the bureau in my room. Don’t touch nothin’ while you in there neither, useless heifer,” he grumbled.

“Yeah, suh, I will. I mean, I won’t,” she whimpered. Penny allowed a long strand of blood to dangle from her angular chin before she took the hem of her faded dress and wiped it away. Feeling inadequate, Penny became confused as to in which order her chores were to have been performed. She reached inside the cab of the truck, collected the store receipts and crossed the pebble covered yard. She sighed deeply over how unfair it felt, having to do chores on such a beautiful spring day, and then she pushed open the front door and wandered into Halstead’s room. She overlooked the assortment of loose coins scattered on the night stand next to his disheveled queen sized bed with filthy sheets she’d be expected to scrub clean before the day was through.

On the corner of the bed frame hung a silver-plated Colt revolver. Sunlight poured through the half-drawn window shade, glinting off the pistol. While mesmerized by the opportunity to take matters into her own hands, Penny palmed the forty-five carefully. She contemplated how easily she could have ended it all with one bullet to the head, hers. Something deep inside wouldn’t allow Penny to hurt another human, something good and decent, something she didn’t inherit from Halstead.

“Penny!” he yelled, from outside. “You got three seconds to git outta that house and back to work!” Startled, Penny dropped the gun onto the uneven floor and froze, praying it wouldn’t go off. Halstead pressed his round face against the dusty window to look inside. “Goddammit! Gal, you’ve got to be the slowest somebody. Git back to work before I have to beat some speed into you.”

The puddle of warm urine Penny stood in confirmed that she was still live. It could have just as easily been a pool of warm blood instead. Thoughts of ending her misery after her life had been spared fleeted quickly. She unbuttoned her thin cotton dress, used it to mop the floor then tossed it on the dirty clothes heap in her bedroom. Within minutes, she’d changed into an undershirt and denim overalls. Her pace was noticeably revitalized as she wrestled the crates off the truck as instructed. “Stack them crates,” Penny mumbled to herself. “Stack ’em straight so’s they don’t tip over. Then fetch the water.” The week before, she’d stacked the crates too high and a strong gust of wind toppled them over. Halstead was furious. He dragged Penny into the barn, tied her to a tractor wheel and left her there for three days without food or water. She was determined not to spend another three days warding off field mice and garden snakes.

Once the shipment had been situated on the front porch, Penny rolled the ten-gallon water barrel over to the well pump beside the cobblestone walkway. Halstead was busy behind the house, boiling sour mash and corn syrup in a copper pot with measures of grain. He’d made a small fortune distilling alcohol and peddling it to bars, juke joints and roadhouses. “Hurr’up, with that water!” he shouted. “This still’s plenty hot. Coils try’n’a bunch.”

Penny clutched the well handle with both hands and went to work. She had seen an illegal still explode when it reached the boiling point too quickly, causing the copper coils to clog when they didn’t hold up to the rapidly increasing temperatures. Ironically, just as it came to Penny that someone had tampered with the neighbors still on the morning it blew up, a thunderous blast shook her where she stood. Penny cringed. Her eyes grew wide when Halstead staggered from the backyard screaming and cussing, with every inch of his body covered in vibrant yellow flames. Stumbling to his knees, he cried out for Penny to help him.

“Water! Throw the damned ... water!” he demanded.

She watched in amazement as Halstead writhed on the ground in unbridled torment, his skin melting, separating from bone and cartilage. In a desperate attempt, Halstead reached out to her, expecting to be doused with water just beyond his reach, as it gushed from the well spout like blood had poured from Penny’s busted lip.

Penny raced past a water pail on her way toward the front porch. When she couldn’t reach the top crate fast enough, she shoved the entire stack of them onto the ground. After getting what she went there for, she covered her nose with a rag as she inched closer to Halstead’s charred body. While life evaporated from his smoldering remains, Penny held a mason jar beneath the spout until water spilled over onto her hand. She kicked the ten gallon barrel on its side then sat down on it. She was surprised at how fast all the hate she’d known in the world was suddenly gone and how nice it was to finally enjoy a cool, uninterrupted, glass of water.

At her leisure, Penny sipped until she’d had her fill. “Ain’t no man supposed to treat his own blood like you treated me,” she heckled, rocking back and forth slowly on the rise of that barrel. “Maybe that’s cause you wasn’t no man at all. You’ just mean old Halstead. Mean old Halstead.” Penny looked up the road when something in the wind called out to her. A car was headed her way. By the looks of it, she had less than two minutes to map out her future, so she dashed into the house, collected what she could and threw it all into a croaker sack. Somehow, it didn’t seem fitting to keep the back door to her shameful past opened, so she snatched the full pail off the ground, filled it from the last batch of moonshine Halstead had brewed. If her mother had ever planned on returning, Penny reasoned that she’d taken too long as she tossed the pail full of white lightning into the house. As she lit a full box of stick matches, her hands shook erratically until the time had come to walk away from her bitter yesterdays and give up on living out the childhood that wasn’t intended for her. “No reason to come back here, Momma,” she whispered, for the gentle breeze to hear and carry away. “I got to make it on my own now.”

Penny stood by the roadside and stared at the rising inferno, ablaze from pillar to post. Halstead’s fried corpse smoldered on the lawn when the approaching vehicle ambled to a stop in the middle of the road. A young man, long, lean, and not much older than Penny took his sweet time stepping out of the late model Plymouth sedan. He sauntered over to the hump of roasted flesh and studied it. “Hey, Penny,” the familiar passerby said routinely.

“Afternoon, Jinxy,” she replied, her gaze still locked on the thick black clouds of smoke billowing toward the sky.

Sam “Jinx” Dearborn, Jr., was the youngest son of a neighbor, whose moonshine still went up in flames two months earlier. Jinx surveyed the yard, the smashed mason jars and the overturned water barrel.

“That there Halstead?” Jinx alleged knowingly.

Penny nodded that it was, without a hint of reservation. “What’s left of ’im,” she answered casually.

“I guess you’ll be moving on then,” Jinx concluded stoically.

“Yeah, I reckon I will at that,” she concluded as well, using the same even pitch he had. “Haven’t seen much of you since yo’ daddy passed. How you been?”

Jinx hoisted Penny’s large cloth sack into the back seat of his car. “Waitin’ mostly,” he said, hunching his shoulders, “to get even.”

“Yeah, I figured as much when I saw it was you in the road.” Penny was one of two people who were all but certain that Halstead had killed Jinx’s father by rigging his still to malfunction so he could eliminate the competition. The night before it happened, Halstead had quarreled with him over money. By the next afternoon, Jinx was making burial arrangements for his daddy.

“Halstead got what he had coming to him,” Jinx reasoned as he walked Penny to the passenger door.

