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Praise for the Easy Rawlins series


‘Walter Mosley’s Easy Rawlins novels are a series of perfectly balanced concoctions of lust, violence, politics and race. You crack open a new one knowing exactly what sort of pleasure is in store’ Sunday Times


‘When I had finished reading A Little Yellow Dog, I went out and got all four of Walter Mosley’s previous Easy Rawlins novels and read them straight through … To write five novels about a character as interesting and complex as Easy and never to flag, never to miss a beat, is pretty amazing’ Guardian


‘What makes Mosley so important in American literature is not just his ability to pen novels that grab you by the throat, but the way his heroes reflect the uncertainty, the fears, and the moral dilemmas of America’ Daily Express


‘It should not be held against Walter Mosley that his books have been praised by the President of the United States … Mosley captures the era with masterful dialogue, subtle social comment and a total command of place and time. Even Clinton can be right’ The Times


‘Mosley has claimed his turf – and heaven help anyone who tries to get in his way’ Sydney Morning Herald




This book is dedicated to my father, who died on New Year’s Day, 1993.
I miss you, Dad.




BLACK BETTY


Walter Mosley
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Ghetto Pedagogy


“Dad?”


“Yes?”


“Why do black men always kill each other?”
(long pause)


“Practicing.”




They were standing under a hard yellow light in the alley behind John’s bar. Big Hand Bruno Ingram was large and powerful, and he had the ability to swagger even when he was standing still. He wore a brown mohair suit with no hat and no shirt. The smaller man’s suit was close-fitting and silver, imported, I knew, from Italy. I stayed in the shelter of the doorway listening to their small talk; hidden.


“… Dodgers lost it,” Mouse, the smaller man, was saying. He sounded fine. “You owe me twenty-fi’e cent.”


“Come on, Sooky,” a bodiless voice said from the street. It was a man’s voice. A young man.


“Uh-uh, Alfred,” a woman answered as clear as you could want. But I didn’t hear the rest of what she said.


Bruno’s bass voice was rumbling, “Get outta my face, motherfucker.” I turned again, a sense of dread so deep in my body that it felt like the oldest thing in the world. “You could suck my big black dick.”


He didn’t mean it. That’s what I wanted to shout out. But I couldn’t make a sound. Mouse pushed against the big man’s chest, not to move Bruno but to push himself far enough away so that he could get out his long .41-caliber pistol.


Bruno’s manly sneer turned into an eight-year-old’s wonder at what he’d done wrong. The impact of the first shot knocked him four feet backwards, big hands thrust out in front of him like a cartoon sleepwalker. He wanted to fall, to get down on the ground out of harm’s way, but Mouse just kept on shooting, throwing Bruno up against the pork butcher’s back door again and again.


There was a scream and I was stumbling backwards into the doorway.




CHAPTER 1


I awoke with a start in almost complete darkness. I didn’t know where I was. The mattress was too soft. I reached over to get my watch but the night table wasn’t there. I almost fell off the lawn chair onto the porch. Then I remembered how hot it was in the house. The kids, Jesus and Feather, had taken the only working fan to blow air from the window into Jesus’s room. I’d come outside to the screened-in porch at two A.M. after waking up to find myself sweating in the bed.


I sat up trying to throw off the nightmare. It had been almost five years, but Bruno died in my dreams at least once a month—more often recently. I’ll never forget him being nailed to the wall by my best friend’s gun.


I tried to think of better things. About our new young Irish president and Martin Luther King; about how the world was changing and a black man in America had the chance to be a man for the first time in hundreds of years. But that same world was being rocked almost daily by underground nuclear explosions and the threat of war.


Across town an old friend of mine, Martin Smith, lay dying. He’d been the closest thing to a teacher that I ever had. I knew that I had to go see him, to say goodbye, but I kept putting it off.


And through it all blew that hot September wind. It wouldn’t let me rest. It just got hotter and hotter while my temper wore thin.


I wanted to feel better but all I had was the certainty that the world had passed me by—leaving me and my kind dead or making death in dark causeways.


A strip of dawn light showed above the houses across the street. A better day might have been coming, for some people—but not for everyone. Bruno was in his grave almost five years now, while Mouse languished in the state prison at Chino for manslaughter. I was in a kind of prison too. A prison of guilt, a prison of my mind.


“Mr. Rawlins?” a voice said.


My hand went straight for the pistol in the night-table drawer again. But I wasn’t in my bedroom. I was naked, not even under a sheet, outside in the dark. I grabbed a ceramic ashtray that Jesus had made me at summer camp.


“Whoisit?” I tried to sound calm. The silhouette in the screened doorway was a man—somewhere between five foot six and six foot five. With my free hand I took the sheet from the floor and held it to my crotch.


“Saul Lynx, Mr. Rawlins.” A white man. “Can you talk?”


“Huh? What?” I clutched the misshapen slab of clay so hard that it cracked in my hand.


“I know it’s early,” the white man said. “But it’s important that I speak with you. I got your name last night, but by the time I got a chance to come over it was too late. I was going to wait outside until later, but when I came up to check the address I heard you talking in your sleep. You see, I have to talk to you this morning.”


