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A Blind Eye

 

David Jackson Ambrose


Prologue/Epilogue

The headlines dropped early one cold November morning.

The headlines did what headlines are designed to do. Carefully, or perhaps carelessly, curated word selection designed to capture the attention of the busy commuter on their way to work.

“Homosexual House of Horrors.”

“Crack Baby Chained in Basement.”

“Welfare Queen Kidnapping.”

The headlines generated public interest. Sold papers to interested readers.

But newspapers had two different types of readers.

General readership, drawn to the words like flies drawn to shit, were lured by the specter of filthy children handcuffed in dank basements. Titillated by images of lecherous pedophiles, oversexed drug addicts focused on their next fix more than child supervision.

Wiser folk, like the residents of Norristown, where the supposed event took place, knew better. Those folk knew to wait for the local papers. Grassroots periodicals like the Tribune had long been the go-to source for events as they truly happened, rather than the nationals, which picked up a few morsels of truth and inserted the rest of their stories based upon whatever political zeitgeist was at play during that particular era.

For this era, the post-Reagan Clinton age, despite slogans of a more liberal, African American friendly president, the zeitgeist included fables of rabid teens randomly running through parks assaulting innocent joggers, Black women with wombs like breeding farms, lavish lifestyles of lobster dinners and Cadillacs funded through welfare entitlements, skeletal ghouls roaming the night in search of drugs cooked down to minuscule white crystals, and inner cities: a mythic imaginarium created by white flight—barbaric microcosms within the city proper where crime and vice ruled over morality and decency.

For those in the know, the smaller subsection of the population, those who were not white, there was a bit more involved with getting to the root of the advertised story. For those people, after reading the true story, they obtained the key words, the catch phrases, along with the names of the parties involved when available. Most times, if those involved in the crime were African American, names would be available; if the names had been omitted, one could safely assume the perpetrators were not Black.

This article, this story, was an anomaly in that the monikered welfare queen was unnamed. The absence of her name, age, and photo was curious.

Taking those keywords, nonwhite citizens would then piece together the actual story. Men would head to the barbershops. Women would schedule appointments with their hairdressers. The righteous would pull out their most ostentatious hats and head to the next church meeting. Men who loved men would wait until sundown to gather in the park below the county courthouse. Women who loved women would call around, find out where the week’s tonk or pitty pat game was being held.

In these places, as in generations past, the story beneath the story would be extrapolated. The wheat separated from the chaff.

They all knew the house on Leviticus Street had to be the house of horrors. That place had been a refuge for those people for as long as Miss Rock had owned property in Norristown. That it was a house of horrors was subject to opinion, and to some, it was that simply for being there. While they had never heard that particular name, they were familiar with other names cast at the house with laughter or with derision.

Freak.

Funny. He/She.

Sugar in the tank.

Queer.

Those were the kind words. There were others, used by less kind people.

Most even knew already who the participants to the story were most likely to be simply by the association with that house. The quandary arose from the other participants, the outsiders. The baby, who was not a baby, and this queen, who did not descend from royalty—no one had heard of these people before. Who were they?


Chapter One

Babe & Chance

The Lark Bar was a decaying local dive on the edge of town. It was the only gay bar that did not require a trek into Philadelphia proper. His nerves were too frazzled for a long drive, but he felt like he would go mad if he sat waiting around in that empty house one second longer.

He waited as the bartender casually, deliberately served every other patron before pretending to notice him standing at the end of the bar, his sleekly muscled arm held aloft like some rare tropical bird, signaling with the only lure that outweighed racism; the cold hard cash held in his fist.

Babe pondered the subtle ways prejudice played out in small-town gay bars versus the clubs in the city. In the city, you were denied entry, waiting while burly doormen examined your photo ID as if the secrets of the universe might be found within. You tamped down on your slowly mounting fury as inebriated white fag hags were nodded past, screeching in your ear as they obliviously bumped into you along the way.

Here, no one carded you on the street. Because they could not run the risk of a public confrontation. The Lark Bar was tolerated, not welcomed, by the conservative county commissioners, bureaucrats, and taxpayers. Bringing undue attention and police involvement were verboten.

He leaned forward and mouthed Grand Marnier, rocks and floated a ten-dollar bill onto the damp bartop, noting the derision scouring the attendant’s face before he turned and plunged a tumbler into a mound of ice. Babe knew that look. He had seen that same expression all through his childhood in the white suburbs of Upper Merion. The expression was designed to remind him that he was a pretender, that he did not belong; his delusions of grandeur had been noted and silently challenged.

Babe acknowledged maybe this time it was true. Ordering a beer would have been a more financially responsible choice. Especially if he planned to follow through on the thing he had vowed to do not more than thirty minutes before, storming out the house in search of a drink to bolster his resolve. But he had to let these gatekeepers know he wasn’t an outsider begging for the scraps of their acceptance. So he ordered top shelf, even when his budget indicated well options would have been the smarter choice.

He tipped 20 percent because he knew they expected nothing. He was aware of the stereotype of Black people being poor tippers. That was another irony that struck him. White servers didn’t seem to grasp that they were poorly tipped because they served poorly. He overtipped even after being made to wait until all other patrons were served. He ignored abrupt behavior and belittling expressions.

He counted out the change handed back to him, peeled off the proper percentage and threw it dismissively onto the bar, turning his back before the bartender could also deliberately ignore the tip, and leaned back with his elbows on the ledge behind him.