“Now, I’ll get what’s coming to me,” Penny declared somberly, with a pocket full of folding money. “I’d be thankful, Jinxy, if you’d run me into town. I need to see a man about a dress.”
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OH, DOCTOR!

Delbert Gales stretched his legs when the train pulled into Union Station. The train had teetered through seven hundred miles of track along the Missouri Line, all the way from Texas. Delbert had sworn to himself, every hour on the hour, that the next time he boarded a train he’d have enough money to secure a bed on the Pullman car. The crook in his back proved that a man’s body wasn’t made to sleep propped up against a bench seat. And, after sitting down for nearly two days straight, he was eager to land his best pair of shoes on the cemented streets of St. Louis. With fifteen dollars to his name and a medical degree to his credit, Delbert had his sights set on a lot more. The letter he received two months ago informed him he had been accepted into the residency program at Homer G. Phillips Hospital, one of the few places a colored man could train to become a full-fledged surgeon. Despite Delbert’s thin frame and boyish appearance, he was twenty-two, educated and anxious to match wits with some of the brightest medical minds in the country.

Feeling that he owed it to himself to take in the sights while strolling through the busy train station, Delbert spotted several tight skirts, attached to some of the nicest legs he’d ever seen. Red Cap baggage handlers darted here and there as he watched hordes of travelers scatting about, nearly all of them seeming to be in one big hurry. Delbert tried to ignore one shapely woman’s assets, who’d strutted out in front of him with a large suitcase in tow, but there was no denying her big city curves harnessed beneath a pink chiffon dress fitting so tightly it could have used some letting out in the back. After Delbert traced her steps all the way out of the depot, he realized he’d erred in judgment. The pink chiffon dress fit that woman’s behind just fine.

“Hey, kid!” someone shouted at him from an opened taxi window. “You gon’ stand there all day wishing you was that pink dress or you gonna get to going where you need to be?” The taxi driver turned his palms up when Delbert’s puzzled expression fell flat. “Suit yourself then.” As the checkered cab pulled away from the curb, Delbert flagged him down.

“Yeah, yeah. I need you to carry me to the Ambrose Arms, over on Lexington Avenue.”

“Now you talking,” the driver cheered. “If that’s the onliest bag you got, jump on in. I’ll have you there in no time.”

Delbert would have been all right with anchoring himself to that sidewalk for the rest of the afternoon, wishing he was that pink dress and countless others that clung just as tightly to other female travelers, but he figured he had better not get caught up doing anything that didn’t benefit his surgical training, big city girl-watching included. Delbert’s father, an automobile salesman, wouldn’t have stood for anything to get his only son off track after making numerous sacrifices to send him to Prairie View A&M University, outside of Houston, and subsequently to Meharry Medical College in Nashville. To show his appreciation, Delbert had taken life seriously, and made his father the proudest man in Ft. Worth, Texas. He had no designs on disappointing dear ole dad now. Delbert knew that being smart merely qualified him for success but didn’t guarantee it. He’d be forced to overcome the three things stacked against him. He appeared too young to be as accomplished as he was, he wasn’t tall, or well-built, like some of his contemporaries and his skin was two shades darker than most colored people considered acceptable for a surgeon at the time. Discrimination among Negroes was at its height, and many patients shared a common belief that doctors with lighter complexions were the smartest because they had more of the white man’s blood coursing through their veins. Delbert had proven that theory wrong hundreds of times and he was prepared to do so again, and as often as necessary.

On that warm spring afternoon he wandered through the lobby of the apartment building, realizing for the first time how nervous he had become. Nervousness about surgical training, becoming the man everyone back home expected and making it on his own without the benefit of his father’s bank account, caused his chest to tighten.

“I need to check in,” Delbert said to the male desk clerk. “There should be a room reserved for Gales, Delbert Gales,” he said, after the man glared his way and quickly blew him off to complete his current task. The clerk, who looked to be nearing age fifty, finally began perusing a list of names from a tablet of some sort on the back credenza.

“Uh, we have a room for Mr. Delbert Gales,” the older clerk replied, without lending much thought to the young man standing before him. “Uh-huh, a-uh Dr. Gales from Texas. He’s not in yet but you can wait for him over there if you like.”

Tired and hungry, Delbert wasted no time as he set out to clear up the man’s misconceptions. He extended his hand across the reception counter to offer his credentials. “I am Dr. Delbert Gales. Here is my identification. As you can see, I am from Texas and I’d like to have the key to my room. Now, unless you want me to call the hospital superintendent and have you explain why I’m standing here trying to convince you to hand them over then—”

“I guess I’d better check you in ... doctor,” the clerk backpedaled. He asked Delbert to sign the log, then handed him the key in a flash. “I hope you don’t hold it against me none but you appear kinda young to be a doctor. I got socks older than you.” He didn’t have to say another word. Delbert had seen and heard it all before.

“Then I suggest you get yourself some new socks,” he advised, while turning to walk away.

“Oh, Dr. Gales,” the clerk called out, “you forgot your identification. It sure will be nice having y’all stay here. Mr. M.K. Phipps and Mr. William Browning just arrived a little bit ago.” Those were the names of two other promising young doctors. Sure, Delbert had heard of them and he couldn’t wait to size them up for himself. He snapped out of a hazy daydream when the clerk informed him for the second time that a lounging suite had been prepared for the other arrivals throughout the afternoon. “So feel free to go right on up and knock off some of that traveling dust before you get settled in. That’s room number four-oh-seven, on the top floor. Take a right at the end of the hallway, you can’t miss it.”

“Thank you kindly.” Delbert said, after returning the I.D. to his billfold resting atop the granite counter. “And who would I speak to about having a few extra towels sent to the room?”

The clerk tossed a comfortable smile at him. “I’ll see to it personally, Dr. Gales. Wow, we sure are proud to have y’all here.” There was something peculiar in the way the older man’s perception of Delbert had transformed into overwhelming respect, just shy of adoration. The desk clerk’s expression begged to be addressed.

“Is there something else?” Delbert asked evenly.

“Well, now that you mentioned it, I get a little pain in my side after I eat my Maybelline’s chili.” The clerk poked at his side to point out exactly where his wife’s cooking had tormented him the most.

“I have a surefire remedy for that. Don’t eat any more of her chili,” Delbert answered matter-of-factly. “Apologize to her but turn it down from now on. Obviously, it doesn’t agree with you. Trust me, she’ll understand.” He left the clerk standing near the bottom of the staircase, grinning and rubbing his side as if he’d been miraculously healed.

When Delbert wandered down the hall toward the hospitality suite, laughter and merriment poured through the thin walls. As he lowered his bag to the floor outside room number four hundred and seven, the door whipped open from the other side. He poked his head in the doorway and almost had it knocked off in the process, as a wooden ice bucket, hurled in his direction, slammed against the door.

