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Praise for Always Outnumbered, Always Outgunned


‘After seven outstanding novels – all nominally about crime, all illustrating a nation’s ills – Walter Mosley is a long-standing genre-bender … There has always been a nagging argument about how he should be categorised but there’s no doubt now that his talent has outgrown every available genre. It’s more ambitious, more experimental, more committed than anything on offer. Crime writing is usually aware of its own limitations. Mosley simply strides through them. This is an important, exciting and original book. Where will he go from here?’ Literary Review


‘Mosley is a great and important writer … Strikingly funny, too … With his confessional tone and his eye for vivid detail, he can sketch characters, communities, even philosophies, without sacrificing veracity or pithiness … I doubt you’ll read another book this year that will imprint itself on your memory like this one.’ Independent


‘Mosley’s new character, ageing ex-con Socrates Fortlow, allows him an even franker tell-it-like-it-is black voice than Easy Rawlins. This may be the best book he’s written, qualified only by the memory that one keeps writing that about his work.’ Time Out


‘Mosley’s ear for the eloquence of simple, untutored dialogue and his eye for the little details of depressed lives combine to present an extraordinary portrait of a sub-society made up of no money, petty crime, basic sex and ambivalent morality … beautifully drawn by a writer whose excellence is enhanced with every book.’ The Times


‘The creator of Bill Clinton’s favourite private investigator – Devil in a Blue Dress gumshoe Easy Rawlins – has chosen a different Los Angeles to introduce his latest character. The scene is modern-day Watts, the very bottom of America’s social scale and home to Socrates Fortlow … Mosley’s particular stroke of genius is to take a setting that middle-class America perceives as Hell and a hero who seems to be a monster, then turn around the reader’s expectations … an acutely perceptive and compulsive vision of disintegrating ghetto life.’ Neon


‘A collection of stunning short stories linked by Mosley’s new character, Socrates Fortlow … a startling exploration of the poverty and violence of black ghetto life, uncovering hope and decency amid the despair.’ The Good Book Guide


‘Mosley must surely rank as one of the greatest American writers in literature today – each successive novel is better than his last, and with Always Outnumbered, Always Outgunned he has created one of the outstanding American novels of the decade.’ The Word




FOR GLORIA LOOMIS







ALWAYS OUTNUMBERED, ALWAYS OUTGUNNED





WALTER MOSLEY


[image: image]




WITH SPECIAL THANKS TO JULIE GRAU







CRIMSON SHADOW





| 1 |


“What you doin’ there, boy?”


It was six a.m. Socrates Fortlow had come out to the alley to see what was wrong with Billy. He hadn’t heard him crow that morning and was worried about his old friend.


The sun was just coming up. The alley was almost pretty with the trash and broken asphalt covered in half-light. Discarded wine bottles shone like murky emeralds in the sludge. In the dawn shadows Socrates didn’t even notice the boy until he moved. He was standing in front of a small cardboard box, across the alley—next to Billy’s wire fence.


“What bidness is it to you, old man?” the boy answered. He couldn’t have been more than twelve but he had that hard convict stare.


Socrates knew convicts, knew them inside and out.


“I asked you a question, boy. Ain’t yo’ momma told you t’be civil?”


“Shit!” The boy turned away, ready to leave. He wore baggy jeans with a blooming blue T-shirt over his bony arms and chest. His hair was cut close to the scalp.


The boy bent down to pick up the box.


“What they call you?” Socrates asked the skinny butt stuck up in the air.


“What’s it to you?”


Socrates pushed open the wooden fence and leapt. If the boy hadn’t had his back turned he would have been able to dodge the stiff lunge. As it was he heard something and moved quickly to the side.


Quickly. But not quickly enough.


Socrates grabbed the skinny arms with his big hands—the rock breakers, as Joe Benz used to call them.


“Ow! Shit!”


Socrates shook the boy until the serrated steak knife, which had appeared from nowhere, fell from his hand.


The old brown rooster was dead in the box. His head slashed so badly that half of the beak was gone.


“Let me loose, man.” The boy kicked, but Socrates held him at arm’s length.