The hypervigilant jukebox playlist was another harbinger of the gradations of exclusion. Philly DJs played the current Black divas but remixed and diluted bass, lifted treble, and quickened bpms until most remnants of Africa were obscured to an acceptable approximation of pop (read: non-Black). Here, in the city perimeter, the only divas of color were Diana Ross and the Pointer Sisters fighting amongst a plethora of Patsy Cline, Celine Dion, and Barbara Streisand.

But here, in this small, dark space, with its abysmal checkerboard dancefloor off by the fire escape at the back, only occasionally populated for a rousing two step, and the echoing wail of canned music with its lone, weak strobe waving across dusty walls, the desire of lonely men was far more palpable than hidden amidst the revelry of big-city dance palaces.

It was bleakly evident in every wizened, mustachioed gaze glancing from hooded eyes. It was signaled in the way conversation momentarily froze as he passed, and the tremulous, trepidatious smiles Babe was too distracted to notice.

Babe crossed the peeling linoleum dancefloor to the seating area sectioned off by an ornate metal railing with steps going down like a cockpit. Sitting at the table by the wall furthest to the back, Babe set down his drink with shaking hands. He found this space, away from lustful consideration, with 8x10s of golden age Hollywood stars lining concrete walls somewhat comfortable. The scent of lemon wood polish merged with the orange blossom wafting from his glass. Even through his distraction, he was able to appreciate the gleam emanating from the wood floor beneath his unlaced Timberlands.

If they would tear up that awful linoleum on the dancefloor and show off the natural-random-width wood flooring beneath, he speculated, this place might not be as pathetic as it was. But, he realized, appealing to people like him with his mass of thick dreadlocks and tight wife beater, was most likely not part of the demographic the business model would have been designed to attract.

A loud, braying laugh cut through the din of a Tammy Wynette song. Peering through the smoke, Babe recognized the boy wavering at the bar. Pale and thin, basking in the attention of sad, old men, vaingloriously accepting drink after proffered drink, he swayed and bobbed from one torso to the other like a badminton birdie being hit between two opponents. Babe had occasionally seen him during the course of running errands, grocery shopping, or driving his friend Ricky down to the city to cop. The wan, pale boy always seemed to be sitting out on the cement stoop of a narrow two-story row house on Airy Street, no matter the time of day, in weather both clement and inclement. Ricky would point at the boy as they passed, cackling derisively.

“What?” Babe would ask, looking briefly at the boy as they roared past in a cloud of gas fumes and pumped-up mixtape bass.

Ricky pointed a pudgy manicured finger at the boy slouched on the stoop, wearing sagging jeans and Timberlands with his thin purple hair woven into sloppy wide cornrows.

“Would you look at that mess over there? Who did that head like that? These wiggers always be getting the whole shit wrong, chile. Especially the sissies.”

Then, as now, Babe didn’t find anything terribly wrong about how the guy was dressed. He didn’t find anything even notable about it. He didn’t see how wearing baggy jeans or oversized T-shirts denoted someone aping Black culture. Everybody wore big jeans. He admitted the braids were kind of bad, but he had seen worse.

As time passed, Purple Braids meandered from one patron to another until he gradually made his way back to the one most willing to pay for his drinks. Babe tried to remember how often men had offered to buy drinks for him. He could count on one hand. At some point, the man and Purple Braids began to nuzzle, then kiss, which turned to rather passionate demonstrations until the bartender drifted over and mouthed something to them while bobbing his head jerkily.

The two of them stumbled toward the vestibule where the restrooms were, giggling as they went. As they passed into the narrow passageway, Purple Braids looked through into the seating area, briefly locking eyes with Babe before the man fell back into the swinging doors, pulling the boy with him. Babe wondered if Purple Braids had the secret to happiness. He wondered if he should have spent his twenties fucking random men in public stalls, sowing his wild oats, so to speak. Maybe if he had spent more time single, he might have been less inclined to blindly tolerate infidelity.

He took his empty glass to the bar and waited, and waited, and waited, his arm once again lifted to signal, this time holding the empty glass aloft. He had met Matthew when he was eighteen and had been involved with only him for the past thirteen years. He nodded in confirmation to the bartender’s silent communication asking if he wanted the same drink as before. Clearly, if the man remembered what he had ordered, Babe couldn’t have been as forgetful as the man wanted him to feel.

Babe pondered if he had spent more time sowing his wild oats as they say, he might have a stronger sense of confidence that would have immediately faced the infidelity in his relationship from the very start—first, as Matthew had slept with girls while coming to terms with his sexuality, then with the supervisor at his part-time night job. Babe blamed himself for the infidelity. He had practically forced Matthew to get a second job. He had wanted to buy a house, and he stressed that they would be able to save up money for a down payment if they both found second jobs. But really, he had never intended to get a second job himself. He had a good salary. Matthew had been earning much less than he had, and so he searched the want ads and called to make an appointment for Matthew for a nighttime cleaning job. This was where he had met Darrell. And what had started as a casual friendship, propelled by their mutual appreciation for weed, morphed to more than casual, then moved to cocaine use.

Babe took his fresh tumbler of amber liquid back to his spot at the back. He wasn’t certain when that cocaine use had become dependence. Nor was he certain when the friendship had become sexual. But when Matthew stopped coming home after the end of his shift and started stumbling in at daybreak, just in time to shower and change for his full-time job as a line cook for Quaker Chemical, Babe steadfastly ignored the thoughts that clouded every waking moment.