“Don’t forget the ice this time, M.K.,” a man’s deep voice shouted with exuberance from inside the oversized room. The ice bucket bounced off the solid oak door and ricocheted into the capable clutches of M.K. Phipps, who had once been an All-American tailback at Howard University.

“Bill, you just make sure to save me a seat at the table. I’ve been telling everybody back in Washington how I couldn’t wait to get you tangled up in a card game. I’m just the man to take some starch out of that pumped up ego you got going on and lighten your pockets while I’m at it.”

M.K. Phipps was still as fit as ever, after serving two years in the Army, and wore the same wide-toothed grin Delbert remembered seeing in newspaper photos. William Browning was taller with a slighter build, a paper-sack brown complexion and a full head of curly hair. He’d had the good fortune of assisting in a successful kidney operation, one of the first performed by a colored surgeon. William’s name was included in a national journal article discussing the ground-breaking procedure. William Browning, M.D. became an overnight star in the medical community.

“M.K. Phipps, well, I’ll be. I’m Delbert Gales.” When Delbert shook hands with the man who was built like a monument of steel, he understood why most would-be football foes feared going head to head with this one time hero of the gridiron. Delbert’s hand disappeared in the man’s colossal grasp.

“Delbert, nice to meet cha’,” M.K. beamed. “The boys are inside. Hop in and make yourself at home but keep an eye on Bill. He’s a much better card cheat than he is at suturing, so watch out for his slow finger drag on the shuffle. Don’t get distracted with his high-toned signifying or you’ll miss it when he’s dealing off the bottom.”

“Heyyy! I resemble that remark,” trailed M.K.’s offbeat comment, as William stepped to the doorway to get a look at who was holding up the card game.

“Bill, take care of Gales here,” M.K. said, as he started down the long hallway. “Delbert, I’d keep one hand on my wallet, if I were you.”

“Don’t take stock in anything that comes out of that kickball-sized head of his. M.K.’s been losing money to me for years and I’m not so sure he don’t like it that way. Ain’t nobody that bad at cards without trying to be.” William picked up the bag and carried it into the room.

“Thanks, uh ... William,” Delbert replied awkwardly, having been thoroughly impressed with papers William published regarding early studies on Sickle Cell Anemia.

“Call me Bill. Come on in and meet the boys.” He sat the leather luggage down and whistled loudly, cowboy-on-the-open-range style, above the noise spurred by numerous conversations all going on at once. Delbert didn’t know what to make of this conglomerate of gifted young talent, exercising an opportunity to yuck it up with other noted contemporaries. Eventually, the noise subsided enough for Bill to make a swooping introduction. “Fellas, this here is Delbert Gales, the boy-genius from Texas we’ve been hearing so much about. Make him feel at home and save some of his money for me.” Hearty chuckling rang throughout the room. As soon as it occurred to Delbert that his accomplishments had been discussed, a strange but warm feeling of fraternity swept over him. In that instance, he felt like one of the fellows, even though he’d still have to find his place among them. Along with the men in that room, he would be tried, tested and twisted beyond anything he could have imagined. Seven out of one hundred and twenty-two medical students were selected for surgical internships at the famous hospital, which prided itself on training the best Negro surgeons in the country.

“Delbert,” Bill continued, “the slick dresser over there is Charley Morrow. The big fella across from him is Claude “Frenchy” Babineaux. Now, Claude, he’s no bona fide Frenchman, mind you, but I’m sure somebody responsible for hatching him was.” The fair-skinned man waved hello then went back to studying his cards as if they’d changed for the better since the last time he stared them down. “That one sitting next to him is Harry Johnson. Course, you might have heard of him ’cause of some national colored citation with his name on it.” Every black medical student, and most white ones, had heard of Harry Johnson’s name after he achieved the highest scores possible on every standardized medical examination. “Ollie Washington’s the joker of the bunch,” Bill added, “and the long one stretched out on the divan with the forty-five caliber charmer is Baltimore Floyd. He’s a friend of M.K.’s and a good man to know.”

“Glad to meet y’all,” Delbert said, after the introductions ended. Baltimore’s revolver, resting in his shoulder holster, suggested to Delbert that he wasn’t interested in saving lives, taking a few every now and then, perhaps.

Bill observed Delbert, somewhat awed by the assortment of men who had traveled from the outstretched corners of the United States to become skilled in surgery. “Now, look, Tex, I know this might appear to be a premiere collection of medical Einsteins but your talents have earned you a place here as much as the rest of these high-minded low-brows.”

“Yeah, and if he sits his talents down at this poker table,” M.K. quipped, “his spending change will belong to me.” Delbert now laughed as loud as the others. “Delbert, we sent out for sandwiches, if you’re hungry. We should’ve smuggled a few of ’em out of the cafeteria in wax paper when we had the chance.”

Bill shook his head, protesting the idea. “And have Hiram Knight looking at me cross eyed? Hell, naw. I might be crazy but I’ve never been mistaken for stupid.” Hiram Knight, the legendary Director of Surgery, was responsible for seeing to the moral conduct of his interns as well as to their technical mentorship.

“From what I hear, the Little General keeps count of every cotton ball and bandage at HGP,” Ollie said, looking up from his cards.

Delbert scratched his head, took out a small piece of paper then read over it. “Did I miss something? I thought orientation was Monday morning.”

“Some of the fellas got in early and went over to scout around,” Bill informed him. “Said they had a nice time grazing over the weekend stock.”

“I heard there’re over two hundred nurses on staff,” Delbert said with a mischievous leer, eager to have his way with every last one of them. “I guess that’s why they call Homer G. Phillips Hospital, HGP, the Halls of Good and Plenty.”

M.K. poured himself a stiff shot of whiskey and sampled it. “Round these parts, it’s also known as the House of Good Pussy.” Everyone in the room laughed and applauded that particular acronym.

After the laughter died down, Ollie tapped his shirt pocket insinuating there was something vitally important inside it. “Matter of fact, I had the notion to test out that theory and I convinced one of the madams of the house to meet me for dinner. Hope she don’t mind springing for it ’cause I’m busted.”

“Just keep ole M.K. Phipps on deck in case she does mind,” M.K. offered. Whether Ollie’s date was interested in either of them was of no concern, they were in St. Louis and itching to blow off some steam in the way of female companionship. Soon enough, they’d get their fair shot at releasing a lot more than just steam.