“Then why don’t you get-ass away from here and call me in the mornin’?” I could feel the strength in my arm build to the point where I could have hurled the ashtray through the screen. If he had touched the latch on the door he would have been a dead man.


But instead of taking any chances he said, “I’ve come to offer you a job. But you’ve got to start today—this morning.” Then he said, “Can we turn on a light or something?”


I didn’t want him to see me with no clothes on. It was like I was still in a dream, as if I was vulnerable if someone could see my skin. I wanted to linger in those shadows, but I’d learned that you can’t hide in your own house—if somebody knows where you live you’ve got to stand up.


I wrapped the sheet around me like an African robe and reached inside the front door to switch on the porch light. Mr. Lynx was still hidden in the faint light beyond my screen.


“May I come in?” he asked.


“Come on then.”


He was a smallish man in a light brown cotton suit and a loose dark brown tie. His nose was the only big thing on him—protruding and somehow shapeless. If you’d forgotten his name you would have said, “You know, the guy with the nose.” His cap was brown. He had on a white shirt to go with his pale skin. His eyes were brilliant green.


Saul Lynx smiled and bobbed his head, but I didn’t take his hand.


“You won’t be needing that.” He was looking down at the ashtray. “I don’t blame you for sleeping outside on a night like this. In the summers back in the Bronx when I was a boy I spent more time on the fire escape than I did in the apartment.”


“What do you want, man?” I didn’t have patience for his small talk.


“Like I say,” he answered, unperturbed, “I’ve got a job for you. There’s a woman missing and it’s my client’s desire to find her quickly.”


The shadow of night was lifting from Genesee Avenue. I could make out the shapes of large carob trees across the street and the neat little lawns of my neighbors.


“Can we sit down?” Saul Lynx wanted to know.


“Say what you got to say, man, and then get outta here.” I had children in the house and didn’t want this stranger too comfortable in their home.


Saul Lynx had a smile that was just about as sincere as the kind of grin the undertaker puts on a corpse. “Have you ever heard of a woman named Elizabeth Eady?” he asked.


Her name struck a dark chord at the back my mind. It fit with the humid September heat—and with my dreams.


“She’s lived in L.A. for almost twenty-five years, but she’s from Houston originally,” the little man was saying. “From down in your old neighborhood, I think. The only picture I have of her is this one.” Lynx handed me an old brittle photograph. Its colors were rose-brown and tan instead of black and white. It wasn’t a posed portrait, but a kind of snapshot. A young woman on the front porch of a small house. She was smiling at the time, leaning awkwardly against the doorjamb. She was tall and big-boned and very dark, even the rose coloring couldn’t hide Betty’s blackness. Her mouth was open as if she were smiling and flirting with the photographer. It brought a sense of intimacy that few amateur photographs have. Intimacy but not warmth. Black Betty wasn’t your warm sort of homemaking girl.


Betty was a great shark of a woman. Men died in her wake.


If you heard that a friend of yours was courting Betty you could start crying then, because he was bound to come to harm. She had something about her that drove men wild. And she wasn’t stingy with her charms. If a man could afford her supper, and her drink, she was happy to be with him. She’d go out with him on Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday nights—all night. Betty wasn’t the kind who sat home, so if Friday came and his pockets were empty—Betty was gone. Because when the sun went down, Betty and Marlon (Marlon, that was Betty’s fancy half brother), they hit the streets. And if one man couldn’t pay, another one was happy to take his place.


Back then there weren’t too many of your colored men who could afford a steady diet of Betty. Many a night, yesterday’s boyfriend went up against tonight’s man. Betty could draw blood three nights in a week, and if it ever bothered her she never let it show.


I had seen her sashaying down the wooden sidewalks of Houston’s Fifth Ward. I was a raggedy twelve-year-old and she was more woman than I had ever seen in one place. She wore black lace, gloves, and fur and smelled so good that I forgot who I was. It was out in front of a bar called Corcheran’s on Blanford Street. I guess I was looking pretty hard, my nostrils were probably flared out too.


“What you lookin’ at, boy?” she asked me.


“You, ma’am.”


“You like what you see?”


I had to swallow before saying, “Uh-huh, yes’m. You ’bout the prettiest woman I ever seen.”


“About?”


I was crushed. I should have said the prettiest. She was the prettiest. I had ruined my chances of her ever talking to me again.


“Come on, honey,” her date said.


But instead of listening to him Betty came over and kissed me—right on the lips. She pushed her tongue out but I was too slow to open my own mouth. When she pulled back from me I fell on the ground from leaning into the embrace that didn’t come.


They all laughed at me, all the men standing outside. But Betty didn’t laugh. She was moved by her power over me. I would have fallen down for her anyday. I would have jumped out of a window for her kiss.


“Do you know her, Mr. Rawlins?” Saul Lynx asked.


Dawn had come while I studied the picture. A car drove by and tossed a newspaper onto my lawn and the lawn next door. Almost immediately a spidery white woman came out of her house to retrieve her paper. Mrs. Horn was insomniac and impatient. She’d probably been waiting for hours just to get the news.


“I don’t remember her,” I said.


