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  Prologue




  SMOKE MEAT




  The name of the place is LaVerne Williams’ Genuine BBQ and City Grocery, but everyone calls it Smoke Meat, because – even though ‘LaVerne Williams’

  Genuine BBQ and City Grocery’ is handpainted in red letters on the restaurant’s front window – outside, over the front door, painted right on the bricks, are the words

  ‘SMOKE MEAT’ in big white capital letters about two feet tall.




  Smoke Meat is a block away from the Kansas City Star, on the southwest corner of 17th and Walnut. It’s a favorite of reporters and editors at the paper, especially the copy desk,

  which has a tradition of taking its new staffers there for lunch on their first day on the job. The punchline of this initiation rite comes when it’s time to pay, and all the veteran copy

  editors pretend as if they assumed all along the new hire was picking up the tab.




  Cochran Rooney’s first-day Smoke Meat lunch got off to a shaky start.




  Rooney was a short stocky redhead with close-cropped hair, a goatee, and a silver earring in his right ear. He came to the Star after having been ‘downsized’ from his previous

  position as a copy editor at the Topeka Capital Journal. He stepped up to the counter first as if he was a long-time regular at Smoke Meat.




  Behind the counter a tall skinny black man with a graying Afro stepped up to the cash register. He wore a white apron over a black T-shirt.




  ‘What’ll it be?’ he asked Rooney.




  ‘How about a regular sausage sandwich with fries and a diet Coke,’ said Rooney. ‘And how about a D for your sign?’




  Rooney snorted and turned and smirked at his new coworkers as if he were letting them in on a joke. None of them let on that they had any idea what he was talking about. But the guy at the cash

  register knew exactly what Rooney meant. His eyes narrowed.




  ‘What did you say?’ he asked Rooney.




  ‘You need a D for your sign outside,’ said Rooney. ‘It says “smoke meat”. Shouldn’t it say “smoked meat”? Smoked, with a D?’ He

  wasn’t smirking anymore and appeared to have developed a severe blinking disorder.




  ‘You work over there at the Star, don’t you?’ asked the guy behind the counter.




  Rooney gave a quick little nod.




  ‘I knew it. Every once in a while one of you smartass writers from the newspaper comes over here and tells me I need to fix my sign. Just because you know about words doesn’t mean

  you know everything. You don’t know shit. My son painted that sign the way it is. And it’s staying the way it is.’




  Rooney choked out an apology, but the guy behind the counter wasn’t having any of it.




  ‘And we don’t serve fries here,’ he said. He turned to take the next order.




  Rooney was quiet while he ate.




  On the way back up 17th Street to the Star, Rooney walked a bit behind the group smoking a cigarette.




  Later that day one of the senior copy editors stopped by Rooney’s cube. He leaned in and pointed at Rooney’s computer screen. ‘I think you need a D there at the end of that

  word,’ he said.




  Hanging on the wall by the restaurant’s front door are some framed yellowed newspaper clippings. One is a story about LaVerne Williams, a promising young outfielder for

  the Kansas City Athletics. The article is dated April 9, 1967 and includes a photo of a tall skinny black kid in a baggy cotton baseball uniform, holding his bat over his right shoulder. He looks

  intently into the camera.




  Another framed clipping is an obituary for a Raymond Williams. It reads:




  

    

      On February 28, 1986, Raymond L. Williams passed into the loving arms of his beloved savior Jesus Christ. He was 19 years old. He leaves to mourn his passing his grieving

      parents, LaVerne E. and Angela R. Williams, his maternal grandmother, Alberta H. Newton, and many aunts, uncles, cousins, and friends.




      Raymond died due to a cardiac irregularity while playing varsity basketball for Prairie View A&M University.




      Raymond was loved by all who knew him. He graduated with honors from Central High School and was selected to the All-Missouri basketball team. He received a scholarship to Prairie View

      Agriculture and Mining University in Prairie View, Texas, and planned to attend seminary and enter the ministry upon matriculation from his undergraduate studies. Funeral services will be held

      at New Jerusalem Baptist Church at noon on March 4, the Rev. Orville P. Harris officiating.


    


  




  Two of the framed articles are favorable reviews of the restaurant’s food – both from 1982. One praises the ribs and pulled pork. The other includes the restaurant in a list of

  ‘Recommended Joints’ in Kansas City, awarding it three ‘rib bones’ on the basis of its ‘tangy sauce and smoky brisket’.




  The last frame contains a plain white sheet of paper on which twelve lines of verse have been typed:




  

    

      ‘Peace’ by Ronald Ross




      

        Now slowly sinks the day-long labouring Sun




        Behind the tranquil trees and old church-tower;




        And we who watch him know our day is done;




        For us too comes the evening – and the hour.


      




      

        Golden the river brims beneath the west,




        And holy peace to all the world is given;




        The songless stockdove preens her ruddied breast;




        The blue smoke windeth like a prayer to heaven.


      


    


  




  Underneath the typed lines is a handwritten note:




  

    

      To LW from FG




      (The stockdove is songless because she’s afraid you’ll put her on the menu!)
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  A New Life




  The day Raymond Williams painted the words ‘SMOKE MEAT’ above the front door of his father’s barbecue restaurant, A.B. Clayton’s second stepfather was

  arrested for bigamy, after it was discovered he had another wife and three young children up in St Joe.




  When the detectives arrived at A.B.’s house and announced their intentions, A.B.’s mother became agitated and began throwing wild punches at her husband and also at the police who

  had come to take him away. A.B. was fifteen years old.




  When the fracas spilled out onto the front porch A.B. slipped out the back door, walked down to the corner of 23rd and Chelsea and stood there wondering what to do. A preacher he saw on TV once

  said to pray when your heart is troubled. But A.B. Clayton didn’t know how to pray so he lit up a cigarette instead.




  As he stood there, a squad car drove past. His stepfather was in the back seat bleeding from the nose. A.B. flicked his cigarette out into the street and started walking. He wondered what the

  next guy would be like.




  17th and Walnut is a good four miles from 23rd and Chelsea, but A.B. didn’t notice how far or how long he’d walked or even where he was going. At one point he just happened to look

  up and there was Raymond Williams on a ladder, putting the final touches on the K. He smoked a cigarette and watched Ray start in on the E.




  Ray looked down at A.B. ‘Hey.’




  A.B. returned the ‘Hey’. He figured that the kid on the ladder was about his same age, but a lot taller.




  LaVerne Williams came out to inspect his son’s work. ‘Lookin’ good there, boy. You almost finished?’




  ‘About halfway,’ said Ray.




  ‘Well, there’s plenty to do inside when you’re done. Don’t be up there all day.’




  LaVerne looked over at A.B. ‘May I help you, son?’ he said, sizing up the smallish white kid with dirty blond hair, wondering what it was that had made him so sad.




  ‘Probably not,’ mumbled A.B. looking away. He dropped his cigarette butt to the sidewalk and stepped on it. ‘I need a new life.’




  ‘I don’t have one to give,’ said LaVerne. ‘But how about a job?’




  A.B. agreed without a second thought, surprising himself. ‘When do I start?’




  ‘How about now?’ said LaVerne. ‘We got a lot of cleanup to do before we open. Then we’re going to need some help in the kitchen.’




  A.B. followed LaVerne into the restaurant, went to work, and has worked there ever since. During that time, A.B has been absorbed into the Williams family. Before Raymond died, he and A.B. were

  especially close, even as the gap widened separating A.B.’s smoky greasy world in the back of the restaurant from Ray’s shining academic and athletic achievements.




  A.B. is now supervisor of the kitchen crew and the primary operator of the restaurant’s smoke pit. People like the barbecue at Smoke Meat and he’s the one who makes most of it.

  LaVerne Williams depends on him and trusts him. He was one of the six pallbearers at Raymond’s funeral. The other five were members of the Prairie View A&M basketball team. They towered

  over A.B. – a scrawny white birch in a grove of black oaks.




  When Angela Williams asked A.B. to help carry her son Raymond’s casket, he said that of course he’d be honored, but thought maybe he’d have to pass.




