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Foreword

 

History, as it is most often taught, is an exercise in selection. What appears on the page is rarely the full record of what occurred; it should only be seen as what survived approval: the parts that were decided to be written, preserved, funded, or deemed worthy of repetition. For Black Americans in particular, much of what shaped daily life never entered official archives, history books, or classrooms. It was spoken, remembered, whispered, warned about, or carried forward inside families and communities where memory itself became a form of resistance.

This book exists because absence does not dictate nonexistence.

For generations, stories such as this were deliberately excluded from the historical ledger. Not because they lacked significance, but because they challenged the narratives that power preferred to tell about itself. Violence was softened. Exploitation was reframed as order. Survival was mistaken for silence. What could not be justified was buried and what could not be erased was distorted.

Yet the stories endured.

These legacies persisted through the shorthand of the porch such as narratives preserved in the calculated silences of elders, and the eerie precision of details too rhythmic to be accidental. They lived in the recurrence of names mentioned without context, and in cautionary tales that remained cryptic until one learned to read history from the soil up, rather than the authoritarian down. Much of this testimony finds a sudden, sharp resonance in the archival record. Patterns once dismissed as peripheral are now understood to be the very foundation of the American narrative. Yet, a vast portion of these lives remains outside the reach of formal corroboration. This absence is not a failure of memory but a byproduct of an architecture of occurrences that was specifically designed to be an exclusive residence.

This novel draws from that contested space between recorded history, and inherited memory.

The Omission of Billy Seldom does not claim to offer a definitive account of a single life, nor does it attempt to resolve the tension between fact and fiction. Instead, it occupies the more honest position: that truth often survives not as a clean narrative, but as accumulation of voices, impressions, injustices, and reckonings that resist neat classification. The events depicted here echo realities that were lived by many even when the names, dates, and outcomes were altered by necessity, caution, fear of exposure, or protection of silence.

What has long been described as “hidden history” is not hidden at all. It has simply been disregarded purposely.

To write this novel required a willingness to engage material that has traditionally been treated as marginal, uncomfortable, inaccurate, or unsuitable for polite historical discourse. It also required acknowledging that restraint, which often praised as objectivity, has frequently functioned as another form of erasure. Silence also has politics. Choosing not to speak should not be seen as neutral.

This volume represents not an act of whimsical invention but a rigorous labor of articulation. These stories were never absent, they are merely waiting for individuals willing to endure the pejorative labels of disruptive or transgressive for insisting upon their inherent existence. There is no audacity in the telling; the true nerve resides in the persistent, collective pretense that these lives, and stories attached to them, were ever a fiction.

If these chapters evoke a certain psychic tremor, it is because they press against the tectonic fault lines beneath a curated and manicured past. If the text appears confrontational, its motive is not provocation, but the restoration of a three-dimensional humanity to lives that a flattened history has sought to ignore. Where this work resonates, it does so because the reader acknowledges that every omission carries a profound, compounding consequence.

This is a solitary endeavor to recalibrate the ledger, not by substituting one monolithic orthodoxy for another, but by widening the frame until long-suppressed, subterranean truths are finally allowed to surface.

The stories have always existed.

Here, Kavi Ocktiv brings one of them into language.

 

— Dr. Simone Bellamy

Preface

 

 

 

This novel occupies the extremely slender modicum of space between what can be ethically accepted and what can be emotionally endured. It is a work of somewhat historical fiction, yet it is also an act of testimony forged from the memory of survivors, from stories passed through generations, from the few records that persisted, and from the profound silence of those that were lost. Some names have been changed. Some scenes have been shaped by imagination. The conditions have not.

 

I entered this story more as a visitor than its author. The voice you hear is a composite that was drawn from oral tradition, archival fragments, and the lived logic of a time when survival required invention, poise, innovation, resilience, as well as sacrifice. Where the records get quiet, the story continues. That continuation was not trickery; it is a necessity. Entire lives such as these went undocumented, misnamed, misfiled, ignored, or erased purposely. This book stands with those omissions.

 

The language used within is of its period. The dialect is intentional. The language within these pages is not an ornament; it is an artifact. Spoken, shouted, written into law, and carried as weapons. They are not used casually, nor for color. They are part of the historical weather. To sand them away would be to falsify the air they breathed then, and in most cases, the same air that we breathe today.

 

What follows is not meant to be comfortable. It is meant to be faithful.

 

I offer this work to the ancestors whose stories were buried rather than recorded, and to the living who still feel their weight. If you are seeking for a clean ledger, this is not it. If you are willing to sit with contradiction, with beauty alongside brutality, racism that still dwells, tenderness beside terror, then read on.

 

This is only a single story pulled from a field of deliberate absences. Stories as this rarely reach the history books, classrooms, or even American folklore mentions. Not by accident, but by design. They were, and still are considered inconvenient, dangerous, and threatening to preserve, so they were left to rot in memory, mislabeled, or erased altogether.

 

What follows was not exceptional. 

 

It was typical.



Fragment 1 
Me and the Mulatto Gator

 

Me and the Mulatto Gator

 

 

 

 

Darkness. The total kind. The kind that makes a man ask the one question he never wants answered: did I die?

Or did some jive cat put me in the ground? Some crumb-cake grifter. Or maybe one of them bad built, flat bottomed blond canaries I shoved off finally sang me a lullaby with a lead pipe solo. I can’t remember through this head poundin’… my memory’s a scrambled mess. I feel like ten miles of bad road after a three-day binge; every rut; every pothole; every wrong turn.

I tried to lift my right duke. No dice. The left? Stuck fast. Tied. To somethin’. A chair, I figured, ‘cause I’m sittin’ upright like I’m waitin’ for a sermon I don’t wanna hear.

As my conscience dribbled back, I felt it. A wet spot on my shirt, warm, sticky, with a pain thumpin’ in time underneath. Hell. My cane is gone. Must’ve took a tumble. I squinted through the nothin’, and that’s when I saw it: a faint, yellow line of light under a door. And voices… muffled. Sound like ofay’s. No soul, no cool in the tone. Flat and sharp as a banker’s ledger. 

… Yeah, I’m sure it’s ofay’s.

 

The smell comin’ off’a me is loud as a booze-soaked bar rag, and the last thing I can remember is leavin’ The Manhattan rattled and stiff in a Chicago overcoat.

This ain’t just bad. This is the kind of shit that gets a man like me buried. The taste of old pennies filled my mouth. I’d definitely taken a whack to the kisser. My tongue found a fresh, empty space where a tooth used to be. Back one, too. 

Bastards.

 I spat on the floor. The sound bounced back at me. Hollow. Thin. As though the dark itself was answerin’. Place felt empty. Big. All that space and I was trussed up in a chair dead center like a museum piece in my own nightmare.

 

Then I caught a voice outside. One of them ofay’s…carryin’ through the door with that Irish accent. 

I heard him say—

“Can’t wait to finish ’em meself, so I can’t… I’m itch-in’ to blow their wigs clean off, aye. They ain’t seein’ no next birthdays… no, not a one of ’em. Soon as I get the say-so, they’re done, boyo.”

 

They? Who the hell is they?

 

That’s when I heard it. A scuffle. A low moan. Then a full-throated scream, and it wasn’t a broad. It was another Joe. Another soul stuck in this hole with me. They screamed again, a blood-curdlin’ sound that set my ears ringin’. I didn’t know what to do. I bent down and spoke into the dark. 

“Hey… hey… button that yap ‘fore you get us both fitted for a wooden bed.”

 Too late.

 The door swung open. 

 

Light from the other room poured in and stabbed me clean in the eyes. A polished ofay stood in the doorway, wearin’ some wacky suit, calm as a church deacon, wipin’ his hands on a towel like he just finished supper. Behind him was three more pale faces, all dressed sharp, and every last one of ’em had eyes locked on our little prison.

The peckerwood in the doorway took a gander at me, saw I wasn’t the one makin’ noise, and his eyes slid to the floor next to my chair. That’s where the other cat was… hog-tied, moanin’, breathin’ like every pull of air cost him. Dressed to the nines in a sharp shirt, pressed slacks with a clean apron tied neat over it, shoes shinin’ like wet stone. In the corner, a feathered gray hat sat all crumpled up like somebody’d stomped the pride right out it.