“Well …” He took a long time with the word as if to say that he didn’t know whether to believe me or not. “That doesn’t matter, not really. You’re known for finding people in the colored part of town. That’s why we need you.”


“Who’s we?”


“I’m the only one you need to be concerned with.”


“What’s she done?”


“Nothing as far as I know. She worked for a woman almost the whole time she’s been up here. But something happened. Miss Eady quit and left her job and now her boss wants her to come on back.” Saul Lynx smiled and caressed his nose like it was favored pet. “She didn’t leave a forwarding address and there’s no Elizabeth Eady in the book.”


“Who she work for?”


“I’m not at liberty to say.”


“Uh-huh. And how much you payin’ t’find her?”


“Two hundred dollars now and another two hundred when you find her.” He pointed his baby finger at me. “But the job has got to be done quickly. From what I understand, the woman who’s paying is very upset and wants to find Miss Eady soon.”


“From what you understand?”


“Well, you see,” he said, almost apologetically, “I haven’t actually met the woman. She doesn’t deal with dicks. It’s her lawyer who hired me.” He took a small fold of bills from his pants pocket and handed it in my general direction.


I had the ashtray in one hand and the picture in the other.


“Two hundred dollars up front,” he said.


It was more than I had in the bank. At one time I was flush with the income from apartment buildings I owned. I’d bought them with a windfall I’d come upon in 1948. But since then I’d stretched myself pretty thin trying to make it in the real estate game. I was almost bankrupt. The house I lived in was rented. We ate beans and rice for dinner three nights a week.


I put down the ashtray and took the bills. They were damp from being in his pants.


“I might look,” I said tentatively. “But I’ll want to talk to this lawyer guy myself before I give you anything I find. What you say his name was?”


“We’ll talk about that when you’ve got something. I’ll let him know that you’ll be wanting to see to him, though.” He couldn’t have cared less about what I wanted. “How can he get in touch with you if he wants to talk?”


I told him my number and he nodded. Mr. Lynx was the kind of man who didn’t write things down.


“How did you find me, Mr. Lynx? My address ain’t in no book.”


“You’re famous, Mr. Rawlins.” He took a cracked leather wallet from his back pocket. From this he produced a creased and soiled business card. It was damp too. It had a phone number and a Venice Beach address printed in black letters that had run slightly with the moisture. There wasn’t a name, though.


“That’s L-Y-N-X,” he said. “Call me when you find something. And call me soon.”


“How do you know that I won’t just take this money and say you owed it to me for somethin’?”


Saul Lynx looked me in the eye and stopped his placid smiling. “I might be wrong, but I bet that you’re the kind of man who does what he says, Mr. Rawlins. Anyway, there’s still two hundred dollars to be made.”


“Well, maybe so, but how do you expect me to find this one woman outta two and a half million people? You must have somethin’ t’tell me about her.” I already knew how to go about looking for Betty, but I wanted to know what that white man knew.


And he saw what I was about. A smile that bordered on respect grazed his lips. Then he shook his head. “Sorry, Mr. Rawlins, but all I know is that she has friends down in the Negro community. Maybe somebody you know will recognize her from the picture.”


I would have given him the money back but I had an idea of how he found me—and an itch to see Betty when I was a man.


“I’ll be talkin’ to ya,” I said.


Lynx touched his forehead in a mock-friendly salute.


“Don’t forget,” he said. “I have to know about this soon.”


He smiled and walked out. I watched him get into an especially small and tinny brown car. It was something foreign, I never knew what. As he drove off Mrs. Horn came out—just curious, I suppose. When she saw me standing outside dressed in my toga her white face paled even more. I don’t know what she thought. I smiled and called to her but she was already hurrying back into her house.


I picked up my own paper and read the headlines. Russia had just set off their third nuclear blast that month.




CHAPTER 2


The house was hot even in the early morning and I was a little light-headed from dehydration. I knew that the shabby little detective had been there but the memory was like my dream about Bruno’s murder—not quite real.


The kids were still asleep in Jesus’s room so I put on my housecoat and took up the empty time with a book. I’d picked up Huckleberry Finn at a used-book store in Santa Monica. A few liberal libraries and the school system had wanted to ban the book because of the racist content. Liberal-minded whites and blacks wanted to erase racism from the world. I applauded the idea but my memory of Huckleberry wasn’t one of racism. I remembered Jim and Huck as friends out on the river. I could have been either one of them.


Before I found a home in Houston I was a wild boy riding the rails. No mother, no father. Just enough clothes to keep me decent and ten cents less than I needed to survive.


I sat down next to the window and read under the soft light of morning. I entered another dream—of con men and criminals and ignorance too. Mr. Clemens knew that all men were ignorant and he wasn’t afraid to say so.


After about a hundred pages I still hadn’t got the urge to go burn books, so I went to the kitchen instead and started breakfast. Grits with eggs and bacon were on the bill of fare. Coffee for me. I knew that the odors would wake up Jesus and that he would get Feather out of the tiny cot at the foot of his bed. They’d be washed up and dressed just when the table was set.


It was a rhythm more satisfying than good music. I could have spent a whole life watching my children grow. Even though we didn’t share common blood I loved them so much that it hurt sometimes.