  ‘But why, A.B.?’ asked Angela. ‘You and Ray were like brothers.’




  ‘Yes, ma’am,’ he said. ‘We were. But I don’t have a suit or a tie. I wouldn’t look right. I don’t want to embarrass you.’




  So Angela Williams brought A.B. over to Michael’s Fine Clothes for Men and bought him his first-ever suit, a white shirt, a tie, and a nice pair of shoes.




  After the funeral and the following meal at New Jerusalem Baptist Church, A.B. didn’t know what to do or where to go so he drove to his mother’s house. She was sitting on the front

  porch in an old recliner drinking a quart bottle of beer from a paper bag.




  ‘I hardly recognized you all dressed up like that,’ she said, taking a big hit from the quart. ‘What’s the occasion?’




  ‘I was at Ray’s funeral, Ma. I told you.’




  ‘Oh, that’s right. That colored kid at the restaurant. How’d he die, again? I forget.’




  A.B. turned away, walked down to the corner of 23rd and Chelsea and lit up a cigarette.
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  As Seen on TV




  After the lunch rush, LaVerne Williams sometimes takes a nap on the tattered teal-blue couch in the small windowless office in the back of the restaurant. Though LaVerne is a

  clean and tidy man, his office is a cluttered mess, in part because the space also serves as overflow storage for non-perishables. Bulk cartons of elbow macaroni, cases of vinegar, and #10 cans of

  tomato sauce, applesauce, and peaches are stacked around the perimeter of the room, except along the wall where the couch is. Having exhausted himself imposing order on all other aspects of his

  life, LaVerne Williams has neither the energy nor the impulse to clean his office. It is the one place where things are left just as they are.




  The couch was the first piece of furniture he and Angela bought for their apartment after they got married, almost forty years ago. When they moved to their first house, the couch ended up in

  the rec room in the basement, then, eventually, Raymond and LaVerne hauled it over to the restaurant. In spite of the fact that it is too short by at least a foot for LaVerne to comfortably stretch

  out on, he has never indicated any desire for a newer or longer couch.




  On the wall over the couch is a framed team photo of the 1967 Kansas City Athletics. Next to it is a framed picture of the old Municipal Stadium at 22nd and Brooklyn, where the Athletics played,

  before Charlie O. Finley moved the team to Oakland in 1968.




  On the gray metal desk in the middle of the room is a beige computer with a grimy keyboard and a fingerprint-smudged monitor screen. None of the restaurant’s employees can say for sure

  that the computer actually works.




  Functioning as a paperweight, perched atop a pile of pink and yellow invoices, is a bottle of deep red barbecue sauce. The label says, ‘LaVerne Williams’ Genuine BBQ Sauce KANSAS

  CITY STYLE as featured on the Morty Pavlich Show.’




  On the way back from filming a show in Branson in 1991, TV personality Morty Pavlich and his production crew stopped in Kansas City for some barbecue before flying on to Chicago. The

  show’s soundman was a baseball trivia buff and, during deliberations over which barbecue restaurant the crew would visit, he was flipping through the yellow pages and saw the listing for

  LaVerne Williams’ Genuine BBQ and City Grocery. The soundman figured it must be the same LaVerne Williams who played for the Athletics in Kansas City back in the late sixties and he convinced

  the group to pass up the better-known joints, Bryant’s and Gates, for a visit to LaVerne’s place.




  A.B. Clayton was working the counter that day and was the one who took Morty Pavlich’s order – ribs with two sides, greens and red potatoes. A.B. recognized him immediately.

  Sometimes when he got home late, A.B. drank beer in his underwear in front of the TV and watched the Morty Pavlich Show if there was nothing else on.




  When Morty Pavlich and his crew sat down, A.B. scurried back to the office to tell LaVerne.




  ‘It’s Morty Pavlich!’ he whispered loudly to his boss, who was counting boxes of paper napkins, and making notes on a clipboard.




  ‘It’s what?’ said LaVerne vaguely, without looking up.




  ‘It’s Morty Pavlich! He’s here! He’s out front eating.’




  ‘Morty Pavlich, the guy on TV, is here?’ LaVerne asked, half smiling.




  A.B. restated the facts and the two men went out to have a look. There was Morty Pavlich, gnawing contently on a rib bone.




  LaVerne went over and introduced himself. Morty Pavlich was gracious and seemed delighted to meet LaVerne, but inasmuch as his fingers were covered in sauce, he didn’t shake hands. The

  soundman wanted to know if LaVerne had in fact played for the Athletics. When LaVerne confirmed this, the soundman asked for an autograph.




  LaVerne wouldn’t let Morty Pavlich and his crew pay for lunch. As the group was leaving, A.B. rounded up the other employees and they applauded from behind the counter as if they were an

  audience at an actual Morty Pavlich Show.




  A.B. watched the Morty Pavlich Show every night after that. On a Wednesday two weeks after his visit to the restaurant, Morty Pavlich mentioned the visit during the broadcast,

  specifically saying how good the sauce was. A.B was so excited when he told LaVerne about it he got choked up.




  LaVerne had previously contemplated bottling and retailing his barbecue sauce, and this latest development seemed to present a perfect marketing opportunity. A few weeks later he signed a

  contract with a bottler in St Louis to distribute LaVerne Williams’ Genuine BBQ Sauce KANSAS CITY STYLE as featured on the Morty Pavlich Show. When the first shipment arrived at the

  restaurant, LaVerne right away sent a bottle to Morty Pavlich with a thank-you note.




  Three months later, LaVerne received in the mail an autographed photo of Morty Pavlich. No note. Just the picture.




  About a week after that, LaVerne received a certified letter from a law firm representing the Morty Pavlich Show, informing LaVerne that he must cease and desist the distribution and/or

  sale of any and all products using the name Morty Pavlich in packaging or promotion, and that all existing such products must be immediately destroyed.




  A.B. swore and cursed continuously as he and LaVerne heaved crates of the barbecue sauce into the dumpster behind the restaurant. In his rage, A.B. miscalculated the distance to the top of the

  dumpster and one of the crates bounced off the edge and landed on his foot. He couldn’t work the next day and hobbled around for a week after that. Whenever anybody asked him about his foot

  he snorted and mumbled, ‘Damn that Morty Pavlich.’




  LaVerne didn’t say much about the whole affair, so it was hard to tell if he was angry or embarrassed.




  In spite of this disappointment, on the wall of the restaurant, opposite the wall where Raymond’s obituary is displayed, and among photographs of Kansas City Chiefs, and Royals, local

  politicians, and radio personalities, is the autographed photo of Morty Pavlich.
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  Lone Star




  LaVerne Williams was born and raised in Plum Grove, Texas, north of Houston. Like all Texans he is inordinately proud to be a Texan, as if it is somehow a crowning achievement,

  not a simple accident of birth. So when LaVerne first got the idea to bottle and sell his barbecue sauce, which was well before the Morty Pavlich incident, he wanted to call it ‘LaVerne

  Williams’ Genuine TexiKan BBQ Sauce’.




  ‘It combines “Texas” and “Kansas City”,’ he said, explaining his idea to A.B. ‘And it sounds like the word “Mexican”. TexiKan.

  Mexican.’




  A.B. looked at his boss, expecting further explanation. When none was offered, A.B. nodded vigorously and told LaVerne it was a great name for a barbecue sauce. LaVerne took his idea, along with

  A.B.’s endorsement, to Angela.




  ‘TexiKan is not a word,’ she said. She was quite sure LaVerne already knew this but thought a reminder might help.




  ‘I know it’s not a word,’ he said. ‘We’ll make it a word. It combines “Texas” and “Kansas City”. It’s the best of both

  worlds. The best of Texas barbecue and Kansas City barbecue in one bottle. And it sounds like Mexican.’




  ‘Will the sauce be Mexican?’ asked Angela.




  LaVerne was exasperated with his wife’s failure to perceive the cleverness and marketing savvy of the TexiKan concept and concluded that he needed to explain it a few more times.