“Don’t make me hurt you, boy,” he warned. He let go of one arm and said, “Pick up that box. Pick it up!” When the boy obeyed, Socrates pulled him by the arm—dragged him through the gate, past the tomato plants and string bean vines, into the two rooms where he’d stayed since they’d let him out of prison.


The kitchen was only big enough for a man and a half. The floor was pitted linoleum; maroon where it had kept its color, gray where it had worn through. There was a card table for dining and a fold-up plastic chair for a seat. There was a sink with a hot plate on the drainboard and shelves that were once cabinets—before the doors were torn off.


The light fixture above the sink had a sixty-watt bulb burning in it. The room smelled of coffee. A newspaper was spread across the table.


Socrates shoved the boy into the chair, not gently.


“Sit’own!”


There was a mass of webbing next to the weak lightbulb. A red spider picked its way slowly through the strands.


“What’s your name, boy?” Socrates asked again.


“Darryl.”


There was a photograph of a painting tacked underneath the light. It was the image of a black woman in the doorway of a house. She wore a red dress and a red hat to protect her eyes from the sun. She had her arms crossed under her breasts and looked angry. Darryl stared at the painting while the spider danced above.


“Why you kill my friend, asshole?”


“What?” Darryl asked. There was fear in his voice.


“You heard me.”


“I-I-I din’t kill nobody.” Darryl gulped and opened his eyes wider than seemed possible. “Who told you that?”


When Socrates didn’t say anything, Darryl jumped up to run, but the man socked him in the chest, knocking the wind out of him, pushing him back down in the chair.


Socrates squatted down and scooped the rooster up out of the box. He held the limp old bird up in front of Darryl’s face.


“Why you kill Billy, boy?”


“That’s a bird.” Darryl pointed. There was relief mixed with panic in his eyes.


“That’s my friend.”


“You crazy, old man. That’s a bird. Bird cain’t be nobody’s friend.” Darryl’s words were still wild. Socrates knew the guilty look on his face.


He wondered at the boy and at the rooster that had gotten him out of his bed every day for the past eight years. A rage went through him and he crushed the rooster’s neck in his fist.


“You crazy,” Darryl said.


A large truck made its way down the alley just then. The heavy vibrations went through the small kitchen, making plates and tinware rattle loudly.


Socrates shoved the corpse into the boy’s lap. “Get ovah there to the sink an’ pluck it.”


“Shit!”


“You don’t have to do it …”


“You better believe I ain’t gonna …”


“… but I will kick holy shit outta you if you don’t.”


“Pluck what? What you mean, pluck it?”


“I mean go ovah t’that sink an’ pull out the feathers. What you kill it for if you ain’t gonna pluck it?”


“I’as gonna sell it.”


“Sell it?”


“Yeah,” Darryl said. “Sell it to some old lady wanna make some chicken.”
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Darryl plucked the chicken bare. He wanted to stop halfway but Socrates kept pointing out where he had missed and pushed him back toward the sink. Darryl used a razor-sharp knife that Socrates gave him to cut off the feet and battered head. He slit open the old rooster’s belly and set aside the liver, heart, and gizzard.


“Rinse out all the blood. All of it,” Socrates told his captive. “Man could get sick on blood.”


While Darryl worked, under the older man’s supervision, Socrates made Minute rice and then green beans seasoned with lard and black pepper. He prepared them in succession, one after the other on the single hot plate. Then he sautéed the giblets, with green onions from the garden, in bacon fat that he kept in a can over the sink. He mixed the giblets in with the rice.


When the chicken was ready he took tomatoes, basil, and garlic from the garden and put them all in a big pot on the hot plate.


“Billy was a tough old bird,” Socrates said. “He gonna have to cook for a while.”


“When you gonna let me go, man?”


“Where you got to go?”


“Home.”


“Okay. Okay, fine. Billy could cook for a hour more. Let’s go over your house. Where’s that at?”


“What you mean, man? You ain’t goin’ t’my house.”


“I sure am too,” Socrates said, but he wasn’t angry anymore. “You come over here an’ murder my friend an’ I got to tell somebody responsible.”


Darryl didn’t have any answer to that. He’d spent over an hour working in the kitchen, afraid even to speak to his captor. He was afraid mostly of those big hands. He had never felt anything as strong as those hands. Even with the chicken knife he was afraid.