Delbert had been waiting over two months for an opportunity to prove himself in the operating room and now he realized he had to do the same with the ladies in order to keep step. There he was in the midst of other talented black men, who had also taken it upon themselves to endure the rigors of long hours and intense scrutiny for little to no money. Improving the quality of life for their patients, along with the perks associated with being single physicians was their reward. Delbert was feeling better about his chances to make a big splash in a deep pond and although he felt more at ease than he’d anticipated, he quickly came to discover that keeping his head above water wasn’t quite so easy.
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OLD DOGS, NEW FLEAS

The following morning rolled in nice and easy. As the community came alive, Penny was there to witness it. Watkins Emporium had closed by the time she made it back to town the evening before, so she sat on the curb outside of the dry goods store all night, with her knees tucked against her chest, waiting and watching. She watched a large woman in the gray house across the street open the front door and kiss a fellow good night. Then, Penny’s eyes were glued to the milkman as he parked in the driveway, stepped inside, and made a fifteen minute in-home delivery before returning to the dairy truck while zipping up his pants. She also witnessed another man arrive in a work uniform, with a meal pail in one hand and the St. Louis Comet News in the other. Penny scratched her nappy hair wondering how the poor woman in that gray house managed to get any sleep between the second and third shifts. By the end of the week, Penny would come to learn that the woman wasn’t all that interested in sleeping.

While the revolving door across the street kept on spinning, an attractive woman, satin-brown skinned and jazzy, strolled along humming a pleasant tune. She sashayed in her tangerine colored cotton dress and matching pumps as she surveyed the young girl curiously. “Penny King, that you?” she asked, surprised to find her there.

Penny glanced up, smiled cordially then went back to spying at the gray house where all the activity had taken place. “Yeah, it’s me. Morning, Ms. Etta.” Jo Etta Adams was the closest thing there was to a society woman without actually being one. She owned the most popular nightclub in “The Ville,” St. Louis’s upper-crust colored neighborhood. Negroes from all over the country visited Ms. Etta’s Fast House, the rhythm and blues haven of the Midwest, where national celebrities made frequent appearances to shake up the local scene. Dizzy Gillespie played a nearby theater to a packed white-only audience the month before. After the theater owner paid him, Dizzy loaded up the tour bus and drove it thirteen blocks to the front door of Ms. Etta’s so his band could cut up with the colored folk all night long. The famous musician wouldn’t accept money from Etta but he didn’t pass up on the free beer and all the home cooking his band members could eat.

“What are you doing, sitting there on the sidewalk this early in the day?” Etta inquired with her brow furrowed, as if this was one of the strangest things she’d ever seen.

“I was waiting for Watkins to open up while watching how these city folk start off their day,” Penny answered nonchalantly. “Now I’m just waiting.”

“I don’t understand. You waiting for Halstead?”

“Nah, he’ dead,” Penny told her, as if he’d merely skinned his knee. “I’m waiting to see what happens now since that man showed up after working all night and finds the milkman’s hat in his bedroom. See, he had it on going in but not when he come out.”

Etta was even more confused than before. “What’s this about some dead milkman?”

“Uh-uh, Halstead is the one who died.” Before Penny continued her ragged explanation, they heard a loud commotion coming from across the street. There was shouting, screaming and things getting smashed inside that gray house. Penny’s eyes sparkled when the man in the work uniform came barreling through the screen door with the milkman’s hat clutched in his hand. “Ooh, she sure is strong,” Penny marveled, thrilled that a woman had the strength to body slam a grown man.

“I’ll say,” Etta agreed.

“And stay out!” the woman’s voice shrieked from the front porch, as she lumbered back inside. “I don’t take to getting roughed up by no man, for no reason!”

“Looks like he found the hat,” Penny assessed. “But he’s gonna have to find another place to lay his head now.” As the man crawled to his car, Penny cheered the woman’s decision to fight back, even if she had been in the wrong for shuttling men in and out under his nose. “Wow! This is even better than the picture show. You think she’ll let him come back, Ms. Etta?”

“She’ll have to,” Etta answered, keeping an eye peeled on the action. “That’s his house. She’s just renting a room.” After the man of the house cranked up his sedan and sped away, something dawned on Etta. “Did you say Halstead passed on?” Penny quickly explained how Halstead caught on fire, how she’d burned down the house and a few other secrets Etta made her promise never to share again. “Don’t tell anyone else you were there when the still blew up and never mention anything about setting fire to the house,” Etta warned. “People go to prison for stuff like that. If there’s something to be said, let me handle it.” Since Penny couldn’t imagine trading one prison for another, she shook her head ferociously.

“Yes, ma’am. I mean, no, ma’am,” Penny stammered. “I ain’t gon’ say nothing else about it, to nobody. I’m free and aim’n’ to stay that way.”

“Good. You look hungry. I was on my way over to Clarisse’s Beauty Parlor but we can stop and grab a bite along the way.”

“We, Ms. Etta? I can come and wait with you at Madame Clarisse’s?” Penny had seen women coming and going from the neighborhood hair salon since she could remember, but Halstead only slowed down long enough to ogle at the customers through the storefront window.

“Seems to me all you’ve been doing is waiting,” Etta said, trying to imagine how Penny would look if she had the chance to spread her wings. “It’s high time you started living.”

Penny’s mouth watered when that familiar cream-colored convertible came to a stop in the street behind Etta. It was him again, the stranger who said nice things, threatened Halstead and helped her off the ground. He’d even winked. He winked! With him showing up again unannounced, Penny was really living now and each moment appeared to get topped by the next. “ ’Morning, Jo Etta,” he hailed, after killing the engine.

“Baltimo’ Floyd,” Etta announced. She was genuinely happy to see him, not ecstatic but happy enough to hug him around his neck. “When’d you get into town? Billy Eckstine fell in last night and bunched ’em in from wall to wall. He mentioned how you’d relieved him of his new automobile while he was up in Philly.”

“Well, some people ought to stick to what they’re good at. Billy happens to sing a lot better than he plays poker.”

“He might be catching on, ’cause that’s pretty close to what he was cackling about last night,” Etta informed him. “Now that I get a look at that fine coach, I can see why he was putting up such a fuss.”

When Etta noticed Baltimore’s eyes drifting past hers, she turned to see what had drawn them away. She sighed when his expression hardened. It appeared that Penny was hiding something from him, by purposely concealing the left side of her face from view. “Penny, I think I need to have that talk with your papa,” Baltimore declared solemnly.

“Naw, suh, ain’t no need for that now,” she assured him, like he had to ease her troubled mind the day before. “He beat on me for the last time. God made sure of that. You might say He fixed it.” Suddenly, Penny raised her head, stuck out her chin and nodded to both Etta and Baltimore.

“There’s nobody better for setting things straight,” Baltimore said, sincerely. “Let’s get some grub, then see if there’re any loose ends The Man Upstairs might have overlooked.” He opened the car door to help Etta into the front seat, while Penny gladly jumped in the back.

“So, how do you know Penny?” Etta asked Baltimore, while admiring his classy automobile.

“We met yesterday on that very spot, right, Penny?” She nodded again, as he placed the sack in the seat next to her. “Yeah, she put me in the mind of the first girl I fell hard for,” he reminisced, climbing in behind the wheel. “Uh-huh, I was stuck on her for some time too.”