  ‘No, the sauce won’t be Mexican. It’ll be TexiKan,’ LaVerne said with exaggerated patience. ‘It’ll be Texas and Kansas City.’




  ‘But LaVerne,’ said Angela, ‘you’ve never promoted your sauce or your barbecue as having anything to do with Texas. We don’t have any signs in the restaurant

  saying, “We serve genuine Texas barbecue.” None of your customers even know you’re from Texas. If you start selling sauce that’s TexiKan, people won’t know what

  that means. It’ll just confuse people.’




  ‘But everybody knows Texas barbecue is the best,’ LaVerne said, as if the point was so obvious it hardly need be made.




  ‘Well, that’s just silly,’ Angela laughed derisively. Angela was born and raised in Kansas City. ‘There’s not a single person in this town, not a one,

  who would agree with you on that. Kansas City is the barbecue capital. And in case you’ve forgotten, our restaurant is in Kansas City, not Texas. TexiKan is a horrible name for

  a barbecue sauce. Especially if you want people in Kansas City to buy it.’




  LaVerne always got mad when Angela was right and he was wrong, a circumstance that was all too common as far as he was concerned. He grabbed a beer from the refrigerator and stomped out of the

  house slamming the door behind him.




  If Angela Newton had known the specifics of what ‘for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health’ actually meant in the case of her

  marriage to LaVerne Williams she might have reconsidered marrying him. Loving LaVerne had been easy. Living with him had only recently become, if not exactly easy, at least less difficult.




  The marriage got off to a bad start. Angela’s father, the Rev. Dr Clarence E. Newton, senior pastor of New Jerusalem Baptist Church, strongly disapproved of LaVerne, who he felt had an

  unsavory past and a questionable future. Both of Angela’s older brothers had gone into the ministry and, without it ever expressly being said, it was expected that Angela would marry a

  minister, which LaVerne definitely was not.




  Angela’s mother, Alberta H. Newton, was only a little more accepting of LaVerne, but this was more strategic than heartfelt on her part. Mrs Newton feared she would incite her

  strong-willed daughter to all-out rebellion if she joined her husband in opposing LaVerne.




  LaVerne naturally resented his in-laws’ negativity towards him and rightly felt that it undermined his relationship with Angela.




  Things improved slightly in late 1966 when the Athletics offered LaVerne a contract. The Rev. Dr Newton was a dedicated fan and learned scholar of baseball and it was hard to deny that his

  son-in-law was a talented ballplayer. However, when LaVerne blew out his shoulder in spring training in 1968, and was subsequently waived by the Athletics, Rev. Newton’s support began to

  wane. It further eroded when LaVerne stopped attending church services and his moods darkened.




  Angela, however, did not love LaVerne because he was a baseball player or even because he went to church. She didn’t really care that much about baseball. Angela loved LaVerne for what he

  was, a sweet and soulful man. She loves him still for the same reasons. And when LaVerne had finished his beer and came sulking back into the house she reminded him of that.




  ‘I love you, LaVerne. There’s nothing you can say or do that will ever change that. But TexiKan is a lame-ass idea. And there’s nothing you can say or do that

  will ever change that.’
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  Vinegar Pie




  Smoke Meat is a small place, but it’s not what you would call cozy. The building is about a hundred years old. And though it is located in what is now Kansas City’s

  hip and increasingly upscale arts district, its decor is decidedly pre-hip. The interior walls are not exposed brick. They are cinderblock, painted with a heavy white enamel. The ceiling is not

  exposed heating and ventilation ductwork painted flat black. It’s a 1970s-era dropped ceiling of once-white acoustic tiles now stained yellow. The floor is black industrial-grade linoleum

  tile worn down in spots to the wood underneath.




  When encouraged by friends and well-meaning customers to redecorate or restore the building, so as to bring it in line with other recently rehabilitated buildings in the neighborhood, LaVerne

  takes the opportunity to expound on his barbecue philosophy.




  ‘Barbecue is not fancy food. It’s plain and it’s simple. And that’s how it should be served – plain and simple. If you’re selling barbecue you serve it up in

  a barbecue joint. If you’re selling fancy food then it’s fine to serve it in a fancy place. The only thing fancy about this place is the damn rent.’




  There are nine tables with mismatched chairs that seat a total of forty-four customers in LaVerne’s plain and simple place. In the winter it is usually too warm inside. In the summer

  it’s too cold.




  And it’s clean. Cleanliness being LaVerne Williams’ big bugaboo.




  ‘White folks assume that black people are not as clean and neat as they are,’ he says. ‘In spite of the fact that we’ve been cleaning their houses for the last three

  hundred years. So we always have to go the extra mile just to make sure our places are spotless.’




  LaVerne keeps one employee on every shift busy clearing and wiping tables, sweeping and mopping floors, and scouring the washrooms.




  Cleanliness is also a part of LaVerne’s overall effort to set his restaurant apart from other barbecue establishments in town. ‘Other joints are greasy and proud of it. I never

  understood that.’




  The primary element of LaVerne’s differentiation strategy, however, is his menu.




  Smoke Meat is at least as well known in the neighborhood for the food it does not serve as for the food it serves. This is a source of mild irritation for LaVerne in that he would rather

  his restaurant be known for its fine smoked meats. But his strongly held and quite specific opinions regarding the kinds of food – especially side dishes – that ought and ought not to

  be served in a barbecue joint have positioned his menu somewhat outside the mainstream of Kansas City barbecue tradition. LaVerne understands this and steadfastly refuses to do anything about

  it.




  This intransigence has been a source of irritation for LaVerne’s right-hand man, A.B. Clayton.




  When groups of workers in nearby office buildings discuss where to go for lunch, and someone suggests Smoke Meat, someone else will inevitably ask, ‘Is that the place that doesn’t

  serve fries?’




  Smoke Meat does not serve fries. Neither does it serve onion rings, coleslaw, potato salad, or any kind of chicken – reliable standbys at almost all other Kansas City barbecue

  joints.




  There are more than 120 barbecue joints in the greater Kansas City metropolitan region, and once in a while you’ll come across one that doesn’t have one or another of these items on

  its menu. But only Smoke Meat doesn’t offer any of them.




  Smoke Meat does serve beans, but not barbecue beans the way most people think of them, which is navy beans, baked in brown sugar and barbecue sauce, with bits of brisket tossed in. For

  that reason, LaVerne doesn’t call his beans ‘barbecue beans’. He calls them ‘beans’. The recipe is straightforward: pinto beans cooked with chopped onions and

  jalapeño peppers, enormous amounts of garlic, way too much salt, and a pinch of cumin. Just the way LaVerne’s grandmother made them down in Plum Grove, Texas. But not the way most

  customers expect when they order beans. When A.B. or one of the other employees puts a bowl of beans on a patron’s tray it’s not unusual for the customer to say, ‘Excuse me, I

  ordered the beans.’ At which point the employee is obliged to explain, ‘These are the beans. They’re Texas beans.’ This is what annoys A.B.




  ‘Why don’t we just give people what they want, boss?’ A.B. has pleaded on numerous occasions.




  ‘Because they only want it because they’re used to it,’ LaVerne says. ‘Kansas City beans are too sweet and too rich. They compete with the meat and the meat ought to be

  the star of the show. Once people get used to our beans, they’ll start asking the other joints to make ’em our way.’




  A.B. remains skeptical of this possibility. ‘Well, boss, we’ve been open since 1982 and we’re still the only place in town serving your grandma’s beans.’




  LaVerne will then explain that in order for a barbecue joint to compete successfully in a crowded marketplace it needs a unique personality, an identity all its own, which is why Smoke Meat has,

  in LaVerne’s words, ‘steered its own course’ with regard to its menu.




  ‘Our side dishes all taste good with barbecue meat,’ he says. ‘If people want the “same old, same old” they can go somewhere else.’




  At which point A.B. sighs, shakes his head and returns to his work mumbling something on the order of, ‘Yeah, but you’re not the one who has to explain a hundred times a day

  why we don’t have fries.’




  Once A.B. put up a sign next to the menu letterboard that said, ‘If you don’t see it here, don’t order it and don’t ask for it because we don’t serve

  it.’