“I’m hungry. When we gonna eat?” Darryl asked. “I mean I hope you plan t’eat this here after all this cookin’.”


“Naw, man,” Socrates said. “I thought we could go out an’ sell it t’some ole lady like t’eat chicken.”


“Huh?” Darryl said.


The kitchen was filling up with the aroma of chicken and sauce. Darryl’s stomach growled loudly.


“You hungry?” Socrates asked him.


“Yeah.”


“That’s good. That’s good.”


“Shit. Ain’t good ’less I get sumpin’ t’eat.”


“Boy should be hungry. Yeah. Boys is always hungry. That’s how they get to be men.”


“What the fuck you mean, man? You just crazy. That’s all.”


“If you know you hungry then you know you need sumpin’. Sumpin’ missin’ an’ hungry tell you what it is.”


“That’s some kinda friend to you too?” Darryl sneered. “Hungry yo’ friend?”


Socrates smiled then. His broad black face shone with delight. He wasn’t a very old man, somewhere in his fifties. His teeth were all his own and healthy, though darkly stained. The top of his head was completely bald; tufts of wiry white hovered behind his ears.


“Hungry, horny, hello, and how come. They all my friends, my best friends.”


Darryl sniffed the air and his stomach growled again.


“Uh-huh,” Socrates hummed. “That’s right. They all my friends. All of’em. You got to have good friends you wanna make it through the penitentiary.”


“You up in jail?” Darryl asked.


“Yup.”


“My old man’s up in jail,” Darryl said. “Least he was. He died though.”


“Oh. Sorry t’hear it, li’l brother. I’m sorry.”


“What you in jail for?”


Socrates didn’t seem to hear the question. He was looking at the picture of the painting above the sink. The right side of the scene was an open field of yellow grasses under a light blue sky. The windows of the house were shuttered and dark but the sun shone hard on the woman in red.


“You still hungry?” Socrates asked.


Darryl’s stomach growled again and Socrates laughed.
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Socrates made Darryl sit in the chair while he turned over the trash can for his seat. He read the paper for half an hour or more while the rooster simmered on the hot plate. Darryl knew to keep quiet. When it was done, Socrates served the meal on three plates—one for each dish. The man and boy shoveled down dirty rice, green beans, and tough rooster like they were starving men; eating off the same plates, neither one uttered a word. The only drink they had was water—their glasses were mayonnaise jars. Their breathing was loud and slobbery. Hands moved in syncopation; tearing and scooping.


Anyone witnessing the orgy would have said that they hailed from the same land; prayed to the same gods.


When the plates were clean they sat back bringing hands across bellies. They both sighed and shook their heads.


“That was some good shit,” Darryl said. “Mm!”


“Bet you didn’t know you could cook, huh?” Socrates asked.


“Shit no!” the boy said.


“Keep your mouth clean, li’l brother. You keep it clean an’ then they know you mean business when you say sumpin’ strong.”


Darryl was about to say something but decided against it. He looked over at the door, and then back at Socrates.


“Could I go now?” he asked, a boy talking to his elder at last.


“Not yet.”


“How come?” There was an edge of fear in the boy’s voice. Socrates remembered many times reveling in the fear he brought to young men in their cells. Back then he enjoyed the company of fear.


“Not till I hear it. You cain’t go till then.”


“Hear what?”


“You know what. So don’t be playin’ stupid. Don’t be playin’ stupid an’ you just et my friend.”


Darryl made to push himself up but abandoned that idea when he saw those hands rise from the table.


“You should be afraid, Darryl,” Socrates said, reading the boy’s eyes. “I kilt men with these hands. Choked an’ broke ’em. I could crush yo’ head wit’ one hand.” Socrates held out his left palm.


“I ain’t afraid’a you,” Darryl said.


“Yes you are. I know you are ’cause you ain’t no fool. You seen some bad things out there but I’m the worst. I’m the worst you ever seen.”


Darryl looked at the door again.


“Ain’t nobody gonna come save you, li’l brother. Ain’t nobody gonna come. If you wanna make it outta here then you better give me what I want.”


Socrates knew just when the tears would come. He had seen it a hundred times. In prison it made him want to laugh; but now he was sad. He wanted to reach out to the blubbering child and tell him that it was okay; that everything was all right. But it wasn’t all right, might not ever be.