“Whuu—whut happened to her?” Penny asked anxiously.

“We had nine children together before I came to realize we had nothing in common,” Baltimore replied, displaying his best poker face.

Penny was astonished. Her eyes were about to pop clean out of her head until Etta howled with laughter. When Penny caught on that it was a friendly joke at her expense, she doubled over in unbridled giggles. “Ooh, Mistah Baltimo’,” she squealed with delight like a kid on an amusement park ride. “Ms. Etta, how you keep up with him?”

“Lucky for me, I ain’t crazy enough to try,” Etta snickered, as the car pulled away.

Madame Clarisse’s shop was a few blocks south, over on Papin Avenue. By the time they had eaten breakfast, Etta filled Baltimore in on what needed to be done with Halstead’s remains and the possible methods of facilitating it. The threesome was as thick as thieves. Penny had no doubts that Baltimore was the kind of man who made things go down easy and she couldn’t wait to see what lay in store next.

Baltimore glanced through the beauty parlor window and then eyed his wristwatch. “Jo Etta, I’m ’a take care of that Halstead matter, but I need to run by Henry Taylor’s to let him know I’m back.” When she pursed her lips instead of saying what she thought about it, he suspected something was wrong. “Etta? What you holding out on?” His stern expression demanded an answer.

“Go on inside, Penny,” Etta directed firmly, so she could discuss grown folks’ business, including her own. She held her tongue until the girl was out of earshot. “Not that it’s any of my affair, but you won’t find Henry in that cramped apartment over by the train yard. He went and talked himself into getting hitched. He,” she sighed before the rest came out slowly, “... married a country girl, who moved up here from Tennessee. They got a little place on Tenth.” It was obvious that Etta still carried a torch for Baltimore’s oldest living friend. Most of his other friends had long since perished. Some of them received their send-off by Baltimore’s own hands. Etta was very much in love with Henry, but hadn’t fooled herself into thinking she was the marrying kind.

Caught by surprise, Baltimore started to comfort Etta but thought better of beating a dead horse. He offered a warm smile in place of empty words as Etta tapped his hand, signifying her thanks for leaving well enough alone. Then, as if she didn’t have a care in the world, Etta eagerly strolled inside to direct Madame Clarisse in orchestrating a miracle, converting years of shameful neglect into a vibrant young lady. That transformation would take some time, providing Etta with the opportunity to figure out what to do with Penny after that. When the owner of the ritzy salon took one look at Penny’s bruises and matted hair, she winced.

“Etta,” Madame Clarisse groaned wearily, “I’ll do it ’cause you’re my best customer and ’cause I like you.” She shook her head at Penny’s faded overalls and run over shoes. “But I’ma need me a cigarette first.”

“I know, Clarisse, I know,” Etta agreed, smirking alongside her girlfriend. “Light up two and hand me one.” Both of the women sat there, smoking and staring at Penny’s long twisted pigtails while she gawked at the expensive leather chairs, polished furnishings and spotless red and white checkerboard linoleum floor. Madame’s shop was a lot classier than Penny had envisioned when passing by in Halstead’s old truck all those years. Beginning to feel like she was something special, Penny laughed to herself on the inside because all of the anticipation kind of tickled. If she didn’t know better, she would have sworn she was dreaming.
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A few miles away, Baltimore set out to find Henry using the information he’d received from Etta. When he’d located the house matching her description, he parked along the street instead of pulling into the driveway, considering the outside chance he’d stumbled on the wrong address. The small red brick house had a cozy feel to it from the outside. The smell of fresh cut grass reminded Baltimore of spring baseball and all the great times he’d experienced barnstorming with colored teams while touring the country’s back roads and Negro ballparks from coast to coast.

When he climbed the steps and knocked at the door of the red brick house, Baltimore saw a pair of bright eyes staring up at him from the other side of the small paned window. He assumed he’d chosen the wrong house for sure then and started to walk away until he heard a woman’s voice yell out, “Henry, it’s that man again!” Baltimore’s face lit up like a Christmas tree. He wore a wide smile when the door flew open and his old pal Henry Taylor appeared in navy Dickies’ work pants and a white undershirt. Henry was more than six feet, two inches, two hundred thirty pounds of sheer brawn, and waving a bat. Most men would have bolted for safety or at least flinched in close proximity to someone that menacing, tight-faced and huffing mad. But all Baltimore did was call the man’s name.

“Henry Taylor!” he grunted. The oversized field hand blinked rapidly. “Thangs so bad you got to come to your front door like this?” Henry’s hard scowl faded slightly when Baltimore stood up to him. “Get to swinging that lumber or invite me inside.”

“Sure, Baltimo’, come on in,” Henry offered halfheartedly. “Excuse my manners.” He leaned the bat against the door frame and shoved his thick hands into the front pockets of his pants. Suddenly, a woman in her late twenties wandered into the room with a small boy on her heels. “This is my wife Roberta and Denny, her ... uh, our son,” Henry explained. His wife was considered more handsome than pretty, light brown in complexion with full thighs and large breasts. The child’s face was the mirror image of his mother’s and Baltimore couldn’t see his daddy’s presence stamped anywhere yet.

“My goodness, Henry, you’ve got yourself a beautiful family,” Baltimore marveled while smiling cordially at Roberta. “Congratulations. Me and Henry go way back and ...”

“And I’m sure not interested in hearing about it,” the dutiful wife snapped rudely. “Yes, I’ve heard your name, Mr. Floyd, since the day Henry and I met and every day in between. He’s not the same kind of man he used to be and I like it just that way.”

“Nice meeting you, too,” Baltimore said when nothing else seemed appropriate. He was interested to know what kind of man she had turned Henry into. Baltimore later learned that Roberta was a war widow. Her husband did-n’t make it back and her son longed for a father. She moved to St. Louis and found a teaching job about the same time Henry had picked up some casual money on a painting job, through a friend of his in the school superintendent’s office. By the time that schoolhouse had received a second coat, Henry had the bright idea his time had come to settle down. Oddly enough, the thought of saddling an educated woman appealed to him and they were married before the paint dried.

“Honey, let me and Baltimo’ talk,” Henry proposed. “Go on now, it’ll be all right.” The minute she left the two of them alone, Henry’s eyes fell to the floor.

Baltimore bent over to get a better look at him then he began to pace back and forth. “Man, I gotta get you outta here. She’s got you asking if you can have a private conversation with your best friend, not to mention coming to the door ready to hurt somebody.” Baltimore frowned as he stopped on a dime. “Well, what you waiting for? Get your coat.”

Henry looked up at him, peculiarly, as if he was out of his mind. “Fool, sit your ass down. I ain’t leaving here. This is my home. The first one I ever owned.”

“Henry, I hope you don’t take this the wrong way but playing house don’t suit you.”