  LaVerne made him take it down.




  The items on Smoke Meat’s menu are as follows, listed as they appear on the letterboard:




  

    

      SMOKED MEATS




      Brisket, sliced thick




      Pulled chuck




      Burnt Ends




      Sausage




      Pulled pork




      Turkey breast




      Reg. sandwich $3.95 Lg. $5.25




      By the pound 11.00




      Ribs




      Full slab $17.95




      Long end 10.50




      Short end 11.50




      SIDE DISHES




      Greens $2.50




      Red potatoes 2.50




      Onions and cabbage 2.50




      Beans 2.50




      Applesauce 1.25




      DESSERT




      Sweet potato pie $2.25




      Peach cobbler 2.25




      Vinegar pie 225




      BEVERAGE




      Reg. 1.79 Lg. 2.25




      Ice Tea




      Coke product




      Lone Star longneck 2.50




      Boulevard Wheat 3.25


    


  




  The vinegar pie doesn’t actually cost two hundred and twenty-five dollars per slice. The little letterboard dot used for a decimal point fell off during a spring cleaning and was never

  found. This is the kind of thing Cochran Rooney would make a big deal out of, but he’s only been to Smoke Meat that one time.




  Smoke Meat’s sandwiches are served disassembled, which is to say that the raw materials of a sandwich are supplied – a mound of meat on a piece of red butcher paper with four slices

  of white bread on top. It’s the customer’s responsibility to construct the actual sandwich. This is the same way sandwiches are served at Arthur Bryant’s – Kansas

  City’s most famous barbecue joint – located a few miles east. But LaVerne makes a point of saying that this is not ‘Bryant’s style’, but is, in fact,

  Texas-style. ‘The Bryants came from Texas, just like me,’ he says. ‘And that’s the way barbecue is served down there. They didn’t invent it. They just brought

  it with them.’




  A thick slice of white onion and a dill pickle are also provided. And the meat is served without sauce, though sauce is available at the table. LaVerne explains that these, too, are Texas

  traditions and cites them as further evidence that he is not imitating Bryant’s in any way.




  Though he won’t admit it to his boss, A.B. has slowly, quietly, and grudgingly accepted that the eccentricities of Smoke Meat’s menu do give the place a distinct character. When it

  comes to vinegar pie, however, he remains defiant. Knowing that it is another one of LaVerne’s grandmother’s recipes has not altered his opinion. ‘It’s just weird,’ he

  says. ‘People don’t even know what vinegar pie is. We should at least change the name.’




  LaVerne dismisses all such criticism, especially from A.B. ‘Boy, you’d have a lot more credibility on the subject of vinegar pie if you’d just once try some.’
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  A Good Saver




  Another thing you won’t find on Smoke Meat’s menu is any dish made with rice. ‘I had enough rice in the first seventeen years of my life to last me the entire

  rest of my life,’ LaVerne says. ‘I don’t care if I never have rice pudding, beans and rice, Mexican rice, fried rice or any other kind of rice ever again.’




  This aversion stems from the fact that LaVerne was raised by his grandmother, Rose Williams, in Liberty County, Texas, which, before it was oil and cattle country, was rice country.




  Rose Williams worked for Raylon Rice and Milling Enterprises for thirty years and was paid for her labors in part with a weekly bag of rice, which she put to good use feeding her grandson who

  came to live with her when his mother, Rose’s daughter Loretta, gave him up. LaVerne was six months old.




  Rose tried her best to prepare the rice in interesting new ways, but after long hours at the mill, it was hard to gather up the gumption to get fancy with her cooking. LaVerne was a good boy and

  didn’t complain much, but the day he boarded the bus for Birmingham to join the Athletics’ farm club was the last day he ever ate rice.




  Rose paid for LaVerne’s bus ticket and the suitcase full of new clothes he took with him to Birmingham. She had always been a good saver. Every two weeks after standing in line at the

  payroll window for her paycheck she’d walk into town and stand in line at the bank to put some of her money away. She had tried to be a good Christian and a good mother. So, when Loretta fell

  in with a bad bunch, started skipping school and stopped going to church, Rose felt that she had failed both God and her daughter. But she would not fail her grandson. When LaVerne’s baseball

  coach told her that some scouts from Kansas City had been watching LaVerne play Rose understood that baseball could be her grandson’s chance to better his lot. When the Athletics offered him

  a minor-league contract later that year she was determined he would go.




  ‘I don’t know much about baseball, child. But I know you’re good at it,’ she told LaVerne as they sat together on a bench at the bus station. ‘Everyone in this town

  knows it. You’ll do just fine. Stay out of trouble with the white folks, LaVerne. Be a gentleman at all times. Find a good church and you’ll do fine.’




  Rose was lonely that summer. She cherished her years with LaVerne and didn’t know what to do with herself after he left. She kept track of the team in the newspaper and sometimes she would

  go next door to her brother Delbert’s house and if they could find one of the games on the radio they’d listen out on the front porch and drink iced tea.




  Once a week, usually on Monday nights, LaVerne called her and made her laugh with stories about his teammates. Twice a month, Rose wrote LaVerne a letter, folded a five-dollar bill inside it and

  sent it to him in a box of puffed rice candy she had made herself.




  And twice a month LaVerne Williams was the most popular guy in the Birmingham A’s clubhouse. His teammates crowded around him as he dispensed homemade puffed rice candy until it was gone.

  Which was fine with him. LaVerne hated puffed rice candy.
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  Silent Partner




  It was an unlikely friendship. Delbert Douglass Merisier III was a black man whose father had moved his family from Louisiana to Texas to find work milling rice when Delbert

  was four years old; and Frederick Wilhelm Hartholz, a white man whose father moved his family to Texas from Germany to join his older brother’s butchering and sausage-making business. Both

  were widowed at a young age. Hartholz’s wife died giving birth to a boy who would have been their first child, had he not died a few hours after his mother. Delbert’s wife left one

  morning for her job at Raylon Rice and never came home. She was found three days later floating face up in the Trinity River with a broken neck. The police said it was an accident.




  When Hartholz’s family came over from Germany they settled in New Braunfels. But after his wife died, Hartholz had a falling-out with his father that ended with him taking the butcher-shop

  truck and driving east. In Plum Grove he ran out of gas and slept the night in the truck. The next morning he answered a notice in the paper and was hired on as the second janitor at the school.

  Delbert was the other janitor. It was the job he went to after his shift at Raylon. Even though he’d been the main janitor for four years, when Hartholz started work the school board made him

  Delbert’s boss.




  Hartholz was moody most of the time. Not a mean-spirited moody, just not happy. For that reason, and because most small-town native Texans had little patience for his heavily accented English,

  Hartholz made no friends in Plum Grove.




  Delbert Merisier was as merry as Hartholz was morose. When Hartholz grumbled about having to mop up the pee in the boy’s room Delbert smiled. ‘Well, sir, their little peckers

  ain’t big enough for them to get a hold of ’em and aim ’em right. And little boys is always in a hurry. They don’t care much if some goes on the floor. Half the time they

  wouldn’t even go if someone didn’t remind ’em to. They ain’t like you and me, having to piss every five minutes.’




  When Hartholz complained about rain Delbert laughed. ‘Mr Hartholz, maybe in Germany you had plenty of rain but this is Texas and we don’t ever have enough of it. Maybe if you was a

  farmer you’d feel different about it. It’s all in how you see things.’




  Hartholz marveled at Delbert’s positive outlook. He had observed that black people were mostly invisible to the whites in Plum Grove and elsewhere in Texas. Except when they were ordered

  about, cursed at, or mocked. He saw that though they worked as hard, or harder, than white people, the black residents of Plum Grove all lived in a cluster of small, poorly built houses at the edge

  of town, without benefit of paved streets. Delbert’s good humor was an antidote to Hartholz’s gloom and over time Hartholz developed an unspoken respect and affection for Delbert.