He had not been able to ignore the paraphernalia he pulled from Matthew’s pockets when he sorted their clothes for laundry. The whispers through town about Darrell being a crack user turned out to be true, and unless Matthew was holding Darrell’s works for safekeeping, it was clear he was not using it by himself.

As he had sat in that empty, lonely house another night, angrily digging the tears from his eyes with the heels of his hands, Babe had vowed this would be the last time. When Matthew came home, when he eventually came home, Babe planned to tell him this was the end. He didn’t want to live this way any longer.

He looked up as the doors to the men’s room banged open. The man lurched out, tightening his belt, and walked toward Babe, up onto the dance floor, then exited out the back door through the fire exit. Purple Braids sauntered out, smoothing his unsmoothable braids and walking in the opposite direction before circling back toward the seating area then patting exaggeratedly at his pockets. He approached the faded cigarette machine, slipped in coins, and banged on the top to help a pack dislodge more quickly. He looked covertly over his shoulder.

Babe rolled his eyes and groaned as Purple Braids drew close. He did not need nor want the attention.

Chance swayed as if a breeze had swept through the building. “Hey”.

Babe nodded.

“Need some company?”

“No.”

The boy nodded as he approached then pulled out the other chair. He struggled to remove the cellophane wrapping, tore back the gold seal, and gripped the butt of a cigarette, and clutched it between two fingers. His fingernails were long and dirty ovals. He raised a brow.

“Mind if I smoke?”

“Yes.”

“I recognize you from town. Driving around in that dope-ass SUV with the booming system. Surprised to see you up in here.”

“Why is that?”

His laugh came a few beats after his mouth splayed open, showing even, terribly white teeth. “Come on, man. You know they don’t like us in here. If I had a car like you do, I’d damn sure be in the city instead of this hillbilly paradise.”

Babe stared across the room.

“It’s total bullshit. I’ve been coming here since I was fifteen. They never card me. Not once. And there ain’t never no niggahs in here. People here make it clear who they want and who they don’t. Well, wait. There used to be this old Black drag queen that came here every fucking night. Some old dairy queen. Thought she owned the place. She used to get them to card me. Didn’t want anybody in here that might take away from her options, I guess. Shit, I wasn’t no competition. I like Black guys.”

Babe wondered if he was supposed to be impressed. He peered at him, his eyes burning from carcinogenic byproduct. “And how old are you now?”

“Huh?”

“You said you’ve been coming here since you were fifteen. So how old are you now?”

Chance peered around the room conspiratorially before turning back and whispering, “Twenty.”

Babe laughed against his will before Purple Braids swiftly held a finger to his lips and shushed him.

“Well, listen, this is Bridgeport. You gotta expect you find some racism—” Babe paused pointedly for emphasis. “—for people…like us.”

He agreed. “The whole town is full of racist assed wops and cops. They act like this raggedy assed town is someplace anybody wants to be.”

“This is the last place on earth anybody would want to be. You come here if your car is broken down, or you are low on cash. This is where old faggots come to die. You know, the old leather-queen crowd. Seeing a Tom of Finland sketch when they squint at their reflections in these dim lights, but they’re really closer to a dirty old mop when the lights come up.”

“So is your car broken down? I was gonna ask you for a ride.”

“What? No it’s not.”

“Well you can’t be broke. You have a rich old white fag taking care of you.”

Babe took a swallow of his drink. “Yeah, okay.”

“That ride you got cost a grip, I know. Them subwoofers alone would pay my rent for four months.” He closed his eyes, seemingly seduced by the smell of Babe’s breath—menthol and Grand Marnier. He reached across the table, offering his hand. “Name’s Chance.”

Babe paused a beat as he decided whether or not to further engage. His good manners outweighed his judgement, and he took the damp hand into a firm grip. “Babe.”

Chance wrinkled a brow. “You’re shitting me, right? I mean, yeah, agreed and everything, but nobody is named Babe.”

He laughed, “Well somebody is.”

Chance’s cordiality made a slight swerve to a more sedate demeanor, the lids of his eyes lowering as he leered at Babe, who struggled to keep his scorn hidden from view.

“So, how about it, then?”

“How about what?”

“You said your car is here. Want to give me a ride home?”

“I’m not heading out anytime soon. Sorry.”

He huffed in exasperation, “Come on, man. Don’t you know I’m not really looking for a ride?”

“So, what are you looking for, then?”

“A ride.” He made an emphatic leer at the last word.

Babe laughed. “I’m good.”

Chance sat, staring at him, undeterred by the rebuff.

Babe asked, “Do you even live by yourself?”

“We can’t go to your place? Oh, yeah. You live with that sugar daddy. We can hit up a hotel, right? He didn’t give you a black card? If not, you ain’t running the game right.”

Babe, growing weary of the interplay, huffed abruptly. “I’m not sure what you’re referring to, but my personal situation has nothing to do with you. You and me will not be getting into anything at this time or any other time. I do have a partner, though nothing like what you’re talking about, but I would think you should be satiated at the present time since you just finished up with one of these sad old men you were talking about.”

Babe’s laughter pelted from his mouth, brief, staccato, and unkind. Chance stood abruptly, causing the table to topple toward Babe, who reached out to either side to keep it steady while deliberately avoiding making eye contact.

“Fuck you, then.”

He wasn’t sure because there was a sudden bomast of Celine Dion yelling from the nearby speaker, but Babe thought he might have heard the word nigger. While he couldn’t be certain, it caused him to laugh even louder. It had been such a long time since he’d been called that word, it struck him as unexpected, and that made it even more funny to him. That he would not have expected it and the unimaginativeness of the word. He just couldn’t stop laughing.