“Stop cryin’ now, son. Stop cryin’ an’ tell me about it.”


“’Bout what?” Darryl said, his words vibrating like a hummingbird’s wings.


“’Bout who you killed, that’s what.”


“I ain’t killed nobody,” Darryl said in a monotone.


“Yes you did. Either that or you saw sumpin’. I heard it in your deny when you didn’t know I was talkin’ ’bout Billy. I know when a man is guilty, Darryl. I know that down in my soul.”


Darryl looked away and set his mouth shut.


“I ain’t a cop, li’l brother. I ain’t gonna turn you in. But you kilt my friend out there an’ we just et him down. I owe t’Billy an’ to you too. So tell me about it. You tell me an’ then you could go.”


They stared at each other for a long time. Socrates grinned to put the boy at ease but he didn’t look benevolent. He looked hungry.


Darryl felt like the meal.
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He didn’t want to say it but he didn’t feel bad either. Why should he feel bad? It wasn’t even his idea. Wasn’t anybody’s plan. It was just him and Jamal and Norris out in the oil fields above Baldwin Hills. Sometimes dudes went there with their old ladies. And if you were fast enough you could see some pussy and then get away with their pants.


They also said that the army was once up there and that there were old bullets and even hand grenades just lying around to be found.


But then this retarded boy showed up. He said he was with his brother but that his brother left him and now he wanted to be friends with Darryl and his boys.


“At first we was just playin’,” Darryl told Socrates. “You know—pushin’ ’im an’ stuff.”


But when he kept on following them—when he squealed every time they saw somebody—they hit him and pushed him down. Norris even threw a rock at his head. But the retard kept on coming. He was running after them and crying that they had hurt him. He cried louder and louder. And when they hit him, to shut him up, he yelled so loud that it made them scared right inside their chests.


“You know I always practice with my knife,” Darryl said. “You know you got to be able to get it out quick if somebody on you.”


Socrates nodded. He still practiced himself.


“I’ont know how it got in my hand. I swear I didn’t mean t’cut ’im.”


“You kill’im?” Socrates asked.


Darryl couldn’t talk but he opened his mouth and nodded.


They all swore never to tell anybody. They would kill the one who told about it—they swore on blood and went home.


“Anybody find ’im?” Socrates asked.


“I’ont know.”


The red spider danced while the woman in red kept her arms folded and stared her disapproval of all men—especially those two men. Darryl had to go to the bathroom. He had the runs after that big meal—and, Socrates thought, from telling his tale.


When he came out he looked ashy, his lips were ashen.


He slumped back in Socrates’ cheap chair—drowsy but not tired. He was sick and forlorn.


For a long time they just sat there. The minutes went by but there was no clock to measure them. Socrates learned how to do without a timepiece in prison.


He counted the time while Darryl sat hopelessly by.
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“What you gonna do, li’l brother?”


“What?”


“How you gonna make it right?”


“Make what right? He dead. I cain’t raise him back here.”


When Socrates stared at the boy there was no telling what he thought. But what he was thinking didn’t matter. Darryl looked away and back again. He shifted in his chair. Licked his dry lips.


“What?” he asked at last.


“You murdered a poor boy couldn’t stand up to you. You killed your little brother an’ he wasn’t no threat; an’ he didn’t have no money that you couldn’t take wit’out killin’ ’im. You did wrong, Darryl. You did wrong.”


“How the fuck you know?” Darryl yelled. He would have said more but Socrates raised his hand, not in violence but to point out the truth to his dinner guest.


Darryl went quiet and listened.


“I ain’t your warden, li’l brother. I ain’t gonna show you to no jail. I’m just talkin’ to ya—one black man to another one. If you don’t hear me there ain’t nuthin’ I could do.”


“So I could go now?”


“Yeah, you could go. I ain’t yo’ warden. I just ask you to tell me how you didn’t do wrong. Tell me how a healthy boy ain’t wrong when he kills his black brother who sick.”


Darryl stared at Socrates, at his eyes now—not his hands.


“You ain’t gonna do nuthin’?”


“Boy is dead now. Rooster’s dead too. We cain’t change that. But you got to figure out where you stand.”