  Delbert had learned to be wary of friendly white folks. More than once previously gregarious white men had bluntly reminded Delbert of his proper place upon taking offense at a remark or smile

  deemed uppity. But gradually he let down his guard with Hartholz and a genial familiarity formed between them.




  Since there was no public place in Plum Grove, or anywhere else in Texas, where a black man and white man were allowed to drink together after work they would sometimes drive out to the dump and

  drink whiskey in the back of Hartholz’s truck where they talked about their wives, their fathers, Germany and Louisiana. Delbert made Hartholz laugh with gossip about other black people in

  Plum Grove, though he thought it remarkable that Hartholz could laugh without actually smiling. Hartholz never smiled.




  Sometimes when the whiskey had done its work, Delbert would take a harmonica from his back pocket and play the blues. The first time Hartholz heard Delbert play, a liberating loneliness welled

  up inside him and escaped in a big sob that stopped Delbert cold. ‘You okay?’ Delbert asked.




  Hartholz jumped down from the truck bed and walked off into the night where he stayed until Delbert became concerned. ‘I’m leaving without you,’ he called. ‘And I’m

  taking your truck and your whiskey too.’




  This produced the desired result. But Delbert was reluctant to use his harmonica again. However, the next time they shared a bottle in the back of the truck, Hartholz asked him to play.




  On Sunday afternoons they fished for bluegill on the pond behind the Raylon property or sometimes for catfish up on the San Jacinto. Delbert wouldn’t fish in the Trinity River.




  Delbert called Hartholz ‘Fritz’ once. But Hartholz put an end to that. ‘Hartholz is good,’ said Hartholz. ‘Fred is good. But never Fritz.’ Delbert wondered if

  maybe Hartholz’s father was called Fritz.




  One Sunday morning on the drive up to the San Jacinto, Hartholz confided in Delbert that he was saving money to open his own butcher shop.




  ‘How much you think you need?’ asked Delbert.




  ‘Maybe a thousand dollars for a building and a thousand for equipment,’ said Hartholz. ‘And then the meat.’




  ‘How much you got saved?’




  ‘One thousand, two hundred and thirty-seven dollars.’




  ‘Well, I got nine hundred and forty-six saved up, myself. Maybe you could use an investor.’




  The residents of Plum Grove naturally assumed that Delbert was Hartholz’s employee when the butcher shop opened up in the old filling station next to the post office, and

  neither man ever said different. But they were in fact business partners. And after a time they both quit their janitor jobs and Delbert gave notice at Raylon.




  Hartholz butchered sides of beef, whole hogs and chickens, which were delivered each week from Houston. Delbert arranged the cuts neatly in a meat case they bought used from a grocery store over

  in Beaumont. In a shack Delbert built out behind the store, Hartholz cold-smoked hams and sausages he made himself. Beside the shack Delbert erected a brick pit four feet high and four feet square.

  About halfway up, between two courses of bricks, he crisscrossed two rows of steel rods, forming a grate. On Friday afternoons Delbert covered this grate with briskets Hartholz had set aside for

  this purpose. In a bisected oil drum next to the pit Delbert burned oak logs down to coals which he shoveled into the bottom of the pit. He then covered the structure with a piece of corrugated

  steel and let the briskets cook slowly over the coals for the next seventeen or nineteen hours.




  Saturdays soon became the busiest day of the week at the butcher shop. Delbert sliced the smoked briskets in the back of the store while in front Hartholz wrapped and sold the meat by the

  pound.




  After Delbert’s sister Rose took her grandson LaVerne into her care she sometimes left the boy at the shop while she worked an extra shift at Raylon, or if she had a

  meeting at church.




  LaVerne liked the butcher shop more than any other place in Plum Grove, and the men enjoyed his company. He was eager to help and did what he was told. When his great-uncle sliced the briskets

  he stood at the end of the table and snatched crispy pieces of the black smoky crust and shoved them quickly into his mouth.




  Hartholz looked forward to LaVerne’s visits. On the days when the boy didn’t come by, Hartholz asked about him. ‘The boy, LaVerne, he is okay?’




  One evening Delbert and Hartholz sat on chairs behind the store sipping whiskey and watching smoke rise from the pit while LaVerne played with a yellowed baseball coming apart at the seams. Over

  and over he threw it high into the air and caught it barehanded.




  ‘The boy is a good boy, Delbert,’ said Hartholz. ‘You and your sister should be proud. He is happy. You are doing good for him.’




  Delbert looked over at his friend. Hartholz was smiling.
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  Double-wide




  It was the big kid at the trailer park who gave A.B. his first cigarette. A.B. was twelve years old. So was the big kid.




  When A.B. was little, his grade-school teachers had the kids make construction-paper posters saying that smoking was bad. When he got to middle school, his gym teacher showed a film with

  pictures of diseased lungs and people who had to talk through holes in their throats because they got cancer from smoking. But A.B. didn’t know any grown-ups who didn’t smoke, including

  his gym teacher, who he’d seen smoking out in the school parking lot. Sooner or later someone would have given him his first cigarette. It just happened to be the big kid.




  A.B.’s mother took him with her to a trailer park up on Sterling Road in Sugar Creek a few times, to visit a boyfriend. She was between husbands at the time – a condition she

  disliked and was always in a hurry to remedy – and the man in the yellow double-wide showed promise. He had a good job at the landfill, was separated from his wife, was a good pool player,

  and generous, too. At the bars, he was always buying pitchers of beer for his friends.




  The boyfriend’s kids lived with their mother so there wasn’t anyone for A.B. to do anything with when he was there and the boyfriend didn’t want him watching TV.




  ‘When I get home from work the only sound I want to hear is my finger popping open a can of beer,’ he said. ‘We didn’t have a TV when we was kids and we did okay so why

  don’t you just find yourself something else to do and let me and your mom be.’




  A.B. understood this wasn’t a request.




  A deep concrete drainage ditch ran along the back of the trailer park. Sometimes A.B. threw sticks in the water and watched them float away. Other times he wandered over to the park playground

  and knocked the tether ball around the pole.




  One time when A.B. went down to the ditch a big kid was there adding trash paper and scrap wood to a fire he’d built. A.B. stood at a distance and watched.




  After a few minutes the kid turned to A.B. and grinned. ‘Wanna see something?’ A.B. shrugged and walked forward a few steps.




  ‘That’s as close as you wanna get,’ said the kid. He threw something into the fire and scampered over to where A.B. stood. An instant later a puncturing blast from inside the

  fire sent sparks and cinders flying in all directions, causing A.B. and the kid to cower and shield themselves with their arms.




  ‘What was that?’ A.B. squealed, as something metallic fell from the sky landing with a clank on a rusted tire rim approximately a yard from A.B.’s feet.




  ‘That’s what that was,’ laughed the kid, pointing to an exploded aerosol can of Faultless starch. ‘That was excellent!’




  A.B. tried to laugh in a cool nonchalant kind of way, but what emerged from his throat was a big hiccup. Followed by a fit of smaller hiccups. The kid took a pack of Camels from the back pocket

  of his jeans and pulled one out. ‘You want one?’




  What A.B. wanted was to not look like such a scaredy cat. So he said yes. He put the cigarette between his lips and let the big kid light it.




  He’d seen his mother and her friends take long hard drags on their cigarettes so that’s what he did, resulting in an instantaneous spasm of coughing which propelled his Camel out of

  his mouth in a high arc, into the ditch where it was carried downstream alongside an empty Pabst can.




  The kid looked at A.B. with disgust. ‘What a wuss.’




  The next time A.B.’s mom took him with her to the trailer park, A.B. went down to the drainage ditch again but the big kid wasn’t there. A.B. threw rocks into the ditch for a while.

  But it hadn’t rained for several days so there was hardly any water. He walked over to the playground.




  When he got there he saw that someone had cut open the tether ball. It hung there on the rope like a gutted fish on a stringer. He went over to the basketball court and lay down on one of the

  benches where players sit. He thought about his social studies teacher Mrs Norris and how pretty and young she was and how he had seen her at the grocery store holding hands with her husband and

  how she smiled up at him when he surprised her by kissing her neck. He fell asleep wondering if they had any children.