The overgrown man popped to his feet. “This suits me just fine. I got a good woman and don’t have to go ’round looking over my shoulder like I used to. Yeah, this suits me down to my shoes and the only reason I carried that lumber to the door was ’cause I figured you was that sneaky outfitter. He got us all this front room furniture and we’s paying him back, on time, with interest.” Henry grimaced while thinking about the hole he’d dug for himself. “Roberta warned me it was a bad move. Now we’s behind, so they sends this man ’round to collect.”

Baltimore shook his head slowly. “I don’t believe this. You let a outfitter get his hooks in you?”

Avoiding eye contact, Henry reluctantly admitted the real reason behind getting the trendy furniture. “The minister lives next door and Roberta and them always over there having teas, garden parties and such. I guess I was trying to make a good impression.”

“And you call me a fool.” Disgusted, Baltimore took a seat next to Henry on the rented sofa. “I’ve been gone nine months and you’ve managed to get hitched to a dictator, father a four-year-old boy and let some fella soak you in a interest scam. Henry, what’s gotten into you?” Baltimore waved broadly at the man’s den full of high priced department store trappings, still trying to understand his friend’s new lifestyle. After a few moments of silence trampled by, he looked at Henry from the corner of his eye. “And what about Jo Etta?”

Henry raised a finger to his lips. “Man, it ain’t smart bringing up that name around here.” He craned his thick neck as best he could, with hopes that Roberta wasn’t listening in. “What about Jo Etta?” he replied eventually, in a hushed tone.

“Forget it. You’re too far gone to understand.” Baltimore reached into his pocket and came out with a thick roll of assorted bills. “How much you need to get that collector’s boot off your neck?”

“Don’t you mind what I owe,” Henry objected. “This is something I’ve got to figure a way out on my own. Mr. Bellows, he’ll be in today. Chances of getting that Negro League charter are looking good. That means more than enough money to settle thangs.” Scarcely believing his own rhetoric, Henry sat down on the chair and stroked his chin.

“Come on, Henry, you need to wise up,” Baltimore advised. “Mr. Randolph Bellows and the other owners are running scared. The white teams are talking about raping the Negro League and it won’t be long before Satchel Paige or “Cool Papa” Bell gets invited in to play with Jackie Robinson. The time for colored baseball in St. Louis has all but dried up and blown away. Sure you can go on barnstorming in exhibition games but every year the crowds are getting smaller. Let me help you out with this before that man comes back to get his merchandise and leaves you and that dictator wife of yours sitting on the floor.”

“What you saying I ought to do, give up playing baseball?”

“I’m just saying you might oughta consider another line of work?”

Henry leaned away from Baltimore in direct opposition to his suggestion. “Uh-uh, the kinda of work you do always seem to put the police on my trail.”

“Naw, man, I’m through with all that. I’m what they call an entrepreneur now.”

“A which?” Henry asked, scratching at his thick head.

“A self-made business man.”

“Oh, no! I’ve seen how you do business and the way you operate scares the hell out of me.”

“I’m not asking you to throw in with me, Henry. I just thought I’d stop by and see how you were getting along and tell you personally that I’m done with baseball. So don’t be looking for me to lace up today against them Metro white boys. I’ve got something big cooking and it’s gonna take all the time I got to see it play out. I’m staying at the Ambrose Arms if you change your mind.”

Henry extended his hand to Baltimore as he stepped off the front porch. “You know I can’t take your money without a way to pay it back, but thanks just the same.”

“Shoot, you should have thought about that before you went and filled your house with that crooked salesman’s window dressing.”

“You think I feel better with you showing up in a fine car rubbing it in?”

“No, I didn’t figure on anything but looking in on you and wishing you well against those boys aiming to put one over on you today.” The St. Louis Blacksmiths were a bunch of talented young players who worked the spring and summers providing exhibition games in black communities but started each campaign by opening with a grudge match for bragging rights against the St. Louis Metropolitan Police Department, an all-white team representing an all-white force. The game offered the city a chance to come together collectively to celebrate the birth of spring. This time, however, there’d be more to play for after the game ended and far more to mourn than celebrate by the time spring had come and gone. “You watch yourself out there this afternoon,” Baltimore warned, remembering games in the past ending in all-out brawls. “Besides, I hear they got a third baseman who played some college ball. Say he’s supposed to be something to see.”

“Well then, you’d better hurry over to the gate and get yourself a ticket,” Henry retorted playfully. His eyes followed Baltimore as he started off in the direction of his car. “Baltimo’!” Henry called out to him, with a pinch of sadness. “I ain’t forgot.”

“Me neither, Henry,” Baltimore shouted back with the same tenor in his voice. “Me neither.” Baltimore had rescued his friend from more scrapes than either of them could remember and over the years, they shared everything from the last can of soup to bunking on the same sofa. But more importantly, they shared a solemn promise to back each other’s play until death, although there was always something standing between them. Henry wanted to pretend he wasn’t cut out for murder. With Baltimore, there was no need for pretending.
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GOOD LUCK AIN’T BAD

Madame Clarisse’s was packed by noon. Several society women, nurses and working girls observed Penny’s extreme makeover. The posh parlor was one of the few places where a black woman didn’t have to be concerned about status, because at Madame’s, cash money was the only thing that meant anything. Neither pretentiousness nor credit was allowed, under any circumstances, especially not on the third Saturday in March. This Saturday was special. It featured a baseball game between the ’Smiths and Metro Police, the first major event of spring for colored St. Lucians, which meant scrounging up something new to be seen in at the ball park and then chasing the blues away at Ms. Etta’s Fast House later that evening. Penny hadn’t previously imagined attending either of those majestic events but that was before she’d started living like Etta suggested.

Penny’s head was still spinning while Madame’s clients hollered suggestions to the team of stylists engaged for the young girl’s coming out party. Etta spent most of the first hour shaking her head and grimacing as they wrestled with Penny’s thick, coarse, untamed mane, which seemed to grow each time a comb was raked through it. Etta covered her mouth to keep a litany of dirty words from spilling out when the spectacle began, but she laughed hysterically at the sight of Madame Clarisse working so hard that she actually broke a sweat between cigarette breaks. Soon enough, there were rays of hope after Clarisse thoroughly administered a maximum strength hair relaxer treatment, which left a huge black ring inside the rinsing sink. Once Penny’s tresses had been washed, pinned and set to go under the dryer, Etta realized that Penny never got a shot at being a young lady. What she lacked were a befitting wardrobe and the right kind of training. Suddenly, Etta had an idea. She informed the shop keeper of an emergency that she needed to attend to then headed out of the salon and up the boulevard.