The ofay gave a sharp kick to the man’s ribs.

“Not another peep out of ye, mook,” he said in a flat, cold voice. “Keep flappin’ that gob and they won’t even know it’s you on the slab, I tell ye… won’t be worth so much as a lousy five-spot.”

 

The light confirmed it—the joe on the floor was a mulatto cat with hair slicked back sharp enough to cut. The ofay kicked him one more time for good measure, then turned to split. Before he stepped out, his eyes caught mine for a second. 

A promise. Mean and direct. 

I didn’t move.

Didn’t flinch. 

Didn’t even blink. 

 

The door slammed shut, plungin’ us back into dark with just the other dude’s whimpers for company. From the floor, the mulatto gator screamed at the man’s back.… swearin’ up a cyclone, talkin’ wild ‘bout how he was gonna kill the ofay, or have him tracked down, or hunted like a dog—or somethin’… just a whole lotta gobbledygook.

“Pipe down,” I whispered in his direction. “You can’t get nothin’ happenin’ with a unleveled noggin.” 

Then the drip in that cheap suit from earlier booted the door.

BAM!

“Shut yer blasted howlin’ in there!”

 

After the cat finally quit screamin’ like a baby missin’ his mama, he started rappin’ at me. 

“Hey… I know you. Your name’s Billy? It is, isn’t it?”

“What the hell it matter what my name is? Names ain’t important,” I whispered “Keepin’ the rest of my choppers in my damn grill and gettin’ out this trap is my only flip. Not makin’ pals. Besides, if you knew my name, what the hell would it change? Now be a church mouse, and don’t bump them gums ‘less it’s a plan groovy enough to get me untied.”

 

The cat finally calmed his jets so I let the silence hang. Checked my coat best I could. No bulge. No weight. Roscoe’s gone. My mouth was still leakin’ blood like a busted pump, and that’s when it clicked… the warm, wet patch spreadin’ through the middle of my shirt wasn’t sweat… It was my own life seepin’ out.

I gotta think. Think hard.

One part of my brain is diggin’ for what landed me in this shit. The other is scratchin’ for a way out of this rock and wedge I’m stuck between. 

Think.

That’s when I felt it. A cold draft on my bare feet. No stompers. No socks. This whole scene was makin’ less and less sense by the second.

After about sixty ticks of the clock in my head, another piece fell into place. The ofay’s in the next room had gone dead quiet. I didn’t hear ’em leave - no shufflin’, no boots, no door slammin’. Just… nothin’.

 Maybe they cleared out. Maybe they stepped off to grab Irish stew or somethin’. Either way, I knew what I was hearin’ when they did talk. The cats sounded Irish - no question. I recognized that lilt, that lil’ sing-song way of runnin’ their mouths as if every word had music in it.

 

As I drifted in and out, the blackness behind my eyelids started to turn Grey. I forced my eyes open against their will. The line under the door had brightened. Not from a bulb, but from the pale, clean light of the mornin’ sun.

If ain’ know no better, I’d figure that room was empty. They’d left me and this octoroon negro here to be damned.

A dull ache still gums up my leg from that Jim Crow trolley incident with the ofay three years back. But right now, I’m in a real jam, and I can’t tell if I’m nursin’ a new slug in my head or just a shiv wound to match the clammy, damp shirt stuck to my ribs.

 

On top of the whole heap, this lame tied up on the floor is startin’ his yap again.

“Hey… December. You awake up there?”

I just sat and let the quiet just echo for a second, but this sucker kept offerin’ chin-music, tryin’ to get me to spill, so I finally gave him the business. 

“The hell do you want, man? You better have a solid scheme to spring us from this gluepot.”

“Well… I ain’t got a real plan yet. But I know we both gotta blow this joint. I know your rep… who you are. Not all of it, but some. The whole circuit does. I’ve even heard about your main guy. Terry Capaldi.”

 

How did this sad apple know Terry and me was in cahoots? I’ve made some noise in my line of work, but I tried to keep my head down. I guess the dope gets out sooner or later.

“Spill it, then. How you know that name, and what’s your angle? You a stoolie? A fly cop or somethin’?”

“No, not a cop or fink. I’m Alfonse. Alfonse Tatum. I work over at the Manhattan Club. You know, the swell spot on Howard? I tend bar, wait tables, carry bags for the big spenders. I was actually your waiter the other night. It was a real pleasure to meet you, sir.” he whispered.

“Applesauce. How you know my connection to Terry? Speak up or clam up.”

He was quiet for a second. Then he laid it out: 

“I’m Judith’s half-brother.”

 

The name dropped in the dark like a hot nickel - Judith. Judith… oh, Judith… that lil’ firecracker. Truth is, I never did care for that drag of a name, so I never called her that. Once upon a time, she was my top doll. A fine fox of the first water, and she could clean the clocks of every high-roller that was sent her way. Senators, governors, even had a couple’a big-wig judges in Jefferson County on a string.

I scooped her up off the dirt on Highway 24 in Mississippi, back in 1912. She was a sight, hitchhikin’ in a day dress with long sleeves, neckline higher than a preacher’s collar, and one of them bell-shaped cloche hats with a few strands of that jet black hair sneakin’ out. Face the color of beach sand, with a frame that could stop a clock. Had a couple of suitcases at her feet, and a purse clutched tight on her shoulder.

My driver Richard pulled over, even though I knew the score… a Black john talkin’ to a white dish in those parts was askin’ for a necktie party. She was flyin’ the coop from some rich white hayseed she’d hitched her wagon to. Come to find out, I was the young, Black, city rebellion she never knew she needed.

I rapped to her for a few minutes, and she made the pitch… asked if she could come along. I brought her back to my pad in Biloxi, and laid her down for a couple days to get her mind right. And I mean right. Needless to say, she came aboard the harem. I introduced her to the rest of my stable, and we was in business from then on. Well, ‘til last week, but that’s another headache for another time.

 

What I need to dig out now is why I’m locked in the same hole with a two-bit waiter from a club.

“So, one of your parents is ofay, then. That explains that high-yellow tone o’ yours,” I grunted into the darkness. “Now, can you give me the straight dope on what the hell I’m doin’ here with you snivelin’ at my feet?”

“Well, Mr. December,” he said. His voice a nervous whisper in the dark, “I was the cat that kept you from gettin’ a bullet. You slid into the club with a few dolls, which is a rare sight, seein’ as no one ever gets a gander at you on the regular. Matter of fact, you’re a face without a face. Your name’s a ghost story nobody can pin down. The only reason I got the wire is ‘cause Judith mentioned you with the same respect she’d give the Good Lord, and she’s got an old, rough picture of you tucked in her suitcase… and…”

I let him spin his yarn, keepin’ my trap shut ’til I finally cut in.

“Alright, alright … save the fan-club fuss. Cut to the meat: who tried to put the lights out on me?”

“See, that’s the rub, sir. I’m not sure. It was two white boys who walked up to your table while you were diggin’ the band with your back turned. I was bringin’ giggle water to the next spot over. They walked you out nice and quiet. I followed ‘em. There were three more waitin’ outside when the two walked you out. Then one of the mugs—looked to be mobsters to me—gave you the business. Smacked you right in the dome with the butt of his rod and tossed you in the trunk. One of those Cadillac V16 jobs. A real nice car.”

 

Hit me in my damn head. That explains why my bean feels like Fred Astaire is tap-dancin’ on it.

 

“Yeah, that’s a sweet story,” I grunted. “But you still didn’t answer the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question. How’d you land in this stew? Why they take you?”

“‘Cause I saw the whole thing, no one else was out there, street was empty, doormen were in the club probably, and they decided to take me for a ride, too. They probably figured I was in the racket with you, or with Terry, or the girls. That’s the straight truth, I swear on my sister.”

 

Seemed I had no choice but to buy his line. He was a square, I could tell without even lookin’ him in the optics. So now I’m sittin’ here wonderin’ what ham and egg, paperboy gangsters had the stones to stuff me in a Cadillac. It didn’t make a lick o’ sense. Part of me wanted the skinny on Judith, but I was sick to death of hearin’ his annoyin’ wind.