  He woke up when the big kid kicked his feet off the bench.




  ‘Hey, wuss,’ he said. ‘Taking your nappy? Where’s your blankey?’




  A.B. had learned that when big kids ask questions like this the answers never seem to satisfy them. He sat up.




  ‘Hey,’ he said, anticipating further provocation, perhaps with a painful conclusion. To A.B.’s surprise the big kid sat down next to him.




  ‘So, do you live here or what? How come I only see you around once in a while?’




  ‘My mom likes a guy who lives over there.’ A.B. pointed in the direction of the yellow double-wide.




  The big kid nodded. ‘Do you have a basketball?’




  A.B. shook his head.




  They sat there on the bench without saying anything. A.B. wondered what would happen next. The big kid sighed and took a pack of Camels out of his T-shirt pocket. A.B. noticed that the kid was

  missing his index finger on his left hand. He didn’t ask about it.




  ‘Are you going to hack out your lungs again,’ the kid asked, ‘or do you want one of these?’




  A.B. reached for one. This time he took in the smoke slowly and breathed it back out evenly. It made him dizzy at first but then it went away.




  ‘It’s just the opposite with me,’ said the kid. ‘My old lady’s here and it’s the guys who come to see her.’




  He stood up. ‘Next time you come here, bring a basketball,’ he said.




  He flicked his cigarette butt into the grass and walked away.




  When the big kid got back to his trailer, his mother’s car was gone and the trailer door was locked. He knocked on the door, but no one answered. He yelled and pounded on

  the door, but still nobody came. He went down to the ditch and sat on a broken cinderblock and smoked another cigarette. Tall weeds grew in the soggy dirt along both sides of the ditch, and

  sometimes a stray dog or a rat would run out of the weeds and startle him. So when he saw the weeds moving he picked up a rock and stood, ready for whatever it might be. It was a turtle. About the

  size and shape of an overturned cereal bowl. The kid watched the turtle make its way down toward the ditch. He wondered where his mother had gone. He felt the weight and rough edges of the rock in

  his hand and without thinking much about it heaved it at the turtle. He heard a thick smack and he could see that the rock had hit and cracked the turtle’s shell. He could see bright red

  where the shell had split. He picked up the broken cinderblock and went and stood over the turtle. It had pulled its head and legs and tail inside its broken shell. The kid wondered if it was dead.

  He held the cinderblock up over his head and let it drop. A piece of shell with something white attached to it stuck out from under the block. Maybe his mom just went up to the store to get

  cigarettes and beer.
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  Feed My Sheep




  Like robins returning in the spring, near the end of March the screamers return to the sidewalks and alleys around Smoke Meat. They don’t come around much in the winter.

  They live on the streets and when it’s cold they stay at the City Mission or other such places.




  The black screamer is a young man. He strides the streets purposefully, driven by righteous wrath metastasized into madness. He wears an oversized army surplus jacket. His hair is matted and

  littered with crud. Customers on their way to Smoke Meat sometimes hear him coming from a distance, at which point they tend to pick up the pace, hoping to make it inside before he sees them.




  A.B.’s first encounter with the black screamer came one morning when he was in front of the restaurant sweeping up. The black screamer saw A.B. from across the street, pointed an accusing

  finger at him and started yelling.




  ‘You! You are going to die and burn in the fires of hell for eternity! You are a wretched and vile sinner and you and the rest of your cursed race must get right with God! Damn you! Damn

  you for the excesses of your life and your smugness and your promiscuity! Damn you for looking away! Damn you! Only Jesus can save you now!’




  A.B. was so shaken by this he was immediately seized by a violent case of the hiccups that lasted through the lunch hour. When customers began asking A.B. if he was all right, LaVerne got

  disgusted, and relieved A.B. of his counter duties.




  Later A.B. sought reassurance from LaVerne. In 1987, a year after Raymond died, A.B. was baptized at the New Jerusalem Baptist Church and he wanted to know for sure that it took.




  ‘You don’t think that guy is like some kind of prophet or something, do you, boss? Like they talk about at church. I mean, he looked right at me, right in my eyes, and damned me and

  said I needed to get right with God. But I am right with God, aren’t I? I’m saved aren’t I? That’s what me being baptized was all about, wasn’t it? Being saved? He

  said I would burn in the fires of hell for eternity. But he’s wrong, isn’t he? I accepted Jesus Christ as my personal Lord and Savior so I know he’s wrong. Right, boss? Besides, I

  don’t even know what promiscuity is.’




  LaVerne shook his head. ‘That guy is no prophet, son. What he is, is full of crap.’




  While the black screamer’s grievances are mostly soteriological, the white screamer is just plain pissed off. In fact, compared to the white screamer, the black screamer is really only a

  shouter. The white screamer screams with such ferocity that his vocal cords and the bulging veins on his neck and forehead appear always near the rupture point. He is a roundish older man with

  short-cropped gray hair and a grayish complexion. His torn and worn-thin coat is gray and his stained and greasy trousers are gray. Sometimes he pushes a trashcan and a broom around in front of

  him. When he screams his face turns a bright purplish red. Then it goes beyond red to white hot. He calls down curses of death and dismemberment on all within the sound of his screeching voice.




  Once or twice a week during what he calls ‘screamer season’, LaVerne will be disposing of trash at the dumpster behind the restaurant, when he’ll first hear, and then see, the

  white screamer. It was after one of these sightings that LaVerne noticed that the white screamer never actually makes eye contact with the people in his vicinity.




  One morning LaVerne was outside leaning against the back door drinking coffee when the white screamer approached from down the block pushing his trashcan. He started right in as soon as he saw

  LaVerne.




  ‘Eat shit, you asshole! I hope a bomb falls on you and blows you up cuz you’re a asshole and you know it! You don’t deserve to live! I want you to die! You need to die! I hope

  you die! I’m going to send a bomb to drop on top of you and kill you! Kill you! You’re a shit asshole and I’m going to throw a hand grenade at you and blow you up, you shit

  asshole!’




  LaVerne went inside. A few minutes later he came back out and called to the screamer who was then fishing around in the trash behind the strip club across the alley.




  ‘Hey! You! Screaming guy! Come on over here.’




  The screamer looked over in LaVerne’s general direction and resumed his cursing. ‘A bomb! I’m going to drop a bomb on you and—’




  LaVerne waved a hand dismissively. ‘Yeah, yeah. You’re going to kill me with a bomb,’ he said wearily. ‘Come over here a minute. You like barbecue?’




  The screamer hesitated then pushed his trashcan, over to LaVerne, his eyes down.




  ‘Here’s some breakfast,’ said LaVerne, handing the screamer a slab of ribs wrapped in red butcher paper.




  The screamer looked at the package for a moment, raised it to his nose and inhaled deeply, then turned and continued on his way pushing his trashcan, the ribs tucked up under his arm.




  ‘That ought to shut him up for a while,’ LaVerne said as he went inside.
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  Charles and Charlie




  Ordinarily, after the lunch rush, LaVerne will go back to the office and take a nap and A.B. will work the counter, but on one particular Tuesday, A.B. had to take his mother

  to her podiatrist appointment, so LaVerne was out front. A handful of customers loitered at their tables, mostly regulars.




  ‘Mother’ Mary Weaver, a local blues legend, occupied her usual spot in the corner nursing a beer, having finished off an enormous mound of burnt ends, a double helping of greens,

  some cabbage and onions, and a piece of sweet potato pie. LaVerne always puts a small cruet of apple-cider vinegar on Mother Mary’s table because she likes it on her greens.




  Mary shops for her clothes in the plus-sizes department. Her wigs she buys at the House of Hair, downtown. Her particular model is blondeish and bonnet-like, manufactured from a supernaturally

  shiny synthetic. Mother is past her prime as a singer, but remains hugely popular among Kansas City’s loyal blues fans.




  Seated across from her, drinking coffee, was Pug Hale, her frequent lunch companion. Pug is a highly decorated detective in the Kansas City Police Department and the regular lead guitarist for

  the band that backs Mother on her local gigs. It’s no mystery how Pug got his nickname. His trunk is squat, thick, and cylindrical, but his legs are short and slender, and his feet dainty.