He laughed at the broad, retreating back and narrow waist as Chance strode angrily toward the bar. He was large of bone, despite his thin frame, with gangly arms and wide hands, boasting outsized knuckles. Babe’s mother had always called those sorts of disparately proportioned figures “peasant bodies.” Babe chuckled in agreement.

He tossed back the remains of his drink. Sitting in this sad, unwelcome place was doing no good to his wounded psyche. As he stood to take his glass back to the bar through the vestibule doorway, he saw the front door slam open as two men entered on a wave of loud, deeply booming voices. He froze, peering through the haze with dread, before sinking wearily back to his seat.

At the bar, Chance cocked his head around excitedly. The two men were a complement of light and dark. One was sinewy and lean, sporting a modified hightop and skin so dark it absorbed the light around him. The other one was the color of toasted almond, thin like a reed but with the wide shouldered stance of a former football player. His height was emphasized by the outdated hightop fade rising alongside well-shaped ears that stood out from his strong neck like two cups. Blue Jordache jeans fit his well-formed legs flatteringly, but rose an unfashionable inch above the ankle of his Converse hightop sneakers.

Chance walked toward them as Babe whispered his name with dread.

“Matthew.”


Chapter Two

The Confrontation

It was clear to Babe that their evening of drinking had started earlier.

Their slurred voices rode above the jukebox music, making his stomach churn with discomfort.

Before landing at the Lark Bar, Babe had driven the perimeter where Darrell’s apartment was, searching for Matthew’s low, white Supra along the curb, circling in increasingly wider circumference before consigning himself to the probability that the two of them were somewhere in Philadelphia. It had never occurred to him they would end up here, at the end of the universe, just as he had.

The two of them passed a conspiratorial look when Chance approached, parting like the Red Sea to allow him to rest between them. Babe observed from his darkened space with sickening dread, immobile and disassociated. This game had gotten old. Two summers past when he had found out, Matthew had promised it had been a one-time fluke, encouraged by disinhibition encouraged by too much liquor. He swore it would never happen again. Babe had chosen to believe him. Believing a lie was an easier option than paying a mortgage by oneself, easier than thinking he was no longer the object of Matthew’s desire. But when the late nights once again turned to no shows, he had known why.

He wondered if the less than fluid body language was due to the liquor Chance had imbibed or just youthful inexperience. Even from his distance, Babe was able to read the minute signals the two men gave each other, so it had to be glaringly obvious up close. He considered the possibility that Chance might be deliberately ignoring those signals. The wide flashing smiles, the hand gestures ordering more drinks, followed by hands grazing shoulders, then belt buckles, heads lowered to allow lips to murmur into ears all sickened him, but he sat there immobile in his rage, unable to move.

He worked on a confrontation scenario where he would storm across the room, do a full out passive aggressive Bette Davis in Beyond the Forest. Let his eyes sweep melodramatically from one to the other and bark out a withering bon mot, “I thought I smelled failure and delusion! What a big disappointment. Make that an average sized one.” Or maybe he could go all Cher in Moonstruck; storm over, gasp in surprise before slapping the dogfuck out of Matthew and yelp, “Snap out of it!”

Instead, he sat there. Time melted the ice in his glass to water. The ancient ritual played out before him, and he did nothing. They walked around to the vestibule toward the restrooms, oblivious of his presence except for Chance, who briefly, triumphantly glared in his direction as they hurtled into the men’s room.

Racism would not permit this act of spontaneity. The bartender walked out from his post and over to the restrooms. Babe couldn’t hear above Peggy Lee’s self-aware warbling, but he could read the tension in the man’s facial expression, note the vein throbbing in his neck as he stood at the doorway, speaking animatedly into the interior. The three figures walked out. He could hear Matthew’s familiar slurred base as they stormed past the man, walked around and passed the bar area amidst the gaping stares of titillated patrons, and out through the back fire exit. Babe hunched down in his seat, certain he would be spotted, but the power of ethanol always outweighed Matthew’s powers of perception.

Babe sighed in relief. His big confrontation had been delayed. He didn’t know how long he sat there staring into his empty glass, finally drinking the dregs that had melded with melted ice, ignoring the blatant stare across the room he knew meant it was either time to renew his drink order or stop taking up space.

He slowly rose and walked out through the strobes, not taking his glass to the bar—fuck him—heading down the fire escape to the dimly lit parking lot. The sole source of light sat on the far end of the parking area, abutting an alley that ran past, leading to the subsidized apartments further down the road. The reek of garbage wafted on the air from the sanitation company further down the road, causing Babe to crinkle his nose in displeasure.

There was no sign of Matthew or his Supra. He sighed, imagining they had driven back into Norristown to Darrell’s house. He considered driving there himself, but the five-story walk up had no doorbell, requiring visitors to shout the name of their intended party. He did not see himself screaming on the streets of Norristown while his man obliviously fornicated several stories above him.

Babe had parked beyond the lot, hiding his jeep behind the hulk of a dumpster. He wasn’t sure why he had hidden his car, other than not wanting anyone to know he had been reduced to this, lurking in small-town watering holes. As he passed the trashcans at the landing of the fire escape, movement caught his peripheral vision. He turned, and there they were.

The sublevels of the bar housed rooms for let, and there was a narrow passageway leading from the entrance of the rented rooms that bled out to the street in front of the building. There, three dark forms undulated, separating then merging, then separating again in a microcosm of illicit, wet sounds and pixels of light from the glare of the streetlight beyond. Babe walked back toward the passageway, his eyes adjusting to make logic of the rapidly shifting shapes before him.