I seemed to collect children in my line of work; doing “favors” for people. I took Jesus out of a life of child prostitution before he was three. I’d caught the murderer of Feather’s white mother. It was Feather’s grandfather, who had killed his own daughter for bearing a black child.


“Hi, Daddy!” Feather screamed. She was so excited to see me after all those hours asleep that she ran right for me, banging her nose against my knee. She started to cry and I picked her up. Jesus slipped into the room as silent as mist. He was small for fifteen, slight and surefooted. He was the star long-distance runner at Hamilton High School. He smiled at me, not saying a word.


Jesus hadn’t said a thing in the thirteen years I’d known him. He wrote me notes sometimes. Usually about money he needed and events at school that I should attend. The doctors said that he was healthy, that he could talk if he wanted to. All I could do was wait.


Jesus took over the breakfast while I cooed to Feather and held her close.


“You hurt me,” she whined.


“You want peanut butter or salami for lunch?” I answered.


Feather’s skin was light brown and fleshy. Her stomach rumbled against my chest. I could see in her face that she didn’t know whether to cry or run for the table.


“Lemme go! Lemme go!” she said, pushing at my arms to get down to her chair. The moment she was on her stack of phone books Jesus put a slice of bread covered with strawberry jam in front of her.


“I dreamed,” Feather said, then she stared off into space lost for a moment. Her amber eyes and crinkled golden hair were both made almost transparent from the light through the kitchen window. “I dreamed, I dreamed,” she continued. “There was a scary man in the house last night.”


“What kind of man?”


She held out her hands and opened her eyes wide to say she didn’t know. “I didn’t see him. I just hearded him.”


“What did he sound like?”


“He sounded like a crocodile in the Peter Pan book.”


“Like a clock?”


Jesus rapped his knuckles on the table to sound like Captain Hook’s enemy. Feather laughed so hard that she dropped her jelly bread on the floor.


“Watch what the hell you doin’!” I yelled. Immediately I regretted it. Feather’s face collapsed into terror and tears. Jesus crouched down as if he was about to take off. Maybe that’s what he thought about when he was racing—escaping from evil men.


Feather’s cry started low like the wail of an air-raid siren. I picked her up out of the chair and hugged her.


“I’m sorry, honey, but it’s just so damn hot that I get mad sometimes when I shouldn’t.”


Her chin was still trembling. Jesus had another jelly bread on the table and he cleaned up the mess while I put Feather back in her chair.


“Daddy got a hot head,” Feather said. Then she laughed.


I put together the lunch bags while the kids got on their shoes.


“I got to do something this mornin’, Juice.” Juice was the nickname the kids had given Jesus at school. Nobody except the Mexican kids felt comfortable calling somebody after the Lord.


“I want you to take Feather to school.”


“Nooooo!” Feather cried. She loved to ride in my car.


Jesus nodded and looked as if he were about to say yes. But I knew that that was just another dream.


Hope is the harshest kind of dreaming.


I roughed up my son’s hair and went into my room to dress for the day.


The house was the same. Large picture windows on either side of the front door. An old dog was sitting lazily on the front step. The last time I had been at Odell’s house that dog was a puppy. Bougainvillea was planted along the fence and there were succulent shrubs instead of grass for lawn. Odell Jones didn’t like to cut grass, so he never had it. There were tangelo trees rising up from the shrubs laden with fully formed fruit. The house had a deep stone porch with timbers for pillars.


The door was open and the screen shut. I could see the back of Odell’s head as he was seated in a chair turned away from the door.


I knocked and said, “Hello? Odell? It’s me—Easy.”


Odell didn’t move, at least not at first. After maybe thirty seconds he turned the page of his newspaper and continued reading.


“Easy?” a voice came from behind me.


Maude, Odell’s wife, had been working in the garden somewhere out of sight. She wore a pink sun visor and carried a dirty trowel. Her mouth was smiling but her big eyes showed concern.


“Hi, Maude. I was knockin’.”


“Odell in there but he can’t hear too good lately,” she lied. We both knew that he could hear me. It was just that Odell had cut his friendship off from me years ago after he’d done me a favor once.


I had wanted to get to somebody through Reverend Towne, the minister of First African Baptist Church. Odell made the introduction and Towne wound up dead—his pants down around his ankles and the corpse of one of his parishioners on her knees at his feet. Odell blamed me and I never argued with him. It was a tough life that we lived and I couldn’t deny my own complicity with the pain.


“What can I do for you, Easy?”


“Why you send that man to my house?” I asked simply.


“What man?”


“Com’on, Maudria, don’t play me.”


Odell’s wife had a large body with only tiny shoulders to hang it on. When she hunched those shoulders she looked a little like an overfed pink-eyed frog. “I don’t know what you talkin’ ’bout, Easy.”


“Then I’m gonna stay knockin’ at this here door till Odell tells me.” I made like I was going to turn, but, as large as she was, Maude beat me to the door.


“Let him alone now, Easy. You know it hurts him enough that he cain’t talk to you.” She took me by the arm and pulled me down the front steps.


“I ain’t never said he couldn’t.”