  His hands are delicate and fine-boned, and his brown freckled face is kind of pushed in around his bulgy dark brown eyes. It’s hard to imagine Pug’s tiny fingers navigating the neck of

  an electric guitar, but anyone who’s ever heard him play says he’s one of the best in town. Nobody’s ever asked Pug what his real name is.




  Pug isn’t young, but he’s younger than Mother. And because she never married and has no family left, Pug looks out for her interests. Mother is trusting by nature and uninterested in

  the financial aspects of her career and has therefore been swindled more than once by exploitative promoters and conmen. Arthritis, aggravated by her weight, has begun to limit her mobility and Pug

  now drives her to church and to shop for groceries. Once or twice a week they have lunch together at Smoke Meat. Pug always gets a full slab of ribs. No sauce.




  McKenzie Nelson was there with Suzanne Edwards at a table by the window. McKenzie sells ads for KC.21, the alternative news and entertainment weekly favored by the city’s tattooed

  population. She’s pretty in a black-lipstick, black-nail polish, multiple-piercings kind of way. A.B. used to have quite a crush on her.




  Suzanne Edwards sells trendy furniture at a store across the street from Smoke Meat. Stores like Suzanne’s are increasingly common up and down Walnut Street, and on Main, one block over.

  This is a source of aggravation and anxiety for LaVerne.




  ‘It makes me nervous, all these hippie, yuppie stores comin’ in here,’ he says. ‘Pretty soon someone’s gonna want to throw us out and put some organic yoga thing in

  here.’




  He tends to look with suspicion at anyone coming into the restaurant wearing a suit and tie, assuming he’s a banker or developer with designs on the building.




  Over by the door sat Ferguson Glen.




  Ferguson comes in at least once or twice a week. Sometimes he’ll spend the entire afternoon writing in a notebook, reading, or sometimes nodding off at the only other window table.

  Ferguson is an ordained Episcopal priest, though he has never pastored a parish. He is a literature and writing professor at St Columba Seminary of the Midwest on Truman Road.




  A novel Ferguson Glen wrote in 1968, when he was twenty-four years old, was nominated for a Pulitzer. His publisher and the literary establishment at large expected great things to follow, which

  never came to pass. Subsequent novels were not forthcoming.




  Since then he has written three respected, but largely ignored, volumes of essays exploring such themes as ‘The Cold Hard Silence of God’ and ‘Jesus: My Savior Not My

  Friend’.




  Ferguson is tall and slender. His thinning gray hair is long and combed back from his forehead. His weak blue eyes frequently look as if they’ve been crying. Ferguson admits he has a

  serious drinking problem, but shows no inclination to do anything about it. He lives alone in a loft across the street from Smoke Meat.




  Del James also lives across the street. Del is a sculptor and has converted half of his loft into studio space. He’s a burly guy with a beer gut, close-cropped white hair and is usually

  dressed in denim bib-overalls, white T-shirt, work boots, and a four-day beard. Del is nearly deaf and requires hearing aids in both ears. Even with this assistance, people still need to talk

  loudly and clearly to him in order to be understood.




  Del has developed a strong regional following and on the Tuesday in question, his lunch guest was Charles, a gallery owner visiting from Los Angeles. Charles was in town to look at Del’s

  work and discuss a possible show in LA. Charles wore freshly pressed blue jeans torn just so at the knees, an oversized tooled-leather belt with an elaborate silver buckle inlaid with turquoise,

  and electric-blue snake-skin cowboy boots. This was topped off by a melon-colored Western-style shirt with mother-of-pearl snap buttons. Charles seemed to have expected the streets of Kansas City

  to be heaving with cattle and cowboys and wanted to be dressed appropriately if called upon to do-si-do or rope a stray.




  Del wasn’t the only customer entertaining an out-of-town guest. Bob Dunleavy, CEO of the engineering firm building the new downtown arena, was there with Whitey Skomacre, a sports

  marketing consultant from Oregon.




  R.L. Dunleavy Engineering and Construction was founded by Bob Dunleavy’s grandfather in 1934. It has since become one of the Midwest’s leading design-build firms. The company has

  played a major part in nearly all the important building projects in Kansas City for the last sixty years.




  Bob starting eating lunch at Smoke Meat on a regular basis when his firm was building a new parking garage for the convention center, located a few blocks north of 17th and Walnut. Sometimes he

  comes in alone and reads the Wall Street Journal over a pulled pork sandwich and a diet Coke. Other times he comes in with some of his crew. They linger over pie and coffee long after their

  lunches are finished, laughing loudly at crude inside jokes. Sometimes A.B. or LaVerne have to remind them that other people are waiting for tables. Bob is good-natured about this and always

  complies with a smile. He’s one of LaVerne’s favorite customers.




  Bob’s guest, Whitey Skomacre, was a short man with a heroic comb-over and a nose that looked like a red Bartlett pear. On the way in he saw the framed newspaper clipping about

  LaVerne’s stint with the Athletics, which provided him with the opportunity to express his opinions about Charlie O. Finley, the owner of the Kansas City Athletics. Whitey felt strongly that

  Finley was the most brilliant and underappreciated innovator in the history of the National Pastime. Bob and Whitey stood in line behind Del and Charles.




  As they approached the counter, Del asked Charles about his name. ‘I’m a tad hard of hearing so I may have missed it. Is Charles your first name, or last?’




  ‘Oh, I just go by Charles,’ said Charles.




  ‘Beg pardon?’




  Charles spoke louder. ‘Just Charles!’




  Del got it this time. ‘Justin Charles.’




  ‘No! Charles! Only Charles. One name. Like Cher.’




  Del heard, but was unsure he understood. He discontinued his line of questioning.




  ‘So, what’ll you have?’ Del motioned in the direction of the menu board behind the counter.




  ‘Well, whatever I choose will be wonderful, I’m certain,’ Charles said loudly. ‘I’m so looking forward to this. An authentic Kansas City

  experience. You are so famous for your barbecue here. And this little place is, well, just so quaint.’




  By the time Del and Charles stepped up to order, LaVerne already didn’t like Charles. He didn’t like his joint being called quaint, and he didn’t like people with only one

  name, even though he’d never before met anyone with only one name.




  Del ordered his usual. Pulled pork, applesauce, cabbage and onions, and a beer.




  ‘What’ll it be?’ LaVerne asked Charles without looking up from his order pad.




  ‘Hmmm,’ said Charles, touching his chin lightly with his fingers. He wore a large turquoise ring. ‘How about a grilled vegetable platter? But no onions, please.’




  He smiled at LaVerne.




  LaVerne did not smile back. ‘First of all, we don’t have platters. And next of all, we don’t grill anything here.’




  Charles was confused. ‘I thought this was a barbecue restaurant.’




  LaVerne clarified. ‘It is a barbecue restaurant. It’s not a grilling restaurant.’




  Del picked up on bits and pieces of this exchange. ‘The pulled pork is real good,’ he told Charles. ‘I recommend it.’




  Charles was flustered. ‘But I’m a vegan.’




  ‘I’m a Texan,’ snapped LaVerne. ‘So? What’ll it be?’




  Charles scowled at the menu board and sighed. ‘Oh, dear. I guess I’ll have the greens. And maybe the red potatoes.’




  While they waited to order Bob and Whitey continued their discussion about Charlie O. Finley. Whitey was doing most of the discussing.




  ‘Finley was miles ahead of his time. That whole thing with the mule and the robot rabbit that supplied the umps with balls? Genius. Plus he had a real eye for talent. Rocky Colavito.

  Catfish Hunter. Reggie Jackson. Rickey Henderson. Some of the all-time greats.’




  Whitey was on a roll. Bob nodded and glanced anxiously over to see if LaVerne was hearing any of it. He couldn’t tell.




  ‘Then the orange baseballs. It was a huge mistake that the league never adopted the orange baseball. The green uniforms, white shoes, and handlebar mustaches. Pure genius. He brought

  entertainment back to the game. That’s why baseball is in the doldrums now; there’s no one like Charlie Finley around anymore. He was one of a kind.’