“I ain’t goin’ t’no fuckin’ jail if that’s what you mean.”


Socrates smiled. “Shoo’. I don’t blame you for that. Jail ain’t gonna help a damn thing. Better shoot yo’self than go to jail.”


“I ain’t gonna shoot myself neither. Uh-uh.”


“If you learn you wrong then maybe you get to be a man.”


“What’s that s’posed t’mean?”


“Ain’t nobody here, Darryl. Just you’n me. I’m sayin’ that I think you was wrong for killin’ that boy. I know you killed’im. I know you couldn’t help it. But you was wrong anyway. An’ if that’s the truth, an’ if you could say it, then maybe you’ll learn sumpin’. Maybe you’ll laugh in the morning sometimes again.”


Darryl stared at the red spider. She was still now. He didn’t say anything, didn’t move at all.


“We all got to be our own judge, li’l brother. ’Cause if you don’t know when you wrong then yo’ life ain’t worf a damn.”


Darryl waited as long as he could. And then he asked, “I could go?”


“You done et Billy. So I guess that much is through.”


“So it ain’t wrong that I killed’im ’cause I et him?”


“It’s still wrong. It’s always gonna be wrong. But you know more now. You ain’t gonna kill no more chickens,” Socrates said. Then he grunted out a harsh laugh. “At least not around here.”


Darryl stood up. He watched Socrates to see what he’d do.


“Yo’ momma cook at home, Darryl?”


“Sometimes. Not too much.”


“You come over here anytime an’ I teach ya how t’cook. We eat pretty good too.”


“Uh-huh,” Darryl answered. He took a step away from his chair.


Socrates stayed seated on his trash can.


Darryl made it all the way to the door. He grabbed the wire handle that took the place of a long-ago knob.


“What they put you in jail for?” Darryl asked.


“I killed a man an’ raped his woman.”


“White man?”


“No.”


“Well … bye.”


“See ya, li’l brother.”


“I’m sorry …’bout yo’ chicken.”


“Billy wasn’t none’a mine. He belonged to a old lady ’cross the alley.”


“Well … bye.”


“Darryl.”


“Yeah.”


“If you get inta trouble you could come here. It don’t matter what it is—you could come here to me.”
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Socrates stared at the door a long time after the boy was gone; for hours. The night came on and the cool desert air of Los Angeles came in under the door and through the cracks in his small shack of an apartment.


A cricket was calling out for love from somewhere in the wall.


Socrates looked at the woman, sun shining on her head. Her red sun hat threw a hot crimson shadow across her face. There was no respite for her but she still stood defiant. He tried to remember what Theresa looked like but it had been too long now. All he had left was the picture of a painting—and that wasn’t even her. All he had left from her were the words she never said. You are dead to me, Socrates. Dead as that poor boy and that poor girl you killed.


He wondered if Darryl would ever come back.


He hoped so.


Socrates went through the doorless doorway into his other room. He lay down on the couch and just before he was asleep he thought of how he’d wake up alone. The rooster was hoarse in his old age, his crow no more than a whisper.


But at least that motherfucker tried.







MIDNIGHT MEETING
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“I think we should go over there right now an’ an’ an’ an’ shoot’im in his head,” Right said. He held up his paralyzed left hand and gestured, meaninglessly, with the atrophied knuckle of his point finger.


“We cain’t do that, man,” Markham Peal whined. He grabbed at the collar of his T-shirt and pulled on it until it stretched down far enough to reveal his weak, yellow-hued chest.


Right Burke and Stony Wile were sitting on the floor with their backs against the wall in Socrates Fortlow’s small living room. Howard Shakur and Markham perched themselves on the couch that doubled for Socrates’ bed.


It was a poor man’s room. The wallpaper had been pink at one time but now it was worn down to shopping-bag brown. The wood slats of the floor had buckled in places and separated. A tall man would have brushed the ceiling with the top of his head. On a windy day even the open-faced gas heater couldn’t keep it warm.


There were no windows. Socrates’ only neighbors were two burned-out furniture stores and an almost always empty street.


The first year Socrates lived there he sent the rent to H. Price Landers, Esq., who received his mail at an address on Olympic Boulevard. Somewhere in the second year the money orders started coming back marked: Return to Sender/No Forwarding Address.