“I don’t know what come between you two, Odell won’t talk about it. But I told him that whatever it was happened, you two was friends and friends don’t do like that.”


I’d given up on talking to my old friend. At least before that morning.


“If he don’t wanna talk, then why he send that man to me?”


“I told you, Easy. We didn’t send no man.”


“Yes you did,” I said loud enough to be heard in the house.


I held out the picture Lynx had given me. “This picture was taken on Elba Thomas’s front porch and Elba was Odell’s girlfriend back then. And we both know that Betty’s Odell’s cousin.”


Maude clasped her hands and begged without words.


“Maudria.” Odell was at the screen. He stared straight at his wife and addressed her as if she were alone. “You come on in here and get my breakfast ready,” he said. He was wearing a house robe on a Thursday morning. It dawned on me that he must have retired.


He turned his back and walked away into the house. Maude was drawn to him but I grabbed her arm.


“Talk to me, Maude, or I will be here all day long.”


“I don’t know hardly a thing,” she said. And then, when I didn’t let go, “This man Mr. Lynx come over yesterday and says that he’s lookin’ for Elizabeth.”


“So she does live up here?”


Maude nodded. “Marlon had TB and they said that the California climate would help. They come up before the war, before we did. But we hardly ever seen ’em. She worked for this rich white woman and didn’t ever even tell Odell who she was or where she lived. If it wasn’t for Marlon comin’ by ’bout two weeks ago we woulda thought she was dead.”


“What did Marlon come for?”


“He said that he was going to go away soon. That if Betty asked we should tell her that it was sudden but that he was okay and he’d get in touch.”


“Why couldn’t he tell her that himself?”


“I don’t know.” Ignorance was a virtue where Maude was weaned.


“What else did Marlon have to say?”


“Nuthin’. We just had some lemonade and talked. He said that he retired like ’Dell did.”


“Retired from what?”


“He didn’t say.”


“What did Lynx want?”


“He said that Betty had left her job but that her boss wanted her back. He said that he’d pay fifty dollars for any information we had. Dell let him have that picture but he told him we didn’t know where she was. Then that man Lynx said that was too bad because she would probably lose some kinda retirement from the rich family and how she was gettin’ older an’ that could hurt. Huh! He don’t have to tell us about that. We could use that fifty dollars.


“That’s when we said about you, Easy. I said that you knew Betty when you was a boy an’ that you might be able t’find her because I heard you do that kinda thing sometimes. Odell give him your address. He had it from those Christmas cards you sent.” Maude paused for the memory of my ten-cent cards. “It’s nice ’bout how you was thinkin’a us, Easy. You know Odell always looked at your cards.”


We were quiet for a few seconds then, thinking about a friendship gone by.


“Mr. Lynx said he wouldn’t tell where he got your address and then he said thank you very much.”


Maude was the kind of woman who took manners seriously.


“How did Lynx know to come to you?”


“Betty had give the people she work for our address—in case of emergency.”


“Where did Marlon go when he left here?”


“I don’t know,” she said, making her impression of a frog again. “He was real nervous and jittery. He wanted Odell to lend him some money, but we just retired now,” she apologized. “‘Dell ain’t sick but he’s weak-like. If I didn’t go out and clean houses part-time we couldn’t even make the tax on this house.”


“So you say Marlon was sick?”


“Yes he is, but he ain’t bad as Martin.”


Just the mention of Martin’s name hurt me. I had stayed away from him partly because I knew that he and Odell were good friends. Seeing Odell ignore me and Martin dying at the same time was too much for me to imagine.


“I heard about that,” I said. “How’s Martin doin’?”


“He hackin’ an’ coughin’ an’ he got a pain in his back so bad he ain’t slep’ in nine weeks. Doctor says that it’s cancer but you know them doctors wrong half the time.”


“I better get over there after I look for Betty,” I said. “You know how I could find Marlon?”


“No, baby.” She was looking back up at the door.


“He had a nickname, right?” I snapped my fingers trying to remember.


For the first time Maude showed me a friendly smile. “Bluto. They used to call him Bluto.”


“From the Popeye cartoon?”


“Uh-uh. I mean, yeah, that was the name, but Marlon got it because he used to wear them old alligator shoes he got from this white guy he did some work for. Marlon won a bet and got them shoes but the white man was so mad that he had to give’em up that he dyed’em blue before he let Marlon have’em.” She even laughed! “But you know them was forty-dollar shoes and Marlon wore’em anyways. So they called him Blue Toes after that.”


We both laughed and smiled. Where I had been holding Maude’s wrist she twisted and took my hand.


“Don’t you let nuthin’ happen to Elizabeth now, Easy. Odell won’t say it but I know he wants you to find her.”


“What could happen?”


Maude stared dumbly up at me. Over her head I saw Odell standing silently at the door.




CHAPTER 3


One thing I knew about Marlon Eady was that he loved to gamble. Horses, numbers, or cards—it didn’t make any difference to him. So I went out looking for him where people laid down bets.


There was a Safeway supermarket and a Thrifty’s drugstore over off of Florence. Their parking lots were back to back. Not much business at ten in the morning. Two busboys were hustling wire grocery carts off of a truck that picked up strays around the neighborhood. The driver was seated sideways behind the wheel with his bear-sized legs and woolly head hanging out of the open door.