  Whitey hadn’t expressed any curiosity about the young outfielder he’d read about in the newspaper clipping, and Bob had not had an opening into which he could squeeze the information

  that a former employee of Charlie Finley’s was about to take their lunch order. When Del and Charles turned from the counter with their trays, Bob and Whitey stepped forward. LaVerne glared

  at Whitey. He’d heard every word. Bob rolled his eyes at LaVerne. LaVerne hated Charlie Finley. The fact of which Bob Dunleavy was well aware.




  LaVerne looked at Bob. ‘What’ll you have, Bob?’




  Bob offered up a pained smile. ‘We’ll both have the brisket, with beans, and a couple pieces of sweet potato pie. And Diet Cokes.’




  Whitey wasn’t paying attention to the order. He was waiting to resume his oral arguments. LaVerne pushed their trays across the counter and walked off into the kitchen. Bob and Whitey took

  seats at a table next to Del and Charles. Charles was wolfing down his greens.




  ‘Oh, my,’ he said. ‘These are delicious.’




  ‘Beg pardon,’ said Del.




  ‘These greens are delicious,’ said Charles loudly.




  ‘Told you so,’ Del said smugly.




  Charles examined his greens. Then, in horror, he exclaimed, ‘There is meat in here!’




  Del nodded. ‘That’s what makes ’em so good.’




  ‘But I’m a vegan,’ wailed Charles.




  ‘You said that before,’ noted Del. ‘What exactly is a vegan?’




  ‘A vegan does not eat meat!’ Charles appeared about to cry.




  Mother Mary Weaver had been listening to all this from her corner table. ‘Pug, if that idiot in the pink shirt don’t shut up, I’m going to have to do something to shut him

  up.’




  Pug sipped his coffee. ‘I think they call that color melon, or maybe coral. Not pink.’




  ‘Well, his ass is going to be pink after I’m through kick-in’ it.’




  Pug laughed. ‘Calm down, Mother.’




  Charles stood up. ‘Mr James, we have to go,’ he said. ‘This place is disgusting!’




  Mother had had enough. ‘You! You sit down and mind your manners.’




  She picked up a rib bone from Pug’s tray and flung it at Charles with a flick of her wrist.




  The bone hit Charles on the right cheek, splattering his face and his coral shirt with sauce. This so startled Charles that he stumbled backward flailing his arms. He landed in Whitey

  Skomacre’s lap sending both of them sprawling on the floor.




  Whitey jumped back up ready for a fight. Except that in the tumble his big flap of hair had flopped over in the wrong direction. When he realized this, it became his primary concern. Charles was

  screaming, ‘Oh! Oh! Oh!’ still flailing his arms. Whitey interpreted this as combative behavior and as soon as he had reflapped his hair he assumed a fighting stance.




  McKenzie and Suzanne were enjoying the show. Ferguson had fallen asleep – or had passed out – his forehead flat on the table.




  Pug shot out of his seat and grabbed Charles by the back of his belt and trotted him out of the restaurant. ‘Maybe it’s time for you to find somewhere else to eat, sir. Someplace

  with carrots or broccoli.’ Del followed, scratching his head, uncertain as to what had transpired.




  Inside, Whitey puffed out his chest as if he’d just won fifteen rounds, and was about to sit back down to finish his meal. But LaVerne, who had emerged from the kitchen when Charles

  started screaming, had other plans. He took hold of Whitey by the arm and hustled him out the door. Bob slunk along behind.




  ‘What are you doing?’ Whitey protested. ‘I didn’t do anything wrong!’




  ‘Go tell that to Charlie Finley,’ LaVerne said. He turned to Bob. ‘Sorry, Bob. Hope this doesn’t mess things up for you.’




  ‘It’s all right, LaVerne,’ Bob said. ‘I’m the one who ought to be apologizing.’




  LaVerne went inside and began cleaning up the mess. Pug returned and retrieved Mother. As they left Mother said to LaVerne, ‘They was both idiots, LaVerne. You don’t need that kind

  of business.’




  LaVerne nodded. ‘See you next week, Mother. Later, Pug.’




  Only McKenzie, Suzanne, and Ferguson were left in the place. The women got up to leave.




  ‘Too much excitement, LaVerne,’ said McKenzie. ‘We’re outta here.’




  ‘Don’t you put all this in that paper of yours,’ he replied.




  Suzanne paused at the door to check on Ferguson.




  ‘He’ll be all right,’ said LaVerne. ‘I’ll see he gets home.’




  The three of them looked at Ferguson.




  That’s when Ferguson farted. A long, sustained brap that rattled loud against the hard plastic chair.




  ‘Jeez!’ said McKenzie. She and Suzanne hurried out, fanning the air in front of their noses with their hands. LaVerne returned rather quickly to the kitchen.




  About ten minutes later A.B. returned from his mother’s podiatrist appointment.




  ‘Did I miss anything, boss?’ he asked.




  LaVerne thought about it for a moment. ‘Yeah. Ferguson farted.’
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  April 1968




  The Athletics released LaVerne Williams from his contract on March 26, 1968. The GM called that morning with the news.




  ‘You got a lot of talent, LaVerne, and we like you a lot. We hate to do this. We had big things in mind for you. But the docs say it looks bad. They say your shoulder’s real iffy.

  Maybe it’ll get better, but probably not. Either way, you’re done for the season. And maybe for good. I don’t like sayin’ that. And you shouldn’t take my word for it.

  You should get a second opinion. Maybe a third. And I encourage you to shop yourself around after you’re healed up. You’re real fast, LaVerne. There might be a club out there wanting a

  good base runner like yourself. Anyways, we wish you the best. This isn’t personal. It’s just baseball. We got to move on. And so do you. We wish you were comin’ with us, but

  that’s not how it worked out. So, we wish you the best. And Angela and little Raymond, too.’




  And that was that.




  LaVerne called every other team in the majors trying to ‘shop himself around’. He emphasized his speed and his high on-base average. A couple of teams told him they’d be happy

  to maybe take a look at him next year when his shoulder had healed. None expressed any more interest than that.




  When the team doctor, down in Winter Haven, explained how seriously LaVerne’s shoulder was hurt and the long-term implications of the injury, LaVerne got on a Greyhound to Kansas City. He

  wanted the doctors at City General or maybe even St Luke’s to take a look.




  They all said the same thing.




  LaVerne hung around the apartment for a few days, but he couldn’t do much. His arm was in a sling and it hurt. He couldn’t help Angela and he couldn’t hold

  the baby. The slightest wrong move made him yelp and grit his teeth. He got headaches from clenching his jaw against the pain. He used his good arm primarily to drink beer, which frequently ended

  with him falling asleep in the recliner while watching TV, but more often resulted in him yelling at Angela for some minor or imagined infraction. When Angela had had enough of this she called down

  to Plum Grove and arranged for Rose and Delbert to ask LaVerne to come for a visit.




  The Sunday after her call, LaVerne stayed in bed while Angela took Raymond to church. That afternoon, Angela drove LaVerne to the bus station and put him on a Greyhound for Texas.




  ‘Maybe the time down there will help clear your head, and put your heart at peace,’ she told him. ‘I love you, LaVerne. And I need you. I don’t need you to be a ball

  player. I need you to be my husband. And I need you to be Raymond’s father. You’ve got a lot more to offer this world than baseball. So go home. Relax. When you come back, we’ll

  figure this out.’




  Angela held Raymond in her right arm and leaned in to give LaVerne a hug with her left, careful not to hurt his shoulder. LaVerne sobbed into Angela’s neck and she cried, too. When Raymond

  joined in LaVerne kissed them both and boarded the bus.




  He slept all the way to Joplin where he had to change buses. It was about 7:30 in the evening and the bus to Fort Smith wasn’t leaving for another hour. LaVerne thought about walking down

  the block to buy some beer at a liquor store he’d seen on the way in, but he couldn’t work up the energy. He went in and had coffee at the lunch counter in the bus station.
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