We sat in the quiet for a stretch, as the sun crept further into the hollow room. Then, I heard a door open. Voices. Sounded like the four Mick’s exchangin’ a plan. Definitely Irish accents.

“Stay quiet,” I whispered to the mulatto negro. 

He didn’t make a peep.

The doorknob rattled, door creaked open, and sunlight from the other room pooled in, a liquid gold spill across the floor. I squinted. The silhouette of a fat man stepped in focus who looked as though he’d had one too many helpin’s at Thanksgivin’.

 

He stood there for a hot second, blockin’ the light, before his voice cut through the still.

“You,” he said, then paused. “Ye know well who we are… an’ we know damn well who ye are. We’ve got ye gator bait bastards aye, the pair o’ ye… right where we meant t’ have ye.”

He dragged a thumb along his jaw, eyin’ me the way a butcher eyes a carcass.

“Word travels,” he muttered. “Travels quicker than bad whiskey when it’s you they’re jawin’ about. You’re the buck that has them nigger-lovin’ white lads up north marchin’ in a straight line, snappin’ to attention every time ye twitch a finger. Isn’t that it now?”

He spat at the floor, a hard, wet slap on concrete.

“That shite doesn’t fly down here. Not with us. Not with the lads that built these streets with their own feckin’ blood.” He jabbed a finger into his chest. “Yer lookin’ at the boys that keep the lights on… an’ snuff ’em out whenever we fancy.”

He leaned in, his breath warm and sour, his voice dropped low and ugly to match.

“All you Puffy’s… yer finished, so ye are. D’ye hear me? Finished. That whole bloody ladder ye crawled up? We’re sawin’ it clean in half… ye been livin’ on borrowed feckin’ time. An’ d’ye know what?” He leaned in closer, the way a man leans in when he wants you to feel every word.

“Time’s up, boyo.”

His face darkened as the rooms shadows swallowed half his expression. He grabbed the front of my shirt, knuckles grindin’ into bone.

“This ain’t a warnin’, not by a long shot. This ain’t a chance t’ stroll away. This wee thing ye’ve built… this little empire o’ yers propped up on lies an’ dumb bleedin’ luck?” He tightened his grip.“It ends now. D’ye understand me? Not tomorrow. Not next week. Now.”

He let go slow, gave me a lil’ shove as he peeled his fist off my shirt, then wiped his hand down his coat like touchin’ me had dirtied him.

“Yer not leavin’ this room on your own two feet. Yer leavin’ zipped in canvas, carried by lads that won’t remember yer name ten minutes after they drop ye. I’ll see to it meself that y……”

 

 

That’s when a rap at the door cut him off… three sharp, polite knocks, the kind somebody uses when they want to seem civilized and mean trouble all the same. I sat stock-still, eyes locked on his face until he flicked his head toward the sound. 

“Go see who the hell thinks they can knock on me door,” he said without lookin’ away from me. I heard one of his boys pad up to the door and crack it open.

“Whadaya’ want?”

Outside, a voice spoke smooth as a maid polishin’ a silver tray. “Room service for Mr. Adams.”

“We ain’t order no room service, ye hillbilly gobshite. There’s no Mr. Adams here, so there isn’t. Now beat it!” The door slammed shut with the finality of a tomb bein’ sealed.

 

I turned back to Alfonse, still trussed up tight as a Sunday hog. Wrists bound. Knees drawn in. Clothes rumpled. Eyes was dartin’ around, tryin’ to read my face. The room had that stale stink… old tobacco, pee, cheap booze that’d been spilled but never wiped up, and somewhere off in the dark, a clock kept ticked steady as if the world wasn’t crooked. 

I gave him a slow shake of the head. Not dramatic. Just enough. Plain as print: don’t you so much as move a tendon. He answered with a tight nod, the kind a man gives when he’s clingin’ to the last card in his hand, and prayin’ it’s the right one. 

The fat man turned back to us, givin’ that interruption the deep six. He looked at Alfonse. 

“I’ve got ye as well, ye half-coloured, burr-headed nigger.”

Alfonse kept his lips sealed. 

Then, another knock echoed on their door. This one was harder.

“For feck’s sake, who is it now?”

“Probably another daft lad lost in the hallway. I’ll see ’em off meself.” another voice said.

 

We heard the door open. And then, sweet justice arrived in the staccato rhythm of gunfire. 

 

Pop-Pop-Pop-Pop. 

 

The fat man in the doorway flinched like a dancer hearin’ the wrong tune. He tried to scramble, to find cover, but it was way too late for that. His ticket was punched. He crumpled like a sack o’ potatoes and fell right over the sofa.

The typewriters in the next room finally choked off. Gunsmoke flooded in slow as a dirty London fog. We sat in stunned silence. The fat man was slumped over the sofa, and his body finally gave up the ghost, hittin’ the floor with a sound of wet cement.

 

Who the hell was in the next room? Am I next? Was we on the spot?

 

Just as I ran through that twenty-question survey in my head, another shadow walked up, blocked the doorway sunlight. All I saw was the silhouette of a trench coat, a fedora, and a smokin’ heater.

“Oh, jeez,” the shadow mumbled. He placed his gat on the floor. “He’s over here!” yellin’ over his shoulder. “Let’s get him outta here, we gotta blow. Now!”

It was a white man. He pulled a shiv from his trench coat and flicked on the light. “Dammit, they worked you over good,” he said.

It was Terry. My white counterpart, my business partner, my… friend, I suppose. I don’t trust ofay’s, still don’t, but Terry’s the closest thing to an honest white man I’ve ever met.

“Well, look what the damn cat found and dropped on the porch.” I grunted. “Man, get me outta this rat maze.”

“The hell’s this guy?” Terry asked, thumbin’ at Alfonse.

“Ah, some bottle pusher from the club I was at.”

 Alfonse’s voice trembled, thin and high. “Please, sir, don’t leave me here! They’ll have boys comin’ back to ice me! Once they find their muscle on the floor, I’ll catch the rap!” He thrashed against his bonds, eyes wide as a possum caught in the light.

“What’s the move, boss?” Terry asked me, all business.

“Bring him,” I said, tastin’ the words. “He’s Onyx’s lil’ brother.” I turned my head and felt a sharp jolt run up my neck, like somebody struck a match along my spine.

 “Ooh… shit.” Pain flared. I fixed Alfonse with a hard look. 

“Listen here, Judith’s brother. You start flappin’ them gums louder than I care to stomach, and I’ll drag your sorry behind back here personal-like… Dig?”

“Yes sir, Mr. December.”

As Terry was cuttin’ me free, he paused when he heard Alfonse say my name. 

“How does he know that name? You spill it to him?”

“The lil’ worm already knew. Long story. I’ll give you the wire when we clear.”

Terry crouched beside Alfonse and sawed through the ropes with a quick swipe of his knife. The cords snapped loose and fell to the blood-slick floor.

“I hope you can walk,” he stood. “’Cause I ain’t helpin’ ya. I’ve done my good deed for the month just cuttin’ ya loose.”

He didn’t even check whether Alfonse could stand… just stepped over his body and came to me.

He slid an arm under mine and hauled me up, slingin’ my arm over his shoulder. His grip tightened around my back, steady and firm, like he expected me to fold any second.

 

The next room… hell, it looked the same as a butcher shop after a long day. Men lay scattered. Blood smeared the floor in streaks and puddles. Splashed up the wallpaper. Spattered across the table legs. On me. On Alfonse… on damn near everything. The stink of iron hung thick in the air.

Alfonse hobbled behind us, body raggedy as a busted marionette. When we stepped into the adjoinin’ room, Giuseppe and Vince were standin’ guard: two white boys on my payroll, holdin’ rods, both of ’em stiff-jawed and ready. 

Good men. 

Reliable.

“Gimme a hand with that elevator, will ya’?” Terry barked, noddin’ toward the hall. “We ain’t got much sand before the bobbies come sniffin’ around wonderin’ why three armed ofay’s are helpin’ a bloody Negro and a mulatto walkin’ outta a room with four dead Mick’s on the plate.”

Vince thumbed the call button. All of us held our breath. Listenin’ for footsteps. Curses. Boots. Somethin’. Anything.

Ding.

The doors slid open like a miracle on greased rails.. 