When Etta returned nearly an hour later, strutting through the door with three store clerks following closely behind her with bags under each arm, Penny awakened beneath the hairdryer. She didn’t know what to think. The clerks were paid well for their trouble and then hastily ushered out. As soon as Madame Clarisse locked the door and drew the shades, a hoard of chattering women who hadn’t laid eyes on Penny before that morning began fussing over her and the array of new outfits. Subsequently, Penny was pulled, prodded, poked and perused. It felt more like an examination than anything else, but she loved the overwhelming attention. Before she knew what was happening, she had been disrobed and whisked into the backroom.

Penny put up a good fight but proved no match for three determined groomers as they submerged her up to the neck in a gigantic washtub filled with satiny bubbles. Even though it required considerably more scrubbing than previously predicted, Penny was finally squeaky clean, powdered and perfumed. All of the clothes she’d brought from home were thrown away in the alley trashcan. She pleaded with Etta to keep a small embroidered cloth hatbox, the only personal item her estranged mother left behind. Etta agreed, selected a suitable outfit for the occasion, assisted the make-up girls with lip rouge and skin cream, then presented Penny to the impatiently awaiting clientele.

As the tall, anxious seventeen-year-old emerged timidly out of the backroom, a hush fell over the salon. Penny touched her face nervously with wandering fingertips, as if something went terribly wrong. Not sure how to read the women’s startled expressions she hurried in front a full length mirror and took a look at her new and improved appearance. The poor girl fainted right on the spot. After being revived, she explained how it appeared that someone had replaced her with the person she’d always dreamed of becoming. The grown-up hairstyle, beautiful clothes and frilly undergarments were beyond anything she could have conceived. Her fantasy was made complete when there was a rap on the salon door. When Madame Clarisee saw who it was, she smiled and primped her hair.

“Oh, yes, come on in,” she said, escorting the man inside her shop as if she wouldn’t mind doing the same if he happened to knock on the front door of her home. “Etta’s still here,” Clarisse sang. Her clients began straightening their clothes and eyeing one another while looking over the visitor in the meantime.

When Clarisse cleared her throat to get Etta’s attention, she turned to find a memorable scene she’d viewed before, an entire room full of women shamelessly ogling the outrageously handsome Baltimore Floyd. “Baltimore, did you forget something?” Etta asked curtly, as if her teenaged brother had barged in on an all-girl slumber party.

“No, ma’am,” he replied, all cool and smooth. “But I do believe that you may have.” He gestured to someone at the window. One of the clerks from the department store strolled in with a collection of women’s footwear. “Penny appears to be a nine-and-a-half narrow but I’ve been wrong before.”

Penny nodded appreciatively. “Uh-huh, nine-and-one-half... narrow,” she said, mostly guessing because she’d worn oversized men’s hand-me-down work boots for years. Several of the ladies held their breaths as Baltimore whipped a silk handkerchief with a paisley print from his breast pocket. He snapped it in the air and placed it on the floor and the collection of onlookers was thoroughly impressed. He gestured for the young clerk to remove every lid from the assortment of shoe boxes. When Penny pointed tentatively to the pair she liked most, Baltimore kneeled down on one knee over the handkerchief and fastened the light green sling backs onto Penny’s skinny feet. She grinned affectionately while standing from the chair. Baltimore held her hand tightly, as if she were a small child trying her mother’s heels on for size for the first time.

Applause rang out in Madame Clarisse’s while Penny paraded in circles. She giggled and blushed at Baltimore, then at Ms. Etta, who was quite accustomed to Baltimore sweeping women off their feet with such generous displays. She’d seen him at his best and worst, kindhearted and cold-blooded. There was no getting around it, Baltimore had taken a liking to Penny and he was prone to protect things he’d grown fond of, people included. Unfortunately, it was his association which often put them in harm’s way. Etta had witnessed that first hand, too.

When the hoorays were well spent, Etta made an attempt to compensate Clarisse for Penny’s new look but the shop owner declined it initially. “Hell, Etta, what would that make me, taking money from you when I enjoyed seeing that child blossom more than anybody?” It wasn’t until Baltimore threw her one of those winks of his, that she understood the payment was from him. With a thankful nod, she gladly tucked the money away in her brassiere for safe keeping. “That’s my kind of man, up and down,” she said, watching Baltimore load Penny’s things in the trunk of a taxi.

“Yours and mine both,” one of her oldest customers agreed cheerfully, to the delightful roar of everyone listening in. “Huh, I can still get it going every now and then but he’d have to be packing something just as long as nine-and-a-half narrows!”

The parking lot at Medsker’s Field was full to the gills. Baltimore circled it but didn’t catch a break. He slipped the attendant a few bucks to park his convertible near the player’s clubhouse, since the game had progressed farther along than he anticipated. By the time he purchased a ticket and scaled the stairs to the colored section, it was almost over.

Bottom of the ninth, with one out, the ’Smiths were up on the police department by a run. The crowd cheered, each section rooting for the team which represented them. Growing concerned, Baltimore reached inside his pleated pockets and came out with only forty-two dollars. He’d made a bet for two-fifty at two-to-one odds, which meant he stood to win five hundred if the ‘Smiths pulled it off. He didn’t want to think about the alternatives if they didn’t. To ward off troubling thoughts he cheered and whistled like every other Negro in the upper balcony, although pride wasn’t fueling his motivation. Facing the police officers he’d bet against without the money to pay them off was.

Henry Taylor was poised in the outfield, waiting for Jinx to throw the batter something wicked to take a slice at. On the next pitch, the batter took the bait and popped a fly ball directly into Henry’s glove. He tipped his hat, took a bow and relayed the baseball to Willie B. Bernard, an undertaker’s son and one heck of a mean-spirited shortstop. Jinx received the toss on the mound and took a deep breath. One more out and Baltimore’s pockets would be bulging again, but another Metro run would tie the game with a runner in scoring position. As Jinx rolled into his wind-up and hoisted his knee into the air, Baltimore wondered if the pitcher had given any thought to helping him bury Halstead behind his own barn earlier that day.

As the batter whiffed at a smoking hot fast ball, there was no reason to wonder any longer. Baltimore took the back stairs down to the field assuming the game was in the bag. Suddenly he heard an all too familiar sound, a bat smashing against an errant pitch. He hustled to the fence as the runner flew down the first base path. At the same time, another one headed for home. Willie B. fumbled the ball in the dirt, a puff of red clay dust rose from the ground. The shortstop gritted his teeth as he gathered the ball into his right hand. The runner galloped. The ball sailed toward home plate. The umpire positioned himself for an impending collision. Then, the runner ducked into his slide just as the ball arrived. The ‘Smiths catcher caught the ball in his mitt. He squatted along the base path to block the plate. After the runner slammed into the catcher six inches from home plate, the umpire waded through the cloud of dust to make an educated guess. He looked at the runner’s cleats trapped beneath the catcher’s knee. “Where’s the ball?” the umpire yelled while the entire stadium watched attentively. Time stood still as the catcher raised his glove with the ball stuck firmly inside it. “He’s out!” the umpire shouted. “He’s out! That’s the ball game!”