“Yeah,” he was saying to the hardworking young men. “That yellah house on Sixty-second had fi’e wagons right up front. No tellin’ what she got out behind. I told Mr. Moul that we better get some law out over to there or she gonna have his whole fleet.”


The older man wore gray cotton pants and a stretch T-shirt of the same material and hue; a kind of makeshift uniform. I’d never seen him before. He looked old enough to be retired.


Retired. Back in 1961 that meant you worked “part-time” forty hours a week and paid your own insurance.


“I thought maybe you boys wanna show some initiative and go on out there with me,” the bearish man was saying. “Shit! We come up wit’ some extra carts an’ Mr. Moul prob’ly give us a bonus.”


“Three’a these is Vons,” one of the young men said. He was light-colored and tall, muscular in his shoulders like a football player. “We gotta take ’em back there.”


“Back?” The old man shook his head. His blubbery black cheeks were lightened by gray stubble. “Shit! I ain’t goin’ back nowhere. Let ’em go’n get they own carts. Shit! I wouldn’t even spend a dime callin’ nobody for no carts.”


“Drop it, DJ,” the other busboy said. His name was Spider. He was as dark as the old man but cut from a cat instead of a bear. His grin came off easy. I’m sure his father would have been upset to see Spider smoking a cigarette. Yes, Mr. Hoag would have come after his son, with a gun if he had to, to make sure that his boy grew up to be a right man.


But Mr. Hoag was in state prison for shooting his wife’s lover, Sam Fixx, who was also said to be Spider’s real father.


“Easy,” Spider hailed. “How you doin’?”


The young man waved and grinned. He loafed over to where I was. The truck driver turned around quickly and revved his engine. After all, I might know the boss. The other busboy went into the store.


“Hey, Spider.” I shook out a cigarette from my pack even though the boy was already smoking.


He took the offering and asked, “What’s up?”


“You still takin’ down numbers for Willie?”


Spider put the cigarette behind his ear and took a tiny diary from his shirt pocket.


“No, no,” I said, looking around. Spider was seventeen. He wasn’t worried about jail. “I wanna know if you know somebody.”


“Who?”


“A man, older guy around fifty. His name is Marlon Eady but we used to call him Bluto.”


That brought a grin to Spider’s face. “Like the cartoon?”


“You know him?”


“Naw, Easy. Ain’t never had no cartoons buy no numbers. Uh-uh.”


The football player came out of the store followed by a tall white man in a bright blue suit. Probably the store manager.


“See ya later, Spider,” I said. “You take care now.”


He leaned over with his hand out, already a politician of the street. “I gots it covered.”


If Spider was my son I would have slapped that cigarette and that grin away. I would have made him stand up straight instead of slouching like some gangster or pimp. But I didn’t have the right to criticize. Spider was the natural product of the streets I lived in. He made up his own manhood and I had to respect that.


Jackson Blue’s apartment was on the second floor of the Eighty-eight Building. There were only two floors. It was a long white stucco building that had walls you could scrape through with a tin spoon. I walked up the single flight of stairs and down the slender balcony to his door. I knocked loud and hard, don’t ask me why, just mean I guess.


Jackson Blue had a brilliant mind, he might have been a genius, but he was cowardly and blustery to the core. If he could have put it in a jar, Jackson would have sold his soul for tonight’s dinner or, even better, for fifteen minutes with a whore.


If there is a God he was drinking or mad the night he put Jackson together. Scrawny, lying, and afraid of his own footsteps, Jackson was one of the many friends who would never abandon me—he had nowhere else to go.


I was still banging on the door when it swung inward quickly.


“What the fuck you think you poundin’ on, motherfucker?” The same God who made Jackson Blue took a crocodile to make the man I was facing. He was every bit as tall as me, over six foot in cotton socks, and bumpy. He had rough skin that shifted hue now and then over his corded bare chest. His muscles weren’t big but his shoulders dropped in a boxer’s stance and the damage that time had done to his face hadn’t wiped the bitter dare from his lips.


“Jackson Blue here?” I gave just as mean as I got. One of the things the street teaches you is that if you bend over you’re bound to get kicked.


“Who axin’?”


His eyes were swamp-colored. I could smell the ancient decay on his troglodyte breath.


“‘Sup, Ease?” Jackson came from behind my new friend. “You meet Ortiz?”


“You might say that.”


“Come on in.” Little Jackson pushed at the man called Ortiz, and to my surprise the croc gave five inches. Enough for me to get into the dark apartment and still keep my dignity.


The darkened room was foul with cigarettes, coffee, stale food, and the odor of two men who’ve been locked up in a cell for a month. Both of them were bare-chested with only loose trousers on. The band of Ortiz’s boxer shorts rode out over his belt. He was watching me and I was trying to show that I didn’t care.


But I did care. When I crossed the door into this man’s domain my life was in danger. Jackson’s new friend was a deadly force. I imagined that he ran a fever as a rule, and as he burned, he wanted everything else to wither with him.