Empty.

“We parked out back. Let’s blow,” Terry said.

 

They half-walked, half-dragged me into the elevator. My leg buckled once, twice, and I let out a low groan I couldn’t swallow. 

When we hit the lobby floor, they hauled me down a side corridor, out a rear door, and straight to a waitin’ Chrysler Airflow: sleek, dark, hummin’ as though it couldn’t wait to get the hell outta there, too.

They laid me across the backseat like a broke instrument.

“We’ll be right behind ya. Let’s skedaddle,” Vince said as he held steel and swept the alley with his eyes.

Alfonse limped his way into the car, clutchin’ his ribs, and we rolled off into the gray mornin’: foggy, street wet with dew, the city still half-dreamin’ while we fled the scene of a near burial.

Terry wasn’t too enthused about Judith’s brother bein’ planted in the front seat. I was laid out across the back, watchin’ the sun smear itself on the windows. I was too bushed to even hoist myself up and get my bearin’s.

 

How the hell did that band of bush league greaseballs get the drop on me? What blindfold joint did they drag me to? Was I set up? And if a double-cross happened, was it one of my own dolls? All I knew for certain was my head was poundin’ hard as a speakeasy drum, and we was a long haul from my Biloxi spread.

 

The car reeked of giggle water and stogies—Terry was a regular smoke stack. I kept my duke pressed to my dome like a fool’s prayer, in hopes that it would square things away. As we burned rubber, Terry passed me a rag for the gash. I wasn’t a leakin’ a river, but it was enough to keep soakin’ my threads. He hit one of his hackin’ fits, coughin’ up a storm as he slid the rag over to the back seat.

 “Keep this on the spot ‘til we get you to a bone-setter to give you a once-over. Hang on, Billy.”

 

… Billy. That’s my alias. Billy Seldom. My name… is December Williams.

 

With all the dirt I’ve done, all the grief I’ve stacked up, I still gotta ask myself: how does a fella like me wind up in a jam like this? Laid out half-dead, stinkin’ of gun smoke, with some jive bottle-pusher whimperin’ in the corner, my body full of aches and holes, and head ringin’ loud as a church bell somebody won’t quit hittin’. One minute I’m runnin’ the show… next, I’m sapped. Stuffed in a trunk like last week’s laundry. Dragged out. And stretched across a seat like a Saturday-night stiff waitin’ for the undertaker.

The rhythm of the road rumbled under me: tires hissed on wet pavement and the engine hummed low as if the whole world was tryin’ to whisper the same thing: you messed up. Somewhere in my outfit there was a leak, but I was the one left soakin’, takin’ on water faster than I could spit it out. 

I had to face the music… I needed to dope out where I went off the rails, which string snapped first. You let one bad play slide, just one, and the next thing you know, you knee-deep in a world of hurt, starin’ down the wrong end of every choice you ever made. 

As I lay there and felt the miles peel off behind us, my whole life started unspoolin’ with ’em— one long, dark rewind, draggin’ me back to the first wrong step I ever took. It was a slow drift back to the original sin, that one forgotten fork in the road where I traded my naive soul for a gilded cage…

 

… the gilded cage that led me straight to this bloody backseat.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Fragment 2
 What the house Remembered

 

What the House Remembered

 

 

 

 

December 5, 1892, that’s the day I made my debut on this small planet, the last child born to Elijah and Henrietta Williams. Mama hung the name “December” on me for two reasons. One, it’s the month I blew in, and two, I was the final chapter. She wanted no more ankle biters after me. She’d been in the family way every single year after her and my old man got hitched. Soon as one kid was weaned, Daddy was puttin’ another loaf in the oven.

He came from a big tribe, twelve brothers and five sisters, but Mama and her sister were the lone songbirds among eight brothers. I guess he figured on keepin’ the tradition alive. I ended up with five and five myself. 

My sisters were Shirley, Hattie, Pearl, Ruby, and Velma. My brothers were Ernest, Archi Franklin, Wendell, Leland, and Leon Wesley. The kicker? Mama near dealt us like a rigged deck… boy, girl, boy, girl, right on down the line.

 

We lived in a tired old shotgun shack on the southern edge of McHenry, Mississippi. That house was more patch than pine… a skeleton of a home we was forever proppin’ up. The walls were full of daylight till Daddy stuffed the seams with yesterday’s news, flour sacks, log pieces, or whatever would stick. Mississippi heat poured in through the cracks in the summer, and the damp cold seeped through in the winter. 

Had a tin roof that rattled when the rain came, and a pot-belly stove that smoked up the rafters till our eyes stung. Rope beds creaked like box springs in a flophouse, and that Gulf o’ Mexico humidity made the boards sweat, floor to wall. Out back was a leanin’ outhouse with a half moon on the door, a stubborn pump, and coffee tins full of rusted, bent nails for when another hole showed its face. 

Daddy patched, and patched, then put a patch on the part he patched, and the house pretended to hold. My mama was the heart of it all, mostly stayin’ home to tend to the swarm of kids. 

She’d take on odd jobs when Pops allowed it: workin’ in white women’s kitchens, raisin’ their children, cleanin’ houses - you know, that kind of racket. My daddy, Elijah, was a sharecropper, a proud man who didn’t much believe in a woman workin’, but a house full of hungry children has a way of bendin’ a man’s principles.

 

He did that type of gig longer than a shadow in July, and the life of a sharecropper was a trap dressed up as opportunity. You’d rent the land, pour your sweat into it, and give up to 70% of your crop to the ofay landowner. 

The rest was s’posed to be yours, but you were always in debt to the furnishin’ merchant for your seeds, tools, land, livestock: a debt with interest so high you could never climb out. It was a chain of poverty that took life from anybody that signed on. 

 

Cash was a rumor; debt was a guarantee; and death, an early guest.

 

There’s an old chestnut tale ‘bout my parents - been told so long it’s got whiskers on it. Not long after the war, my Daddy’s mama passed, and he was left with Hubert, my second uncle… or my uncle once removed, I can never get the hang of that. 

See - Hubert was a conniver - he could borrow your shovel, sell you your own dirt, and have you thank him for the favor. Daddy was ‘bout ten when Hubert hired him out to some ofay named Captain Ross. Pops already knew how to handle a plow and was no a stranger at pickin’ cotton. They told him the Captain wanted him for a house-boy, with an eye to train him up as a coachman later on. Bein’ a coachman was a post of honor in them days, and young as he was, Pops was keen on the chance.

It was all jive, of course.

He hadn’t been at the Captain’s a month ‘fore they put him on the farm with twenty or thirty other black folk - men, women, and even kids. Sharecroppin’ was just slavery with the serial numbers filed off. 

From the jump, the boys had the same back-breakin’ tasks as the grown folks. They all worked like dogs through the week, then cut loose on Saturday nights and sometimes Sundays. And everybody put on a happy act. The men drew $4 a week, the women $3. I never did hear what the lil’ ones got.

Every week, Unc collected his pay, but Daddy saw precious little of it. Pops must’a been seventeen or eighteen before he got sore ‘bout that arrangement. He felt he was man enough to work for himself and handle his own jingle. Other boys his age drew their own pay, and they rode him hard, callin’ him “Baby Williams” because his old uncle was always there to collect his bread.

Sick and tied of the rip-off, he made a break for it. Without a word to his uncle or the Captain, he hired himself out to another ofay on a neighborin’ plantation. The new white man agreed to give him seventy cents a day and furnish him one meal. 

Daddy thought he was in tall cotton.

He started early that Monday, still keepin’ it under his hat, but they got wise before sundown. The Captain came over with some law dog, and the flatfoot pulled a long paper from his pocket and read it to the new boss. 

When he finished, the new boss said, “I beg your pardon, Captain. I didn’t know this nigger was bound out to you, or I wouldn’t have hired him,” so they carried him back to the Captain’s. 

That night, the Captain made him strip to the waist, had him tied to a tree in the backyard, and ordered his foreman to lay thirty lashes across his bare back with a buggy whip. The Captain stood by and watched the whole show. After that, he made Daddy stay on the place night and day… guess what, his uncle still collected his pay. 

Dirty bastard.