H. Price Landers had died, Socrates thought, and all that he owned was, at least for a while, forgotten.


“We ain’t even sure that he did it, Right,” Stony Wile, the squat ship welder from East St. Louis, said. “It’s just hearsay we goin’ on.”


“Noooo, no.” No-neck Howard shook his head. He was both the heaviest and the youngest man in the room. “My li’l girl ain’t lyin’. She seen what I told ya. She saw Petis jump up on LeRoy with a knife. She told me that even ’fore they fount’im. If she saw LeRoy get it then you know she seen who give it to’im.”


“She could be wrong,” Stony replied. “It was nighttime. It was late. Lotsa men the same build as Petis.”


“She knew it were LeRoy. She knew he was dead. How she gonna mark one man an’ then miss the other?”


“It could happen,” Stony said.


“Well if she saw it then let her go tell the cops. Cops the ones should take down a man if he did wrong. Ain’t us who should do it.” Markham was wringing his T-shirt. Sweat formed on his forehead but it wasn’t hot in the room.


“I ain’t sendin’ my baby down to no cops. Uh-uh,” Howard said. He swiveled his big head around on his shoulders and opened his eyes wide.


From somewhere blocks away four shots were fired in quick succession. The men all looked at the pinkish-brown wallpaper for a moment and then turned their attention back to the room.


“What you say, Socco?” Stony asked.


Their host was standing in the doorless doorway that led from the living room to the kitchen. He was listening to his friends and neighbors but somehow felt removed. Their talk about Petis and his crime had brought back memories of another man back in an Indiana jail.


“Socrates.”


“Yeah?”


“What you think about this shit here?”


Socrates squinted, then he rubbed his eyes with his big hands. He looked at Howard. Howard didn’t have much of a neck but he was so fat that he had three chins to make up for it.


Howard didn’t like the attention. He glared back at Socrates.


“What else Winnie see?” Socrates asked at last.


“What you mean?” Howard asked.


“I mean, did they fight? Did LeRoy say sumpin’ to Petis? Why he gonna stab a man fo’ nuthin’?”


“He robbin’ ’im, Socco. You know that.”


“No I don’t. I don’t know it unless that’s what you tellin’ me. Did Winnie say Petis was robbin’ ’im?”


“Yeah.” Howard moved his big shoulders around and shifted on the couch. “He pult out the knife an’ grabbed LeRoy by his shirt an’ told him t’give up his money. When LeRoy said no, Petis stabbed him in the neck an’ then tore out his pants pockets t’get what he had.”


“That’s what Winnie said? You sure she didn’t hear you an’ Corina talkin’ ’bout it after you read it?”


“Yeah. I’m sure. I told you that Winnie come to me first.”


The loud noise of a police helicopter sounded overhead. Socrates could feel the breeze from the rotors come in through the poorly insulated roof and walls. The helicopter hovered over the building for a minute or two before moving off.


“C-c-cops always be flyin’,” Right said. “Shit. If they come down here to earth sometimes maybe Petis wouldn’t be goin’ all over killin’ folks for laundry money.”


Socrates was still staring at Howard.


“What?” Howard wanted to know. “What you lookin’ at?”


“What you want us to do, Howard?” Socrates asked.


“I got to go soon, boys,” Markham said. His collar was destroyed.


No one heeded him though. They were all looking at Howard.


“I don’t know. Winnie come in an’ told me what she seen. She was scared an’ I thought I should do sumpin’. You know Petis prob’ly the one kilt all them people ’round here. Least all them’s been stabbed. At least I wanted t’tell somebody.”


“Tell the cops,” Markham said.


“I got a pistol in my night table drawer got his name on the barrel.” Right Burke was the oldest among them—in his seventies. He’d been a combat soldier in World War Two. The left side of his body had been paralyzed by a stroke in ’84. Since then he lived at Luvia’s—she ran a kind of private retirement home in the neighborhood.


“Maybe we should just tell ev’rybody about it,” Stony said. “Maybe then it’ll just take care of itself.”


“Even I know that ain’t gonna help,” cowardly Markham said.


The other men grumbled their agreement.