His heart thumped the dull sound of blood into his ears. His breath thickened in his lungs as he struggled to remain calm, tried to collect his thoughts, and draw in even breaths. He heard his shoes crunching on the gravel and the whispered drone of alcohol-fueled instructions merge with wet, sickeningly familiar sounds.

The tableau before him was not what he had expected. His first, uncontrollable response was an acknowledgement of the aesthetic beauty of the bodies before him, and how lovely the combination of dark blended with gold and creamy white in a whorl of complimentary shades. Beyond that, he was shocked at the positioning. He had expected to find Chance on his knees. Instead, Matthew was positioned there, emitting loud, embarrassingly amateurish slurping sounds. Fury replaced shock. He would have preferred to find his boyfriend at least fucking a young wigger twink rather than this. He would have preferred Matthew to be in either of the other two positions.

Babe leaned against the wall and folded his arms across his chest. His calm pose belied the condition of his soul. Involved as they were, they were unaware of his presence until he spoke, low and sultry. “You might need some K-Y to help with that, Darrell.”

Darrell turned his entire body toward the voice, the dick in his hand pointing pallidly toward him.

“Ever since you first fucked my boyfriend, I wondered what it was. If maybe the dick was better. Now I see—”

Babe wasn’t able to finish his sentence. Chance gave a yelp of surprise as Matthew pushed past him, charging toward Babe with an angry snarl. “You sneaky bitch! What are you doing out here? Trolling for dick?”

He collided into Babe, and both slammed into the cement wall. Babe stiffened his arms in front of him and pushed Matthew off. Darrell staggered forward and swung a fist at Babe but missed.

“What the fuck?” Confusedly, Chance yanked up his pants, lunged forward, and grabbed at Darrell’s torso. He was able to gain control of him because Darrell had not bothered to pull up his pants.

As Matthew scrambled to throttle Babe, they fell to the ground with Babe on top. He sat on Matthew and screamed, “You’re done. We are done. Don’t even bother to come back for your shit. I don’t want to see you again.”

“That’s my house too. I ain’t going nowhere.”

“You go stay with your buddy, there. I’m sick of this.” He jabbed an angry, accusing finger toward Darrell.

Darrell yanked free of Chance’s grip and pulled up his pants, then came forward and put a hand on Matthew’s shoulder. Matthew angrily pulled free. “The fuck off me, man!”

“Come on. You can stay at my place. Y’all can talk it out in a couple days. Y’all too mad right now.”

Babe laughed and stood up. “Nobody mad. Couple of days my ass. This is a done deal. Finally.”

Police sirens wailed dimly, getting louder. A head laden with a neon scarf corralling big pink curlers bobbled out of a low window. “I called the cops! You assholes better clear out of here!”

Matthew and Darrell walked out through the vestibule toward the front of the building, teetering unsteadily. Babe’s heart lurched at the sight. He scanned the ground near his feet for a rock to throw at them, forcing himself to calm down when Chance put a tentative hand on his shoulder.

“You okay?”

Too numb to speak, Babe shook his head. If he tried to formulate words or thoughts, he would dissolve into a thousand pieces.

“I didn’t know, man. You know? I never would have rolled out if I hadda— “

“Don’t sweat it. I was waiting for my chance anyway. You did me a favor.”

“I mean it, though. My bad, man.”

Babe managed a raspy, “Yeah.”

“So, it’s really a wrap? Just like that? You seriously going to end it on a humbug, no preamble?”

Babe barked in derision, “Oh there’s been plenty of preamble. Believe that.” He dusted off the dirt on his pants and turned to head toward his car.

Chance tightened his belt and hopped behind him across the lot. “Hey, man. No offense or nothing, think you could give me a ride home? I don’t know if those lunatics might circle back.”

He kept walking toward his Jeep, signaling for Chance to follow.

Babe fired the ignition and backed out of the space. Chance, energized by the proceedings, rambled constantly.

“Wow, man. That was intense, yo. Like, why didn’t you flatten dude? I mean, he’s been fucking your man, right? He had a beat down coming, you ask me.”

“If the recent scenario is any indication, I’m not sure he was capable of doing much fucking. And if he deserved a beat down, then wouldn’t you deserve one too?”

Chance laughed appreciatively. “I’m glad he couldn’t get it up. I really wasn’t too keen on getting plowed in an alley.”

Babe rolled his eyes. “Seriously? You didn’t seem to be averse to it.”

Chance held onto the door strap as the vehicle careened out into the main street. They zoomed past Darrell and Matthew walking along Dekalb Street toward Matthew’s car. They both jumped reflexively as a loud warped metallic sound erupted on one side of the Jeep.

“No way, man. Did they throw a brick at your shit? That’s some shit. Ain’t it? You caught him fucking, but he’s the one that’s pissed off?”

Babe tamped down on the accelerator, his blood boiling. Chance’s constant droning was fast becoming annoying. The quicker he got rid of him, the better he would feel. He needed to be alone to process everything that had just taken place.

Chance went on obliviously. “Just like when you rolled up on us. I thought he’d be all ‘Bay, I’m so sorry. Bay they raping me, I didn’t want to do this.’ Or even ‘Bay, what you talking about? This really ain’t me you see fucking this niggah’ cause you know cheating-ass negros be lyin’ they ass off.’ Man, one time I was messing around with this slut puppy, right. I took him over to the Lark, and some fish was there, so dude was all embarrassed about being spooked at a gay spot, right, so he was trying to fuck her right in front of my face! I mean, I know he wasn’t my man or nothing, but damn, right in front of me? And then, I gets home, right, and don’t you know his dumb ass gone come following me still trying to fuck? Crazy!”