My old man was damn near full-grown before he could count to a hundred, or before he ever laid eyes on a Black schoolteacher. School never had him a day, and he couldn’t sign his name with more than an X - although he could sound out a line or two. 

He was almost a man before he rode the train, and that was when he went on some church excursion from Biloxi to Birmingham. His story? Same as a million other Black folks in the late 1800’s livin’ fifteen, twenty miles off the main drag. 

 

When he hit twenty-one, the boss man told him he was free as a bird, then leaned in and said he ought to stay on. Swore on his life he’d treat him on the up and up, and pay him square as any other cat. 

The Captain’s boy and my old man were cut from the same cloth, and the Captain started spinin’ his yarn ‘bout how he used to own my grandma and uncle back in the bad old days. Said his son didn’t want my old man to split after all that time. 

Best to stick with the old family,” he said.

Pops stayed on… put his X on a one-year paper. The Captain promised him four bucks a week and a roof: a one-room log cabin, which basically was the same old slave huts with a fresh coat of whitewash.

 

That was the year he married Mama. She’d been the house-servant for the Captain, his wife, his son, and his three daughters for many moons, and they all seemed to think a heap of her. 

He’d seen Mama for years at the big house, but his encounters was sort of a peripheral eyeballin’ thing. All he knew was he dug that maid girl - the one in the clean dress who crossed the yard as he hoisted a sack of grain, and the one whose voice was a soft cadence from the kitchen porch as he mended a fence. 

He was dust and sweat, while she was interior world. 

His eyeballin’ began to change… it was no longer just noticin’, but watchin’. He started to learn her, not by conversation, but by observation. He saw the quiet patience in her posture when the Captain’s wife gave her a list of orders, the way she could calm one of the white children with a touch that was both firm and gentle, a grace under a pressure he understood in his own way. One day he popped. 

She accepted.

They got married on the Captain’s land. 

 

As a show of “regard,” they kicked in about twenty-five dollars’ worth of furniture, and the two of ‘em set up housekeepin’ in one of the Captain’s two-room shanties out back of the big house. That so-called regard was just another line on the ledger: a favor with a chain on it. 

They rode that near-slavery about a year before Pop’s itch for his own crib outweighed the IOU’s. They pulled stakes right around the time Ma was in a family way with my oldest brother, Archie Franklin. Pop kept punchin’ the Captain’s clock till about seven years back - then he crossed the fence and signed on with Kyle Bennett.

 

This is where the story got crazy as cat shit. 

 

1898, when I was ‘bout six, Daddy was workin’ Old Man Bennett’s acres for years from dark to darker, but the bread was extra frail. One Saturday he marched up to the big house and told Mr. Bennett straight: cotton seed and mule feed don’t fill eleven children’s bellies. He needed money. 

Needless to say, Mr. Bennett said no. My daddy’s voice got loud and in them days, a raised black voice to a white man was a death wish… hell, you weren’t even supposed to look ‘em in the eye. Old Man Bennett’s face turned the color of raw meat. He didn’t even let Daddy finish. 

“You forget your place, boy?” he rattled off, steppin’ so close Pops could probably smell all that stale tobacco he used to dip on his breath. “You think ‘cause you got a big family, I owe you somethin’? You’re a nigger with a strong back, that’s all. And this strong back belongs to me.”

He pointed his fat finger toward the road. “Now you get the hell off my land. You’re through. Don’t let the sun set on you here.” Just like that, after years of dawn-to-dust work, my daddy was tossed aside like a piece of bad fruit. No pay. No nothing.

Daddy swallowed the heat, walked off slow. 

 

With no food even as a wish, the rumble in our bellies was louder than the crickets outdoors. He took one long look at us, and that settled it. Kyle Bennett’s big house sat on all that land my daddy worked, with a barn full of livestock: cows, chickens, pigs, the whole shebang. That night, my daddy decided to go on a pig heist.

Figure it was the only play he had. He knew Bennett was pocketin’ his pay, and a man can only watch his family starve for so long before he’s gotta call the bluff. He walked in and told my mama to plant herself and mind the lil’ ones. 

 

Then he gave her the lowdown… he told her about a coffee can buried under the front porch: Inside that can was a white pouch. 

In that white pouch was a mason jar. 

In that mason jar was a sock. 

And inside that sock was forty-two dollars and ninety-seven cents. 

“If I don’t make it back, use that stake to keep the family fed, and don’t be tailin’ me,” he says. 

She turns on the waterworks, beggin’ him to can the idea. 

He goes anyway.

 

He struts up the road to see his main man, cat named Varnell Johnson, and gave him the whole layout. Varnell was a sharecropper on the same spread, seven kids, a wife, and cupboards full of echo. He was sore at Bennett’s racket, too. 

They line up the caper: Old Man Bennett’s place, quick in and out. They took a horse and wagon, ditched it far down the trail so it wouldn’t tip the game, slipped the fence, and made a beeline for the hog pen. 

The angle was to rope a porker and get ghost, no butcherin’; that would’ve been too much racket, and too much weight.

The two cats moved smoother than shadows through that Mississippi gloom, and the ache in their guts was pushin’ ‘em toward Bennett’s spread. They’d planted the wagon a mile back and finished the approach on foot, the only sounds bein’ the scuff of worn boots on gravel and the far-off night hum. These cats’ nerves must’ve been on high alert.

They slipped through a busted spot in the fence, the hog pen was dead in sight, loom-in’ in the moonlight. They was almost in, and the whole scheme felt almost leveled. 

Soon as they step in the pen, the hogs blow the whistle… squealin’ like banshees. 

 

Wakes the house. 

The misses peeks through the window. 

Her peepers lock with Varnell’s. 

Almost on the beat, Bennett barrels out pointin’ his shotgun. 

“What the hell are you niggers doin’ in my yard this time o’ night? You… you’re fired, Varnell, quittin’ time was hours ago, and initiatin’ time ain’t till dawn. Y’all out here to put the finger on me?” he yelled.

My daddy kept his lip buttoned, but Varnell got the bright idea to wrestle the gat away. 

 

He made his move, the piece went off.

 

POW!

 

Bullet caught Varnell in the breadbasket. 

My daddy was frozen solid. 

Bennett swung the iron toward pops. 

He ducked. Swooped in. Took the gat. 

Gun went off again.

Bennett caught one in the neck. 

Blood everywhere.

Bennett’s wife rushed out with her own rod. 

 

“You killed him! I’m sendin’ you to hell!” She started throwin’ lead, but the broad couldn’t hit the side of a barn. 

To save his own skin, he had to shoot her. 

He knew the bulls’ll be swarmin’ ‘fore long. He sprints for the road, unhitches the nag from the wagon, and takes it on the lam. That’s the last we ever saw of my old man.

 

Couple days after mama beat the bushes for Pop, five Jim Crow bulls with badges kicked in the door with roscoe’s out - pointed ’em at all of us, the munchkins, too. Even me… a three-year-old crumb snatcher. Can you feature it? Some flatfoot shovin’ a heater in your mouth when you still in diapers… 

That kind of shit gets in your bones and never leaves.

After they tossed the house worse than it already was, they spit the news: Varnell was stiff, and so were Bennett and his missus. Said they wouldn’t quit ‘til my old man was doin’ the hemp fandango… meanin’, they wanted him hung. 

They put the lean on my mama, too. Now, how they knew he was with Varnell? Your guess is as good as mine. Maybe some stool pigeon squawked, or they just put two and two together.

The head racist bull in charge screamed in my mama’s face, shoved her down, and stuck his heater right to her noggin. Another flatfoot said, “You best watch your back, baboon. The night riders might pay a call and ask a few questions.”

The night riders he mentioned, well, that’s a reference to the Ku Klux Klan. They’d been puttin’ the frighteners on Mississippi since Reconstruction, and they still did . They finally blew, throwin’ lead in the air as they hauled.

 

Mama dug up Pop’s old gat and from then on, I mean, it rode her apron like a second hip. She stitched a lil’ pocket inside the cloth so the iron wouldn’t print, and kept the butt where her hand could find it without lookin’. In the kitchen, at the pump, hangin’ wash—one palm free, the other brushin’ that pouch like a nervous ritual. 