“What you think we should do?” Right asked Socrates. “You the one know about people like Petis. You think if we told ev’rybody that that would stop him?”


“Dopehead?” Socrates sneered. “No.”


“You think Howard should take Winnie an’ go to the police?”


Socrates shook his head. “Uh-uh. All Petis need is a first-year lawyer to have that baby girl’s testimony th’owed out. He wouldn’t even get to trial ’less they got hard evidence. He be on the street in less than a week.”


“An’ be knockin’ on my do’,” Howard added.


“Maybe not, Howard,” Socrates said. “Dopehead don’t usually carry a grudge. He too busy lookin’ fo’ his fix.”


“Well, anyway, I ain’t gonna make my baby go through that. I ain’t gonna mark her fo’ that crazy man.”


“Kill ’im,” Right said again.


Markham farted.


Stony lit a match and blew it out to cover the smell.


Socrates felt how small his room was with all those men in it. Twenty-seven years in an Indiana prison had prepared him for the poverty he lived in. But he wished that he had a bigger room.


Maybe it was time to move.


“It’s a hard choice, boys,” Socrates said. “If it is Petis been robbin’ an’ killin’ ’round here you could bet he gonna keep on doin’ it. He got the taste’a blood now. It comes easy too ’im. You cain’t talk to ’im, warn ’im, wound ’im, or turn him in to the cops.”


“Like I said.” Right let his statement hang in the air.


“I don’t know about that, Brother Right,” Socrates said. “We might be cornered, but we’re not animals—not yet.”


“So you sayin’ t’let it lie?” Right asked.


Socrates tried to think of an answer to Right’s question. It wasn’t the first time that he’d had such a problem.


He’d been thinking about Fitzroy ever since Howard and his friends had come over. When they told him about Petis he knew what they wanted.


They wanted him to kill Petis. After all, he was the one among them that had gone to prison for double murder. He knew how to do it.


Just like with Fitzroy.


Crazy Fitzroy who swore he had killed a man and woman from every race on the face of the earth. Fitzroy who raped you to show that he was boss; and broke your bones just to hear them snap.


The head warden gave Clyde Brown to Fitzroy for a cellmate as a kind of reward for keeping the other inmates down.


Clyde was the best cat burglar in the state. He came into prison cocksure and ready to play his time. Warden Johns decided, no one knew why, to make it his special province to break Clyde down.


And so Fitzroy.


In two weeks Clyde had lost his looks; he’d gone gaunt and thin. Bruises and blood marred the boy’s frightened face. He developed a twitch and would yell out loud at odd times for no reason at all.


Fitzroy’s cell was never locked and so one night Clyde escaped. Socrates saw Clyde go by his cell in a shuffling sort of run. The boy was crying and looking behind him with the fear of death. Fitzroy came on a few minutes later, smiling and walking fast.


The yell from Clyde that tore through the prison was enough to chill even Socrates’ hot blood.


Socrates was no angel. He had brutalized men. But what Fitzroy did was different ….


Or maybe, Socrates thought many years later in that room with his four friends, he wasn’t so different.


The next night Socrates jammed the locking mechanism in his cell door. He stuck in a tin fork that made a sound like the lock catching. After the cell lights went out Socrates shoved his door free and walked out into the aisle.


He approached Fitzroy’s cell with no mind at all. All he knew was that he had to stop what was going on. All he knew was that he couldn’t live in his cell with what was happening down the hall.


Clyde, completely naked, had wedged himself between the toilet and the wall. Socrates didn’t know if it was because he was trying to hide or if Fitzroy liked to keep him there.


Fitzroy lay back on his bunk, naked to the waist.


If Socrates’ thinking mind had been working at that moment he would have known why men were afraid of Fitzroy. The man was a giant. Big arms, big chest, and a big stomach that seemed to be stretched over a solid oaken barrel.


He had big hands too, but Socrates’ hands were larger.


Fitzroy lifted his head and focused his mud-colored eyes on the intruder. A smile came to his ragged lips. Even the scars on his face seemed to grin.


Now Socrates had a new thought in his mind. If he gets to his feet I’m dead.


By the time Fitzroy was sitting up Socrates was there over him. Before he could say a word Socrates struck with both fists in rapid order. The rock breakers, those hands were called.