Babe turned on Oak Street. “You’re on Airy, right?”

Chance paused. “Yeah. How you know that? Hold up, I thought we was going to go to your place, no?”

“No.”

“Well, come on. You don’t want to hang?” Chance’s voice became strangely husky, a drunken approximation of sultriness.

“Not really. I’m kind of out of it. What’s happened is a lot to process.”

He put his hand on Babe’s leg and began to meander it up his thigh. “Yeah. I get that. You don’t need to be alone, though, at a time like this. Let’s just chill. No pressure. Just a chill night.”

Babe hoped he kept his face devoid of a smirk as he jammed on the brakes and the Jeep careened to a sudden halt. He grabbed Chance’s hand and gently moved it back toward his own lap.

“No,” he laughed despite being puzzled by Chance’s behavior. He was also puzzled about why he was suddenly angry with him about his part in the night’s events even though he knew Purple Braids had not done anything intentionally hurtful to him. “Thanks. But I’m good.”

Chance would not be dissuaded. He slit his eyes and pursed his lips in what Babe assumed was a barbaric approximation of allure. Babe leaned forward. Chance closed his eyes and puckered. Babe reached over, opened the door, and nudged him out.

“Thanks for your help, man. You’re trashed. Go sleep it off.”

Chance struggled to gain footing as he tumbled out of the Jeep. He glared across the leather seats, sputtering incredulously.

“What? You trying to decide whether you should call me a nigger again? If it will make you feel better, go ahead.”

Chance glared angrily, hands on his hips, seemingly at a loss for words. The door opened behind him, and a woman swore at him to bring his ass in the house as Babe skidded loudly into gear and sped off.


Chapter Three

Vacancy

Immediate availability

cozy 1 bdrm - 1st flr. apartment

quiet building

$500 pr mnth.

(sec. 8 welcome) inquire within

 

Leviticus Street sat on a shady pocket of Norristown’s West End. At the end of the block sat what had once been a robust elementary school, named after a racist president. In the early part of the twentieth century, its classrooms were filled with the well-fed children of factory and mill workers from the steel mills, cigar factories, and corsetieres of the surrounding areas. The grand houses on Leviticus Street once lodged large families with spacious kitchens where housewives baked pound cakes and roasted chickens. Dark cavernous basements housed washrooms offering a cool reprieve on hot summer days, its ceilings strung with wire to hang unmentionables. Spacious backyards offered a breeze, rippling damp uniforms and brickyard aprons drying on clotheslines as toddlers played hide-and-seek amongst the billowing sheets.

As the century waned, those large homes lost their luster. Children grew into disenfranchised adults, moving far away from factories reeking of working-class ideals into more affluent suburbs abutting business parks and tech firms. Newly minted suburbanites obliviously ignored dwindling warehouse jobs in favor of rapidly expanding information industries, chasing jobs in America’s booming global industries.

Enterprising families left behind, unable to secure a way out, rented out rooms vacated by their disenfranchised children in an effort to supplement diminished coffers. Other families finally relented, selling to those previously forbidden access: —African Americans, who excitedly moved in, cashing in on an illusion of status and prosperity the West End no longer had.

Upwardly mobile African Americans, armed with better job opportunities of the information age even in the face of discrimination, surged from the east to the west side. But by then the once grand homes had become a shadow of their former glory. The once spacious rooms were paneled over, hardwood floors covered with cheaper, easy to replace low nap carpeting. Staircases were divided with particle board to deconstruct single family homes into apartments and rooming houses.

Avaricious real estate agents convinced the German, the Italian, and the Jewish old guard to sell low, terrified them with tales of white flight and encroaching populations of a darker hue. Fearing they might be left behind, they relinquished their homes to the young Black professionals eager to own a space of their own.

It was the cavernous, Victorianesque-styled house on Leviticus Street with the large porch that wrapped around the front like a protective arm Babe and Matthew had been drawn to. The property had been hacked into two units, cheaply installed drywall creating two abodes from one. This added to its allure as Babe had read an article in Black Enterprise magazine about smart homeownership and multiple streams of revenue via rental property.

His mother had scoffed at the idea of any home in Norristown being a sound investment, fixing her withering glare at him, saying little; relying on the power a few well-placed phrases had always been the most effective method for controlling Babe’s actions. This time, he had ignored her, allowing the simple lure of the slightly askew Adirondack chairs, the brilliant green of the philodendron bursting from a blue clay pot, and the homey feeling of the looped pull on the shade on the front door to telegraph a message of home he was not getting from the cramped apartment at the rear of a podiatrists office he and Matthew had been sharing at the time (not to mention the five-hundred-dollar rental unit that would pay nearly half their mortgage).

Babe ignored the slightly disreputable feel, ignored his misgivings. It felt safe. The houses were mostly clustered, but still felt scattershot. There was an alley splitting the block in half, allowing sanitation trucks access to rear alleys where trash was set to the curb for pickup.

The farthest end of the street offered a laundromat at one corner and an antiques store at the other.

On warm summer nights, Miss Imogene Vant would pull a lawn chair out onto the sidewalk and string the chord from her small TV through a window so she could watch Knots Landing reruns. Or she would drag out her rusty grill and burn a few franks while she helped Angela Fletcher solve the newest mystery on Murder, She Wrote.