“What you want, Easy?” Jackson was smiling and comfortable, more comfortable than I had ever seen him. He seated himself without offering me a chair. Ortiz slammed the door and then slumped up against the wall for his seat.


I’d heard that Jackson had gone into the bookie game. He got sent away to the county jail for selling stolen batteries out of the trunk of his car. On his release he went right into the horses. It surprised me, because there were some big men who didn’t want competition with the game they already ran.


“Been a while, Blue,” I said.


“What the fuck you want, man?” That was Ortiz acting up. He pushed himself away from the wall and put his right hand in his pocket.


“Relax,” Jackson said in his high whiny voice. “Easy here is my friend. He all right.” Jackson’s grin showed a sense of power that all cowardly men yearn for. After a whole lifetime of running scared they can hardly wait to show off their strength when they get it.


“I thought you was a bookie,” I said. “I guess I was wrong about that.”


“Why you say that?”


“Well here you are, right?” I pointed at him in his chair. “I don’t hear no phones ringin’.”


Ortiz thought that was funny enough to get a cough. When he took the hand out of his pocket I realized that I hadn’t been breathing.


“They ringin’ though, Easy,” Jackson boasted. “They ringin’!”


I looked around the rank-smelling room. My gaze stopped at the TV tray in the center of the squat coffee table. There I saw a brass plate piled high with marijuana and a carton of stale onion rings showered in ashes. The decor didn’t fit with the diamond ring on Jackson’s pinky finger or the mink coat lying on the floor beside the couch.


“Don’t look like no penthouse, Jackson.”


“Cain’t let’em know what you up to, Easy. I learnt that from you, brother. But we got it, man. We got it all right.”


“Got what?”


Jackson went toward a door on the other side of Ortiz, but before he could get there his friend grabbed him by the arm.


“What you doin’?” the crocodile asked.


Jackson shook off the grip like a brave man and said, “It’s okay. Easy family, man.”


Jackson left for only a moment and then returned with a wooden box that was a dark reddish brown, made from telephone-pole wood. The box was a foot high and wide, and maybe three-quarters of that in depth. On one long side of the box there was a latch to secure a little door. Inside was a telephone receiver connected to a bunch of tiny blue and red electric wires, a dry cell battery, and one of those new transistorized tape recorders that they made in Japan. The whole thing looked professional, well made. Jackson’s life was always a sloppy mess, but his work, when he cared to do it, was a dream.


“What’s this?” I asked.


“Forget you!” That was Ortiz. If he and I were ever to find ourselves alone in a room there’d come a dead man soon after.


But Jackson ignored his friend. “This is my bookie box, Easy. Ortiz here used t’work for the phone company ’fore he got sent to jail. He give me some numbers. I give out one’a them numbers for this here box and put it up on the pole. Now my clients got this number and they calls it. All Ortiz gotta do is crawl up on the pole an’ get the tape.”


“What if they get yo’ box? What if it breaks?”


“That shit ain’t gonna break. I made it strong and put rubber in the cracks.”


Jackson was smart enough to be the first man murdered on the moon.


“Ortiz here collect and I do the books. We gots twelve hundred reg’lars and a bankroll that’a choke a mule. An’, man, you should see all the pussy we gets up here.” Jackson held up his hands as if he were amazed by his own story. “I got me a brand-new red Caddy right downstairs.”


“White boys ain’t gonna like that, Jackson.”


“How they gonna find me?”


“On a pickup.”


Jackson’s eyes darted toward Ortiz for a moment. A quick grin crossed his face, and suddenly I knew the whole story. Jackson never built anything that would last. He couldn’t hold down a regular job. He never had a girlfriend for long. So he meets this crazy-in-a-rage man and comes up with a plan to take a thousand dollars a week. When the cops or the white mob catch on they grab Ortiz, maybe even kill him. Ortiz loves little Jackson. Jackson was probably the first man he met who was like him but didn’t try to take something. Take something? Hell! Jackson was making him more money than he knew how to count. He’d die for Mr. Blue without ever giving him up. And then Jackson would move to another hole—not leaving even two dimes to mark his friend’s eyes.


I wanted out of that room. I stood up so fast that Ortiz was taken off guard. He fumbled at his pocket.


“Take it easy, brother,” I said. “I just gotta get outta here. I came ’cause I needed t’find somebody likes to gamble.” As I said it I wondered if I was going to do to Betty what was certain to happen to this scaly fool.


“Who?” Jackson asked.


“His name is Marlon Eady but the street calls him Bluto. Bluto.” I said it twice just to be sure that I wasn’t dreaming.


Jackson got a cagey look about him. “What you want him for?”


“Don’t fuck wit’ me, Jackson,” I said. “Either you know or you don’t. Either you gonna tell me or you ain’t. So let’s get down to it, ’cause I got places to be.”


I was getting tired of Ortiz, all stiff with his hand on his pocket. Jackson was scared. He never liked it when I got mean. He had the coward’s sense of survival.


“Never heard of him,” he said. “But I could look around.”


“Yah,” I said. “Maybe you should.”




CHAPTER 4


You could tell by some people’s houses that they came to L.A. to live out their dreams. Home is not a place to dream. At home you had to do like your father did and your mother. Home meant that everybody already knew what you could do and if you did the slightest little thing different they’d laugh you right down into a hole. You lived in that hole. Festered in it. After a while you either accepted your hole or you got out of it.