Clyde grinned when he heard the muffled snap of vertebrae.


“I’m sayin’,” Socrates said, looking the old veteran in the eye, “that killin’ ain’t no answer for civilized men. I’m sayin’ that bein’ right won’t wash the blood from your hands.”


The men listened. Stony even nodded.


“So they ain’t nuthin’ t’do, right?” Markham asked.


“I thought you said that you had somewhere t’be, Markham?” Socrates said in a friendly tone.


“Uh, well, I thought well, you know …”


“You could go on, brother.” Socrates stepped aside to make a way through the door. “We could play some checkers next week.”


“Yeah,” Right said derisively. “Go on.”


“Well, you know, my wife ’spects me home sometimes.”


Nobody spoke as Markham pushed himself up from the cushions. They were quiet as he pulled on his sweater and looked around the couch to make sure that nothing had fallen out of his pockets.


Markham tripped going through the doorway to the kitchen. Nobody said anything; nobody moved to see if he was okay.


No one spoke until they heard the door to the outside slam shut.
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“Shit,” Right said. “Fuckin’ coward need t’run home t’his woman. Maybe he should sen’ her down here.”


“I’ont know, man.” Stony coughed and ran his hand over his thick salt-and-pepper hair. “Markham mighta been right. What could we do about dope addicts an’ killers?”


“Yeah,” Socrates said. “At least Markham know what he can do, an’ what he cain’t. That’s all I ever ask of a man: tell me where you stand. That’s all. You tell me where you stand an’ then I know where I’m comin’ from.”


Right and Stony nodded their agreement. Howard just sat there; distrust and fear in his eyes.


“\lquote Cause we don’t want nobody cain’t stand up to what’s got to be done,” Socrates said.


“An’ just what is that?” Howard asked.


“What’s the biggest problem a black man have?” Socrates asked as if the answer was as plain as his wallpaper.


“A black woman,” Right said.


They all laughed—even Socrates.


“The po-lice,” said Howard.


Socrates smiled. “Yeah, yeah. It’s always trouble on the street—and at home too. But they ain’t the problem—not really.”


“So what is?” Stony asked.


“Bein’ a man, that’s what. Standin’ up an’ sayin’ what it is we want an’ what it is we ain’t gonna take.”


“Say to who?” Right asked. “To the cops?”


“I don’t believe in goin’ t’no cops ovah somethin’ like this here,” Socrates said. “A black man—no matter how bad he is—bein’ brutalized by the cops is a hurt to all of us. Goin’ to the cops ovah a brother is like askin’ for chains.”


“Uh-huh.” Stony was frowning, trying to understand. “Then who we talk to? If not the cops, then a minister?”


Socrates just stared.


“I know,” Howard said.


“What?” asked Stony.


“He wanna go up to Petis. He wanna talk to him.”


Socrates smiled like a teacher approving of his student’s lesson.


“Naw,” Right said. “How talkin’ to a killer gonna help?”


“He the one we mad at,” Howard answered. “He the one done it. That’s just it. Go up to the motherfucker an’ tell’im we know who he is. Tell ’im that we ain’t gonna take that shit. Tell’im what you said, Right. Tell’im that he’s just hangin’ by a thread.”


“You wit’ me?” Socrates asked the men.


No one said no.
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Socrates and his friends went to see Petis the next afternoon. They came to the last door on the left-hand side of the Magnolia Terrace, a horseshoe shaped court of cheap bungalow apartments. When they got there Socrates turned to his companions and said, “Let me do the talkin’.”


Then he knocked and waited.


He knocked again.


A group of seven small children cruised by on plastic tricycles. They made squealing noises with their mouths and turned away down the cracked cement lane that the fourteen bungalows faced.


The thought of children near the dope fiend steeled Socrates.


“Who is it?” a voice called from behind the door.


“Me, Petis. Socrates Fortlow.”


“What you want, man?” the husky voice whined. “I’m sleepin’ in here.”


“I got money on my mind, Petis,” Socrates said. “Money an’ how you’n me could get some.”


Stony shifted from one foot to the other.


Right rubbed his nose with the back of his paralyzed hand.


The door came open and the men behind Socrates squared off. Petis stood there dressed only in a white T-shirt and blue boxer shorts.
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