Babe was always horrified at such rampant displays of trailer park behavior outside the confines of a trailer park, but on his way back from picking up his order of broccoli chicken from Number 92 Kitchen, across from the laundromat, he couldn’t help but rest a hand on her shoulder and tsk-tsk along at Abby Ewing and Valene’s shenanigans.

Miss Imogene’s constant sidewalk presence, while somewhat alarming to him, was also a comfort in the absence of home alarm systems. Miss Vant observed all activity within the eyesight of her windowpane.

Across the alley from Miss Vant lived the only Latino family on the block (but Babe believed they were passing themselves off as Italian). A small, bronzed woman of indeterminate age lived with her three sons in one of the few houses still intact, unblemished by subdivision and room letting, having managed to avoid the ravages of Reaganomics, recessions, and great depressions of the last century. Babe was grateful one of those sons had little use for blinds, offering vicarious views of him masturbating fitfully on a bed of artfully rumpled sheets most every evening. He watched along, sighing languidly at his windowpane, imagining guttural grunts while watching the tendons in his thighs tighten and his broad feet arch against the headboard.

The vacancy sign Babe had posted in the front window of the first-floor apartment of his duplex was the same advertisement that had been in the local paper. There had been a few curious inquiries, callers asking inane questions about whether utilities were included with the listed rental price or if the apartment came with cable. After a month had gone by with no serious offers, Babe was starting to panic.

For the first two weeks after the dust up at the Lark Bar, Matthew had been respectfully absent, allowing Babe the solitude he had asked for. Babe assumed those two weeks had passed with Matthew and Darrell reveling in the novelty of uninterrupted drug use. Knowing what a mean drunk he could be, Babe knew it would only be so long before Darrell tired of living with him. By the third week, Matthew had begun stopping by uninvited, letting himself into their apartment with his key, making hollow promises of loyalty when sober and threats of violent acts when not.

Babe had managed to keep him at bay for an additional two weeks, but by the end of the month, with no prospects for the rental property he needed to bolster the mortgage payment, he began to reluctantly reconsider whether he might be able to tolerate staying with Matthew. He was terrified of defaulting on his loan and being put out on the streets or worse, needing to ask his parents for help.

When Alise knocked on the door to inquire as to whether the apartment was still available, Babe sighed in relief, praying a solution to his dilemma was personified by the short, stout woman standing on the porch threshold. She adjusted the strap of her vinyl shoulder bag across her bosom, sweating in the heat of high noon.

“It is.” He grinned as he did a quick perusal. Her home-dyed auburn hair was styled in a beveled angle that swept down across one darkly rimmed eye. The darkness of her lipstain and her make-up made her light skin seem even lighter with just a slight hint of coloring on her plush, freckled cheeks and the tips of the ears peeping through the hair tucked behind them. She wore large gold-hoop earrings that Babe gauged to be real. “Would you like to take a look?”

She beamed happily. “If I could, that would be great. I just happened to drive past when I was taking my car to the mechanic and saw the sign.”

He stepped back, waving her into the narrow vestibule. There were two doors at the opposite end of the short hallway, numbered one and two. The door to number one stood slightly ajar.

Babe pressed himself against the wall to allow her to get by him. She appeared to be assessing the width of the space as she approached the door. She wore snug denims and a plain violet shirt, but he noticed her ballet flats were made of good leather, pressed into oval shapes by her plump feet.

“It’s a one-bedroom unit, but there’s plenty of space.”

They walked into the darkened living room where two tall windows faced the alley of the house next door. The beige, low-nap carpet was lined with fresh vacuum tracks, leading into the bedroom, which faced the front of the house, boasting the huge, bowed window looking out onto the shaded porch where they had just been standing.

Babe continued nervously, anxiously, “The one drawback is that the bedroom is at the front, so you hear all the traffic from the street and also my comings and goings.”

“Oh? You live here too? How’s the landlord? Is he on top of fixing things when they break down?”

Babe bit back his annoyance. Why was it, he wondered, that people were so quick to assume that the landlord had to be some cranky old white man. Even his own kind presumed that Black people didn’t have shit.

“That’s me,” he said through clenched teeth. “I’m the landlord.”

“Oh, but that’s wonderful. I would feel much safer, being a woman alone, knowing the landlord is only steps away.”

Alise walked out of the bedroom, across to the rear of the house, into the narrow kitchen with a meager gas stove and a heavy, midcentury porcelain sink. “Y’all take Section 8?”

Babe now gave her a more critical, discerning once-over. “Section 8? Yes, we do.”

He was partly leery. Section 8, government-assisted subsidized rental payments, usually indicated the grantee was unemployed. He didn’t like the idea of someone sitting around the house all day, running up the water and heating bills, watching his every coming and going. But he also considered the reliability it promised. Payments would always be on time.

Alise said, “I just got approved by the assistance office. It’s just for four fifty though.”

“Well, the rent’s five…so…”

Babe did an inward eye roll. So this bitch doesn’t have a job and doesn’t have enough to pay the rent. He imagined her sitting around on her big ass all day long, frying chicken necks and fatback.

“I could front you the extra fifty, if you okay with that?”

So now she wanted him to break the damn law. What she was proposing was what was known in the Black community as the hook up. But it was illegal. You were supposed to take whatever amount had been determined by the waiver, and the tenant was required to find an apartment that was within the range of that waiver. But what the fuck. He figured people like him, like her, sometimes had to rely on these intricate subterfuges to navigate in the grossly uneven playing field of Black/white relations just to get a leg up and stay afloat when it seemed that everything was stacked to make survival far more difficult than it was for others.