At church it sat under her hymnbook; in town it sat between her ribs and the Good Book. She never flashed it, never strutted… just checked the weight with a thumb-press, same as a mother counts heads. Nights, she slid the apron under her pillow, tie-strings looped through the trigger guard so a tug would bring it home. She cracked the cylinder on Sunday’s, wiped it with lamp oil on Wednesday’s, and kept four spare rounds in a matchbox behind the sugar tin. 

We were taught: Eyes off. Hands off.

When hoofbeats echoed or a knock came wrong, she didn’t spook, didn’t shout—just planted her duke on the grip and squared her shoulders. From that day on, the heater stayed with her, constant as a trusted shadow. Sometimes it felt like the gun wore her, not the other way around.

 

A few weeks passed, everything was jake. Still rough, but jake… till one night we’re all in a deep sleep, I mean really sawin’ wood when we heard it—horse hooves poundin’ in the distance, rumblin’ deep as a freight on bad track. 

My sister Velma, just eight years old then, peeked out and spotted ‘em. Ghosts in white sheets, packin’ rifles, circlin’ the house and sendin’ hot bullets flyin’ through the air. They yelled for my daddy to show his face. 

“Bring him out! I need that nigger front and center. We just need to ask him a few questions, then he can go back in and get a good night’s sleep.”

Ma came out, stood her ground. 

“He ain’t here. Get the hell off our land.”

One of ‘em, word is it was Judge Alexander himself, climbed off his horse and smashed every window in our house with a pipe. He leaned in and growled, “We either stretch his neck, or we string up this whole house. Pickaninnies and all.” Pickaninnies’ was a slight to Black children.

That’s all mama had to hear. You could threaten her, you could threaten my old man, you could threaten the house, the whole damn country for all she cared… but you did not fix your mouth to disrespect or threaten her children.

Mama pointed that gat square at the ofay judges’ head and cut loose. 

 

POW. POW. POW.

 

I was told that batch of jive Klansmen lit out so fast, you never saw a horse’s hoof touch dirt. 

After that, they kept distance but never shut up—they rode past the store if we were there, the school path in the mornin’s, even our yard poppin’ shots in the sky and spittin’ the vilest language they could muster. “Nigger were gonna do this, Nigger were gonna do that… Blah blah blah”

Word came down Varnell’s whole family got strung up… guess his missus didn’t keep her iron as close as mama did.

Even with the troglodytes off our backs, Mama decided we were blowin’ that joint. She packed us all onto two wagons, hitched up the nags, and we hit the grit. We left the ghosts in the walls and the memories in the dust.

 

That house wasn’t much, just a pile of patches and dreams, but it was our kingdom… it saw it all. It saw Mama’s tears and Daddy’s sweat. It heard the squeals of us kids and the whispers of grown folks’ worries. It felt the sting of that Mississippi wind and the heat of the Mississippi sun. 

It watched my daddy walk out that door one last time, and it held my mama when she stood her ground against the devil himself.

Those walls saw life and they saw death. They saw love strong enough to kill for, and hate ugly enough to make you want to. It saw everything that made us who we were, and everything we had to leave behind. 

 

The house is probably dust now, but what happened inside it, that’s carved in stone.

 

 



Fragment 3 
Unwritten Prologue of Mister No-Story

 

Unwritten Prologue of Mister No-Story

 

 

 

 

 

We landed in Memphis, Tennessee and back then, Memphis was the spot, close as you could get to a safe haven for Black folks in the early 1900’s. It was a tough haul, but it was the promised land for folks like us. A place where a man could breathe without some peckerwood tellin’ him how. They had their own crops, own joints, own stores, own night clubs… the whole schmear. 

That’s where I learned the real score. I saw how bread moved, how to knock down a salary, and how sharp operators work angles that follow me ‘til this day. 

So when we got to town, we headed straight for family and moved in with Mama’s only sister, my Aunt Mabel. 

 

Now, Mabel’s spread wasn’t any highfalutin mansion by city standards, but to us, she was really livin’ high on the hog. We was all convinced she was rollin’ in dough, and as far as we was concerned, her pad was the bees knees. She had a solid two-story number with a wide front porch that wrapped around the front smooth as a Sunday hug. 

Inside it, the floors was polished oak, and a staircase with a carved balustrade climbed up to the bedrooms. No more of that one-room shack business we were used to. She never had kids of her own on account she was barren, but she treated all of us as her own.

She immediately took a shine to me…. called me “Billy Will.” That’s the real McCoy on why I still go by Billy for alias purposes. 

Grown’ up, she and I had a certain understandin’. Maybe it was because I was a quiet child, more inclined to watch and listen than to raise a ruckus. She’d save me the heel of the bread with a smear of molasses, or let me sit with her on the porch in the evenin’s when the world got quiet. 

She’d wink at me across the room when one of the other kids was about to get a earful for trackin’ in mud, or doin’ somethin’ they ain’t have no business doin’… kinda like a silent signal just between us. To a kid used to bein’ part of a crowd, that kind of singled-out attention was a spotlight in the dark. She didn’t just love the bunch of us; she saw me.

 

Mabel was a widow. Her husband had been killed in a lynchin’ down in Alabama while workin’ on the railroad with his brother. Before he checked out, her old man opened a five-and-dime general store back in the late ’90’s… somethin’ a Black man didn’t do unless he was willin’ to stand tall and dare ofays to knock him back down. 

He socked away enough scratch and turned it over to Auntie. She later sold the place to some high-hat mouthpiece… the place is still hummin’ today. She didn’t punch the clock much at that store, but she learned the angles by shadowin’ my uncle and soakin’ up the holistic business view.

 

Auntie didn’t mind us treatin’ the house like it was ours, but she was strict about keepin’ things clean. Leave one dish out of place, one door opened too long, and—whoo-boy!—her voice would carry louder than the crack of summer thunder.

Since she was gone most of the time, she put all us kids to work: house duty, yard duty, grocery duty, you name it. 

And where was she always off to? Down to Beale Street, where she ran her own spot, Club Mabel’s Way. That’s how she flipped Uncle’s stake into somethin’ steady. It was a real joint—had a hot jazz band, a kitchen servin’ good chew, a bar pourin’ giggle water, and live singers from all over. Everybody from George W. Johnson to the Brower Jubilee Singers, Bert Williams, and even Sissieretta Jones played there. That place was always jumpin’.

Mama started workin’ for a sister who ran her own cleanin’ racket… wash, fold, return. A lady by the name of Mrs. Elbert, that’s all I knew her by. From what I recollect, this dame was built on the substantial side, a real battle-axe, and she had a whole flock of kids, fifteen. But she was on the level and paid my mama real well for the laundry work.

Mama would take that lettuce to clothe us, keep food in the icebox, and salt the rest away. See, Aunt Mabel was a real solid Jane… she wouldn’t take a dime of Mama’s money. She was already sittin’ pretty, and believed you helped somebody ‘cause you all right, not ‘cause you lookin’ for a handout. 

She told Mama just to keep us kids in shoes, the pantry stocked, and to sock the rest away for a place of her own someday.

So that was the ticket. Mama did just that. Soap to starch, nickels to dimes, and dimes to Mason jar.

Seasons turned while that jar filled, and by the time the first coins had tarnished at the bottom, it was my turn to step into a world Mama never had.

 

I started school and hit the books for the first time in 1902, at the age of nine. In those days, all the kids were thrown in together: none of this elementary, middle, and high school jive. 

You just went to school. 

The joint was called Clay Street School: founded way back in the 1860’s, then got rechristened Kortrecht School in ’91. That ain’t trivia, neither… I know that useless fact on account my teacher rattled it off so many times, it just stuck.

They split us up by floors, but it was no skin off your nose to grab lunch and see the big shots from twelfth grade. They started me in fifth, and I was a real shark when it came to numbers. Picked up readin’ slicker than grease by sixth grade. 

And no foolin’, I got a real kick outta school, more than I figured I would. Sure, the classrooms were jam-packed: separate and unequal, just how the ofays in Washington liked it. The teachers got paid peanuts, and the whole curriculum was fixed to give us just enough to end up mop-pushin’ or plow-drivin’. Some days you scored a book and a desk. Other days, you parked on the floor and watched the lucky stiffs read. 