Baltimore sighed with relief, white fans flopped into their seats, the colored congregation cheered on their feet. The ’Smiths formed a congratulatory pile on top of Willie B. Bernard and the Metro Police team argued with the umpire like angry dogs. It was baseball in all its glory, with winners, losers and fans, who paid their hard earned money to see grown men play a child’s game. Eventually, the on-field celebration concluded. Both teams lined up and shook hands like always, but neither of them knew it would be the ending of their rivalry and the hallowed spring classic.

The ’Smiths locker room bubbled over with joyful elation and red cream soda. Baltimore congratulated the boys, patted Henry on the back then hugged Willie B. like a long lost brother.

“It feels mighty good to be on top. Even if it’s only once a year, I’ll take it,” Henry hailed loudly.

“Y’all almost gave it away out there,” Baltimore said, wrapping his hands around the neck of a wooden bat.

“Could’ve used you on first,” Henry replied, noting Baltimore’s snazzy street clothes. “What you doing here anyway? This is the players’ clubhouse. Last I heard you gave up baseball.”

“Yep, but I didn’t give up winning,” Baltimore chuckled.

Within minutes he was sitting in the back seat of his sporty roadster, parked directly outside the opposing team’s locker room. The Metros spilled out one by one until the man Baltimore had business with emerged from the shadows. When it appeared as if a certain police sergeant planned on ignoring his participation in a certain gaming arrangement, Baltimore perked up. “Barker, now don’t act like we’re not old friends,” he teased. “I’d hate to tell everybody you crawfished on me and welched on a bet.”

The tough officer growled. He was so agitated that his red hair seemed to stand up on end. He dug into the ball bag hanging off his shoulder and spit a hunk of brown tobacco extremely close to Baltimore’s car. “You know gambling is illegal in this state,” he threatened.

“It didn’t appear to be illegal yesterday when you thought you’d come out on the other end of this thing,” Baltimore smarted back.

Barker’s jaw clenched tightly as he made a violent stride toward the smart-mouthed colored man. He couldn’t stand to listen to him any longer. Baltimore observed him as he approached, fuming mad, but he held firm and didn’t flinch. Barker’s younger brother Clay grabbed him by the arm. The strapping police corporal, who not only mixed it up with Barker on a regular basis, was opposed to nearly everything he stood for. Clay was just as tall as Barker and gave up about thirty pounds or so, but he more than made up for it with sinewy muscle. “You want to start a riot, big brother?” he commented coolly, asking him to be mindful of the sea of colored fans spilling out of the ballpark. “Well then, give the man what you owe him, let’s grab a couple of beers and call it a day. Better luck next time. It was one helluva game today. Let it go at that.” After Barker wiped venom from his mouth, Clay tipped his hat to Baltimore and tugged on his brother’s arm to move him along.

“Yeah, next time,” Barker hissed as he shot another stream of brown saliva in Baltimore’s direction. Finally, he pitched the bulky envelope into the front seat of Baltimore’s car in passing. “You might want to consider making tracks back to Maryland before wearing out your welcome.”

Once the standoff ended, Baltimore settled in behind the steering wheel. “Huh, next time,” he mused, glaring at the envelope. “You set the time, I’ll name the place. Throwing my money around like that.” As he thumbed through his winnings, a pretty brunette, riding in the passenger seat of Barker Sinclair’s automobile caught his eye. Baltimore didn’t think of looking away once their eyes met but then neither did Mrs. Sinclair. Colored men had been hanged from tall trees for less, although that didn’t seem to bother Baltimore and his fistful of money. It was then he knew he’d see that brunette again. If he had anything to say about it, he’d see all of her.

The thought of giving it to Barker’s wife stayed with Baltimore as he drove to the other end of town to meet with a very powerful mobster. Schmitty Rosenberg, a dangerous man if not handled correctly, had his hands in every illegal industry in St. Louis. Baltimore had asked for a meeting with the aging mobster to pitch a partnership. Rosenberg wasn’t likely to refuse, although he was known as a ruthless greedy gangster, who avoided doing business in “The Ville” despite extending his reach into every other black community in the city. It was rumored that shady enterprises within the neighborhood ran smoothly and unmolested as long as the police received their cut on the back end. Shakedowns were common place for protection from outside racketeers. Baltimore was tired of living on crumbs, so he set out to carve up his own piece of the pie.

As soon as he reached the main gate, fashioned with wrought iron and barbed wire, his car was thoroughly searched. When he received the go ahead to pull forward, he was searched from head to toe at the front door, then physically detained by two of Schmitty’s thugs until another brutish looking man, wearing an expensive dark blue all-weather wool suit, stepped into the small room off the kitchen.

“The Boss wants to see you now,” he mumbled, staring through Baltimore instead of at him.

“About time,” Baltimore thought aloud, returning the same disrespectful look he’d received. “He ain’t the only one got things to do.”

The square-shouldered henchman showed Baltimore into an impressive den decorated with fine antique furniture and brass fixtures. Baltimore stared at a collection of stuffed animals and foreign warrior masks until a short round man entered from the far end of the room. He took a seat behind a mammoth rosewood desk, picked a white handkerchief from inside his pin-striped suit and wiped moisture from his severely pitted skin. Then, he brushed back what was left of his thinning gray hair. “Sit down, Mr. Floyd,” he commanded. Not please have a seat or please make yourself comfortable, but sit down. Baltimore made note of it but put the crude salutation aside for the sake of gaining the man’s allegiance.

“So, what makes you think I’m interested in doing business with niggers from ‘The Ville’?” the gangster asked, while puffing on a Cuban cigar.

“Mr. Rosenberg, I’m gonna overlook your unflattering remark.” Baltimore paused to glance over his shoulder at the wool-wearing brute. His boss hadn’t told him to react so he didn’t. “But what I will do is explain why you should be in business with me.” He acknowledged the police had the community under wraps and explained how he planned to put together a crew to handle things from the inside without them getting wise until it was too late to do anything about it.

Within five minutes, Mr. Rosenberg was intrigued. After another five he’d heard enough. He rose from the desk, circled around it and shook Baltimore’s hand. The other details were to be fleshed out when the time came, to guarantee there wouldn’t be a threat of a double-cross squeezing Baltimore in the middle. Rosenberg respected that part of the proposition most of all. It revealed a fair amount of cunning and forethought. There was room in his shady enterprises for Baltimore, Rosenberg had decided, for the time being at least. The very least was all the time Baltimore expected to get. Time enough to work his magic in the streets then hit the road with more cash than he could have hustled in twenty years by himself. In parting, Baltimore grinned sheepishly. “Oh, yeah,” he said in parting, “I’ma need a big truck.”
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