There were all kinds of ways out. You could get married, get drunk, get next to somebody’s wife. You could take a shotgun and eat it for a midnight snack.


Or you could move to California.


In California they wouldn’t laugh at you, or anybody. In California the sun shone three hundred and more days in the year. In California you could work until you dropped. And when you got up there was another job waiting for you.


In California you could paint the slats of your house like a rainbow and put a smiling face on your front door. You could have a caged rabbit and chickens right out in the yard and big granite animals for children to climb on. You could, like Georgette Harris, put a sign on your wire gate saying “Little Animals Nursery School and Day Care.” Nobody cared. Nobody asked you, “What makes you a schoolteacher?” They’d just take you at your word. And if the law came down and asked for some papers you’d just move a mile or so further on, hang up the same sign, and collect children like a crow taking in glass.


Georgette was sitting on her front porch smiling down at her family of kids. Next to her on a slender black table sat a telephone that led from the house on a long, knotted cord.


Little black boys and girls, a dozen of them, ran ragged in their dusty pen. There was a rubber pool that overflowed with six children and about a cupful of urine-laced, tepid water. Everybody was screaming for joy. That’s what children do—they scream because life is just too much for them but they don’t know it yet.


When I walked into the yard everything went quiet. The kids all stopped and stared at me. Crusty-nosed boys and girls with their short skirts turned up over their underwear. A couple of them were bleeding from fresh scrapes on their knees. All those little bright eyes on me were just waiting to get back to the business of noise. Not one of them looked hungry or tired. And I’m willing to bet that they all would look back to the days of Mrs. Harris’s yard with the greatest pleasure. Running wild with the animals before the hunters started tracking them down.


“Easy,” Georgette called.


I said hello back but I’m sure she didn’t hear me. The children took her greeting to me as a sign that they could go back to calling up the dead.


I made it up to the porch and nodded. There was no extra chair up there so I leaned against a porch beam.


“What you want, honey?” she asked me.


I didn’t really know Georgette. She lived in my old neighborhood, down near Watts. But I had moved away from there, with Jesus and Feather, to West Los Angeles.


I decided on a new neighborhood soon after my wife left me. My old friend Primo and his family took my old house over. And I took my kids to an anonymous place where people didn’t know me; where no one asked painful questions about my wife and daughter; where no one knew enough about me to question my legal guardianship of Jesus and Feather. The only agreement between us was love and mutual need—not the kind of agreement they like in courts.


So I left Watts. At first I’d bought a house in a middle-class black neighborhood. But then my money problems forced me to sell and rent the place on Genesee.


Georgette lived on McKinley between Eightieth and Eighty-first. The nursery school had been her dream ever since she was a little girl in Minnesota.


You had to have a better education than Georgette was ever likely to get to have that kind of school, so she came to L.A. She took in the children of a man I knew and sometimes I’d pick up one of his boys to play with Feather.


Georgette had her dream, but as so often happens, her dream didn’t pay the bills.


The big black telephone barked and Georgette was quick to snatch it up.


“Animals,” she said. Then, cupping her hand over the mouthpiece, she shouted, “Leo, get outta that dirt, boy!


“What’s that?” she asked into the phone. Then she wrote something down on a sheet of paper that she kept on a clipboard in her lap, and hung up.


“Yes, Easy?”


I was stumped. It seemed to me almost crazy that I was standing there among all those wild shrieks, next to this placid bookie. It didn’t make any sense. I actually forgot what I was there for.


“Um,” I mumbled. “You, uh, you been doin’ okay?”


“Yes?” Georgette wondered what I wanted.


“I, uh, um, ah,” I faltered, then I laughed and sat down on the stairs like I was one of her charges. “I’m sorry, Georgette. You know, I got outta bed at five and I been all over town since then. I seen people don’t even want me in their house. I been with bad men and gamblers and …” I remembered what I had to ask. “And seein’ all these beautiful babies you got here just didn’t fit.”


Georgette smiled. If you said something about her kids she was happy. California worked for some people.


“I’m lookin’ for a guy called Bluto,” I said. The slant of the sun was coming right down at my eye because there were few trees landscaped in Georgette’s neighborhood.


Georgette shook her head. It didn’t surprise me. Maybe Marlon had gotten tired of throwing his money away.


“What’s his real name?” she asked.


“Marlon,” I said. “Marlon Eady.”


“Oooooh, you mean Ed Sullivan.”


“You know’im?”


“Oh yeah, I know Marlon. We ain’t never called him no Bluto. He had some kinda accident that got the bones in his neck fused. I think he said that it was a cop beatin’ him that did it. They called him No-Neck at first and then, after that show started, they called him Ed Sullivan. He really kinda looked like him. Yeah, baby, he been puttin’ down bets with me since 1946. Mmm-hm. Marlon give the spread mo’ money than any other po’ soul out here.” Georgette looked out over her children as if they were the ones who called in their bets. Who knows? Maybe they would all grow up calling their old nanny to put two dollars on some nag’s nose.
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