First come, first served. 

I saw then how the fight for a chair mirrored the fight for a place in this world in miniature. I made up my mind young: I wasn’t gon’ be shortchanged just because some racist white cats thought I should be. But I also knew what bein’ shortchanged looked like, and I saw it every day in the lunchroom.

At lunchtime, I had lunch every day, since we had a smidge of extra dough floatin’ around our pad with Auntie and Mama bringin’ it home. But most kids showed up without a crumb. Nada. I always split mine. 

I knew I’d have a hot meal waitin’ when the last bell rang. A lot of the other kids? Their next meal wasn’t ’til the sun came up, if that. 

My lunch sack was nickel-and-dime stuff… last night’s grub or a couple hard-boiled eggs, and now and then, Auntie baked us a sweet potato. Never had one of them tin pails that the white kids had; my chow rode in a rag. 

Rag wears thin or wanders off? 

Grab another rag. 

Simple.

 

Speakin’ of rags, there was this cool cat I ran with—Lee Arthur Sanders. Boy wore his clothes thin as paper money, cuffs frayed, knees gone shiny and pale, sleeves always a size too short like he was growin’ faster than his luck.

We mostly hit the floor in class ’cause we missed the teacher’s bell; when he did beat the clock and snagged a book and desk, he’d hand his chair to some other floor jockey, drop beside me, and split the pages. 

Two good turns—one for me, one for the poor mug stuck on the boards. And still his belly would growl loud as a Model T with no muffler. I’d rib him, “Pipe that thing down,” and he’d grin, glad to split my lunch with no argument.

 

All but one day we was hoofin’ it to school… see, back then, the road to school was the whole social circuit, dig it. That’s when you tried lines on a Jane you liked, scrapped with some bully that’s been askin’ for it, or just trade the dozens. 

Well, this one particular mornin’, we all of a sudden folded into a pack of white kids, five or so, they start shovin’ us, barkin’ for us to scram, and slingin’ every nigger epithet in the book. We just kept walkin’ when outta nowhere, one of ’em pops me on the button. My rag-wrapped lunch hits the dust… one of ‘em stomped on it then kicked it in the dirt. Lee Arthur blew his top; no lunch for me meant no lunch for him. 

He clocks three of ’em before I could even blink. 

I wade in, and pretty soon two of em’ got to leakin’ blood, and the rest run like scalded dogs. 

After that, Lee and me was solid. He was my main man from then on. In a life where so much was uncertain, that was one thing I could count on, even as my own family started scatterin’ to the four winds.

 

By the summer of 1909, most of my brothers and sisters had flown the coop; married off, swingin’ a hammer on the railroad, sharecroppin’, or chasing their own luck. Ernest, Archi Franklin, Wendell, and Leland had all split by then. 

Of the boys, it was just me and Leon Wesley left holdin’ down the fort. Of the girls, only Velma and Pearl were still under our roof. Shirley hitched herself to some big shot from Georgia, Hattie married a local fella, and Ruby was off at college down in Louisiana.

 

I was ‘bout seventeen then, and my Aunt Mabel let me work days at the club. The daytime crowd was mostly squares… folks just sippin’ a glass or nursin’ a beer for a few hours. I made my scratch wipin’ tables, pushin’ a broom, breakin’ down crates, scrubbin’ the johns—now and then I’d throw somethin’ on the stove when the cook was tied up. The joint didn’t really start jumpin’ till ‘bout nine, but Mama was a real drag and wouldn’t let me stay that late.

A lotta the club patrons thought I was older than I was on account my whiskers had decided to sprang ‘head of schedule. I’d try to make time with the waitresses and the filly’s who came through, ‘til Aunt Mabel would bark, “Boy, quit jawin’ with grown folks and bus this table.” But even Auntie couldn’t collar me every minute.

 

My number was bound to come up… and it did one cold Thursday. 

 

I was clearin’ a spread when this dame walked up and asked, “Can you light this, baby?” 

She had a cigarette holder parked on her lip, just standin’ there waitin’ for me to fire it up. She was a knockout: hair for days, skin rich as mahogany, dress was a long green silk number with a feather boa restin’ on her shoulders. 

I turned and froze, stiff as a wax dummy in a nickel museum. First thing I did was cut my eyes for Aunt Mabel, but she and her muscle, Zeke, were busy givin’ some drunk the bum’s rush to the sidewalk.

I look down, there was a box of matches sittin’ in an ashtray on the table I was clearin’. I snatched ‘em up, turned, lit her quirly, and gave it a shake side to side after she took a couple drags. 

She looked me dead in the eyes the whole time, then asked, “What’s your story?” 

I didn’t have a slick answer ready, so I just laid a flatfish line, “I dig readin’… but I don’t much have a story yet.” Soon as I said it, I wanted to swallow my tongue. I’m used to pitchin’ woo at younger dolls with easy patter. 

This was a different heat. 

My brow starts sprinklin’.

But to my surprise, she let out a laugh and said, “Cute.” 

Just like that, my confidence was back in the game. 

“Thank you, Mister No-Story,” she said, snatchin’ her boa up and settlin’ it over her shoulders like she owned the air.

She glided to a table by her lonesome, turned slow with smoke still puffin’, sat, and sized me up for a few ticks.

I orbit that direction, pretendin’ I had business there, playin’ busy with a rag like it was the most important job in Memphis. She sat back and watched me work… steady.

No blinkin’.

When I get close enough to her, I bite: 

“What’s your story?”

She sat quiet, counts ten in her head, then says, “Still being written. Want a part in it?”

I was sweatin’ for real now. But after all that build-up, my dumb ass reply was, “Yes, please.” I dropped my head, tryin’ to fix it, then looked back at her and said, “Yes.”

“Good,” she says. “Let’s start with you bringing me a glass of suds.”

“I can do that.”

I moseyed over to the bar to grab her a beer, and who’s starin’ a hole through me? 

 

Aunt Mabel. 

 

She didn’t make a scene, she just said, “Be careful. Don’t make me have to cut somebody.” I let out a nervous chuckle like she was pullin’ my leg with some fool joke, but Lord knows she was serious as a preacher at a funeral. I grabbed the beer, let a lil’ foam spill, looked at Auntie and saw her eyes still on me… then crossed the room to the table.

 

She asks me to sit. I do… and slop a bit more of brew on the table. 

“Sorry,” I said, moppin’ it with the towel off my shoulder.

“What’s your name?” she asks.

“December.”

“December. Nice handle. You’ll do.”

I let a smile slip, but kept it tight. That girl was fine in a way that could make a man forget his own sense— and I was proud I hadn’t. 

Not yet.

 

Right then, Aunt Mabel called me back to the bar. I told the lady I’d be right back. I rush over, get there, and Auntie jerks a thumb at the rear. 

“Now, Billy, I let you be for a minute, but you gotta get that slop outta here. Flies movin’ in back there and they ain’t payin’ no rent. You can go moon over that lil’ girl after it’s handled.”

“Yes, ma’am.” 

I glance over. 

She was still there. 

I beat it to the back, and the trash lay scattered, messy as a busted piñata. I threw my mitts up and got down to business, knowin’ this gig was gon’ take a hot minute. I broke down all the boxes, bagged the slop, stacked the dirty plates, and hauled the glasses to the wash bin. By the time I’d squared it all away, a solid fifteen minutes had flown. 

Auntie swings through: “Good. Keep it clean back here. You know I don’t run a dirty house or a dirty joint. Let it get nasty, and the only date you’ll have is a date with Typhoid Mary.”

“Yes, ma’am—my slip,” I say, and quickstep back to the floor.

I scanned the whole joint. No dice. Gone. Just the same old joes nursin’ suds, square as pavin’ stones. I ducked outside just in time to see her slidin’ into the back of a bad ride: a brand-new 1910 black Pierce-Arrow Model 66. Some chauffeur in a sharp suit held the door, then shut it once she was inside.

 

Plenty of folks in them days was still gettin’ around by horse and buggy, and there were plenty cloppin’ by that afternoon. She never even saw me standin’ there. I watched the driver circle to the front, give that engine a few hard cranks by hand, then hop in once it caught. The motor coughed, steadied, and he rolled off down the street, leavin’ behind just one thing…

A mystery.