Alise briefly checked the tiny bathroom at the very back of the house, which, in a previous life when the building had been one full living abode, had been the shed. She turned around to re-enter the kitchen which had no dishwasher, nor microwave.

“Oh, there’s a basement?”

The knowledge of a basement perked her up. Babe nodded and opened the door leading down to the cool sublevel.

“It’s not finished or anything. But there’s a washer and dryer hookup. If you bring one of your own, I’d have to charge an extra ten dollars for water usage.” Babe knew if she brought her own appliances, he would not be responsible to pay for repairs.

“This is a lovely apartment, Mr…?”

He smiled. “Perry. Balthazar Perry. Thank you.”

“This porch is perfect. I can sit out here in the evenings and read my Bible. And there is the Church of the Holy Redeemer right up the street.”

“You go to that church? That’s Presbyterian, isn’t it?”

Alise shook her head. “I’m AME. But I like being in walking distance to a house of worship. It keeps my spirit grounded.”

Babe bit back the urge to shout a facetious, won’t He do it? He needed the tenant as much as she needed him. It wouldn’t be smart to mock her, at least not if she might be able to tell he was mocking her. Removing all expression from his face, he tried to channel an expression of devotion. A mousy, Bible-thumping holy roller with a Section 8 voucher was as close to a sure thing as he could hope for.

“Tell you what I’ll give you the extra fifty for first, last and security right now. That’s one fifty. Then all I need to work on is getting you a check for what the agency will pay you. If you can tell them you’re charging me four fifty, we can hook up the rest between us, right? How’s that sound?”

“Ok. I have one question. You’re getting Section 8, right? So how will you be able to pay the extra money?”

“Oh, that won’t be a problem. I’m an RN. I can always pick up hours through my agency. I’ve taken some time off. My husband recently passed. Well, it’s been a few years now, but still, I’ve needed more down time to get myself together from all that.”

He nodded. “Oh, I feel you. I’m so sorry for your loss. Getting back on your feet after you’ve experienced such a terrible event takes time getting used to.”

“Oh. I’m glad he’s gone. The motherfucker was cheating around on me from day one. Probably since the honeymoon. At least I don’t have to lay eyes on the bastard.”

Babe commiserated. How nice it would be to have no worries about randomly coming across Matthew in his day-to-day travels. He briefly reveled in the image of an Amtrak Zephyr plowing into Matthew’s unfashionably clothed body.

“You know what? I have a feeling about you. I think we might be kindred spirits. At least we seem to be at similar places in our lives. Let’s do this. When did you want to move in?”

Alise grinned effusively. “As soon as possible.”

“Well, let’s get this paperwork taken care of, and you can move in as soon as everything clears.”

He extended his hand, and Alise shook it, the two of them smiling broadly.

After having her fill out the rental application form he had bought from Staples, he showed her out, then breathed a sigh of relief. His money problems were solved.

He had never had any intention to run a credit check on the woman. He didn’t have money to spare for that. He and Matthew had rented out the apartment many times during the four-year time span since they purchased the duplex. They never bothered with credit checks. Babe relied on instinct. Instinct was the asset he relied on through a childhood fraught with dangerous potential virtually unscathed, and so he had continued to use it through his formative years as his primary means for decision making.

As he walked into the living room of his upper-level apartment, he examined Alise’s looping swirls on the signature of her hastily completed application form. He had read somewhere a hard right slant in handwriting indicated a reliable personality, committed to tasks and directness. His impromptu handwriting analysis led him to believe Alise was a dependable person, who would pay her rent promptly. He would give her a call tomorrow. He tossed the earnest money she had offered onto the large green-tinted-glass tabletop in front of the low-slung red leather sofa, and giving a shout of relief, Babe had a vague sense of unease from the beginning. He admittedly sensed something off-kilter, something more than the bureaucratic lie of a payment discrepancy. That, in and of itself, was no big deal. He sensed something else, some other thing lurking beneath the surface that he couldn’t put his finger on. What he didn’t know, could not have known then was how many branches the lie would sprout.


Chapter Four

The Cat and the Fox

Sitting on the carpeted steps leading to the covered hot tub, Rueben rooted in his pocket for his bag of Twizzlers. His heart skipped when he counted only four ribbons left. He mushed them into one branch and hastily chewed off a big hunk.

A white Persian cat mewled and rubbed against his bare feet. He picked her up and rubbed her against his cheek, now sticky with candy. Pretzel, their wizened dachshund, yipped for attention. Rueben scolded him for being jealous and rifled fingertips through his stiffened coat.

Although it was midday, all the blinds in the house were drawn, casting every room in gray shadow. A dark pallor fell upon bare surfaces of empty rooms, spaces where furniture had previously sat now reflected a paler spot on the carpet as a reminder of what was no longer there. Even out here, on the sunporch at the rear of the house, most light was missing. When the destroyers had swooped in, tossing and pillaging every item they lay their gloves on, the white witch, with her tightly pulled back hair and pointy red talons, had demanded the blinds be left in place.

Mama had stormed the white witch’s heels, beseeching her to be kind. To give them an extra week. But the white witch had continued to breech each room, acting as though Mama wasn’t even there, her cold blue eyes darting hither and yon, assessing each and every item, approving a few old, heavy pieces of furniture she treasured, shaking her head at most other items.
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