Who was this dame?

 Is she loaded?

 Did she really go for a kid like me?

 My head was spinnin’ with questions—‘til I looked down at my stompers.

I was standin’ heel-deep in a fresh pile of horse apples. 

 

Damn.

 

I tap the muck off my kicks, and trudged back toward Mabel’s. She and Zeke was already parked in the doorway with cats-that-ate-the-canary grins, arms folded.

“She got you steppin’ in shit already,” Auntie said, not even blinkin’. “That’s a sign, boy. A real clear one. Now come on in here and wash them shoes. Take ’em off ’fore you cross my threshold—don’t be trackin’ that funk in my place.” Then she cut her eyes toward the clock hangin’ on the wall behind the bar. “It’s quittin’ time for you anyhow. Just walk on home. I’ll see y’all in the mornin’ baby.”

“Yes, ma’am,” was all I could muster. Truth be told, ‘yes ma’am’ was about ninety percent of what I ever said to Aunt Mabel.

“And don’t you go tryin’ to hop that streetcar neither. Too many white folks on there just waitin’ to start somethin’, and I ain’t got the patience today to whip a whole car full’a white folks if they put hands on you.”

I nodded, gave her a wave, and turned for home. 

 

Standin’ there on Beale, the high-class perfume the mystery girl had on already slipped out the air, but the low-down stink of horse apples slid right in and took its place. I drew a slow breath and held it a second while Memphis kept hummin’ around me… streetcars clatterin’, folks laughin’, somebody hollerin’ down the block. I felt the city heavy as a promise of what I’d just brushed up against, and sharp reminder of what I still was.

That Pierce-Arrow was probably already glidin’ past the tracks by now, headed for some zip code I couldn’t draw on a map if you put a pistol to my head. 

My part of the world was a dusty road leadin’ back to Aunt Mabel’s, with a pair of dirty shoes that needed to be cleaned.

I shoved my hands in my pockets as my fingers brushed that fifty cents I’d earned.

Still mine.

The mystery was still mine, too.

 

And when I finally turned for home, I understood somethin’ plain: Memphis wasn’t just a refuge. It was a school.

 

And class… was still in session.
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Jim Crow on Main

 

Jim Crow on Main

 

 

Exhausted. Been in school all day, then went to the club and worked ‘til the evenin’ drew its curtain. It was almost nine o’clock, and I had four bits from the day’s hustle at Mabel’s Way burnin’ a hole in my pocket. She slid it to me after I finished wipin’ down tables, haulin’ trash out the kitchen, sweepin’ the sidewalk… and did my homework, ’cause Auntie don’t play when it comes to that school racket.

When I started givin’ the counter behind the bar a once over, Auntie leaned in and smiled… proud, but tired at the same time. 

“Alright, baby, you been slavin’ long enough today. Gone on home ’fore your mama try to skin me alive for keepin’ you out all night.” She laughed.

“Yes ma’am,” I said as laid down the towel, and scooped my books from behind the bar.

 

I pushed through the doors, stepped onto the sidewalk, and left that warm neon glow behind. The cash register was still clackin’ in my ears like it didn’t want me to leave. 

The cool night air hit my face, and I heard the faint sound of a saxophone comin’ from another joint down Beale street. I turned up my collar and started the long walk home while the music seemed to follow me.

As I walked, the streetcars kept passin’ by like metal fish. Bells ringin’, blue sparks flashin’ from the overhead wires, and the tracks gleamed bright as sharpened knives under the yellow streetlights. I stood and watched one go by with its windows all lit up, showin’ the ofay’s inside. Some were readin’ newspapers, others just stared blankly. For them, this was just an ordinary ride home. For me, that streetcar represented an entire world I was never supposed to be part of.

 

I ran the numbers in my head—Aunt Mabel’s warnin’ on one side, that rule I’d read ‘bout them mandatory posted signs on the other, and sittin’ right between ’em was that dame in green silk, callin’ me Mister No-Story. 

Part of me wanted to melt into the brickwork; the other part wanted to plant a foot on that streetcar step and dare the world to blink. The night hummed with ozone, street grease, and a faint whiff of bakery in the air, while the tracks I crossed thrummed under my soles. 

The trolley sparked, and that bell kept dingin’ steady as a metronome keepin’ time for the whole street. Maybe a nickel ride is expensive, but a man’s story gotta start someplace, and right then that bell just wouldn’t shut up… as if it was darin’ me. I never rode a one before, and I know the Jim Crow heat that comes with it, but I suddenly had a wild hair to try my luck.

I walked off Beale to make sure I got clear out my Aunt’s line of sight, then I cut down Main ‘til I hit a thrift shop. Its window threw a long rectangle of light across the sidewalk. 

Inside, I could make out pawn tickets tacked up crooked, old ribbon bonnets saggin’ on hooks, a couple saxophones leaned with the weary slump of tired men, and a stack of dusty Bibles sat in a grimy glass case—dust layered on dust, relics no hand had lifted in years.

A neon sign in the window buzzed loud as hornets. Next door, a lunch counter had a ceilin’ fan turnin’ lazy, pushin’ warm air in slow circles. And somewhere… faint, like it was comin’ through a wall… somebody had a phonograph playin’ a hymn, cracklin’ and poppin’ with the singer’s voice frayed in static.

The streetcar stop was right out front of that shop, so I posted there. I reached out and touched it—somethin’ I’d seen most my life, but never stood next to. Never waited at one.

The iron was cold. 

Tombstone cold.

A beat-up, enamel WHITES ONLY sign hung on it, chipped and rust-bit, as if it had seen too many seasons and too many folks that agreed with its presence. A torn tobacco ad flapped in the wind above it, beat and ragged, like a busted wing tryin’ to fly.

I looked up at the trolley wire. It flashed. Hummed. As if it were talkin’ to itself in a language only it could understand.

I stood up straight, drew my shoulders back, made my face calm.

Waited.

 

At first, it was just me standin’ there. Folks streamed past, slingin’ me the hard eye: stiff-collar ofay’s with hat brims tipped low over mean squints, dames in cloches hoistin’ their chins high as if they sprung from marble pedestals, even the kids gawked wide-eyed, dead sure I’d crossed over them invisible race lines carved deep in Tennessee.

Heels clicked. 

Newspapers crackled. 

A mutter here, a sniff there. 

I kept my eyes forward and breathed through it.

Then one white joker peels off the flow and plants himself right in front of me, close enough I catch his drugstore cologne game… too much clove. Three-piece suit, briefcase perched on his knee, with his evenin’ paper tucked like an extra rib. He plants his brogues, sizes me up and down, and just stands there as a human roadblock with a cheap shine and a racist notion.

 

“Boy, what d’you think you’re doin’?”

“What do it look like? Waitin’ on the streetcar,” I say.

He jabs a finger at a placard: WHITES ONLY

“Can’t you read, nigger?” 

I stared at him without answerin’. 

“Keep walkin.” he said.

I didn’t budge. Over his shoulder, I saw the trolley comin’ in the near distance, its lights cut through the evenin’. Maybe I was testin’ my luck, maybe I’m tryin’ to impress a girl who I may never see again, or maybe I was just tired of the white privilege. The trolley’s bell clanged as it slowed. The ofay kept starin’. His face was a hard mask of pure hatred, and I kept ignorin’ him just the same.

 

The streetcar stopped. He climbed on. Looked behind. Continued boardin’. I hesitated for half a second—then I grabbed the passenger rail and stepped up.

“Hoo… hold it there,” the conductor barks. “The hell r’ you doin’?”

“Gettin’ on this trolley.”

“The hell you are. Now if you lookin’ for trouble, you found it. Just go ‘head and turn your happy black ass around and step off the same way you stepped on.” 

He was a bony white man, so skinny I could fold him up and mail him to next Tuesday.

My smart reply came out before I could bite my tongue: “I don’t see no sign.”

 

What this white man didn’t know was, with all the readin’ I constantly did, I’d come across the Jim Crow amendment for streetcars from 1905. The law passed on March 30 was to become effective on July 5 and required operators to designate by means of conspicuous signs which part of the car was for white or colored passengers, or get fined twenty-five bones. And this car… this car had no sign at all. 
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