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To Paula




“And there are those who have the truth within them, but they tell it not in words.”

—KAHLIL GIBRAN





Part I






Chapter 1



April 15th, four thirty-six.

Barlowe Reed drove down an Atlanta parkway, heading south toward North Avenue. The car, a battered old Plymouth with sagging pipes, had seen its best days ten years before. Barlowe drove it slowly, like he halfway didn’t want to go in the direction he was moving in. He chugged along, a twinge of irritation tugging at him. (It had nothing to do with the young boy riding his bumper.) Barlowe was always annoyed about one thing or another—usually some item he’d read in the paper. The source of this latest vexation, though, was more personal than headlines in the daily paper. Ever since he’d gone downtown that afternoon to pick up his income tax returns, his mood had soured.

Barlowe hated paying taxes. He couldn’t explain it in fancy words, but the reasons were clear enough inside his head. Most folks didn’t know the half of what the government did with all the tax money it collected, but Barlowe had his suspicions. He figured a lot of that cash financed dirty work: vast conspiracies, domestic and foreign; secret plots and counterplots; greedy, underhanded, fiendish stuff.

He glanced at the tax documents in the seat beside him and the vexation seemed to magnify. When he’d gone into H&R Block that morning, the accountant, a white man dressed sharply in a crisp shirt and tie, had smiled a big smile, like he had produced some financial masterpiece.

Accountants, Barlowe thought now, slugging forward. Charge an arm and a leg for doin nothin.

His taxes couldn’t have required heavy lifting, and not for what that accountant charged. Please. He was a printer; an underpaid printer at that. In fact, he was so flat broke he had considered doing his own returns. In the end he decided to pay white folks to assume the risk. Let the government, the almighty Caesar harass them if some decimals and zeroes got mixed all up. Let Caesar go after them—not him.

Barlowe wondered how Caesar would use his money against him this time around. He hated that feeling: not knowing the particulars about such things; giving his hard-earned coins to Caesar, and in the blind.

But what could a man do? You had to render unto Caesar what Caesar claimed as his. Either render or break the law and foolishly deliver yourself into Caesar’s hands.

He drove along, mulling Caesar. One day maybe he’d hit the number and get Caesar’s foot off his neck.

He slouched down in the seat a little, the top of his bushy head peeking just above the steering wheel. He covered two more city blocks and spotted a car that made him sit up straight. Barlowe couldn’t see the driver clear; it was the make of the vehicle that he took notice of. It was a Caddy, a gleaming, bright blue number with shiny rims and whitewalls scrubbed clean as a baby’s butt. A Caddy. When it came to hogging the road, Caddy drivers were the worst.

The Caddy pulled out in front of him and settled into a lazy crawl. For several blocks the driver loafed along like the street was named for him. Barlowe pressed in closer, to send a message. The Caddy kept gliding steady, like maybe the driver was masturbating behind the wheel.

There was an American flag sticker pasted, dead center, in the car’s back window. Barlowe grunted. “Um.” Even more than taxes and Caesar, he hated flags. Ever since the planes struck, the things had sprung up everywhere. Houses, buildings, clothes, you name it; flags were attached some way.

He thought about that now as he trailed the Caddy. The patriot finally flashed a turn signal, swung a sharp right and disappeared.

Barlowe reached the post office and glanced at his watch. That Caddy had thrown his timing off. Every tax season he waited until the final day, April 15, and for good measure he got to his neighborhood post office only minutes before they locked the doors at five o’clock.

Inside, a white man, the supervisor, greeted him with a stale smile. He pointed toward a line that snaked to the cashier counter. People stood limply in a single file, their faces empty or tired or contorted in agony at the idea of having to wait in yet another line, with so much more stuff to be done in life.

Barlowe opted for the shorter line, the one leading to the stamp machines. There were only three people ahead of him, and five minutes left before closing time. He reached the front of the line and scanned the display window. He leaned in close and turned up his nose. Hovering behind him, a tall, spindly fellow in a Hawaiian shirt shifted impatiently on his heels. Barlowe studied the display again, to see if maybe he had missed something.

He hadn’t.

American flag stamps lined nearly every row! Only two rows, B-3 and B-4, offered other choices. Of those, one stamp hailed the invention of the Model T. (It may as well have been a flag.) The other stamp featured the bust of a brown-skinned woman. Barlowe didn’t recognize the face right off, but the color suited him just fine.

He slid a five-dollar bill into the slot and paused before pressing the selection button. An announcement floated from somewhere off in a corner. “Post office closes in one minute!”

The man behind Barlowe shifted again, making a show of his impatience. Barlowe leaned down closer, concentrating on stamps. The man behind him clucked his tongue and stomped to the longer line.

Seeing the anxious shuffling, the supervisor approached. “Sir. Sir. Is there something I can help you with?”

Barlowe nodded at the stamp machine and pointed at the stamp bearing the brown woman’s picture. “I wont her.”

“The Marian Anderson stamp is sold out, sir. We don’t have time to restock the machine. If you want regular stamps for mailing returns, you’ll need to get the flags.”

“I don’t wont flags.”

“What?”

“Naw. Don’t wont em.”

The supervisor frowned as his Homeland Security training came to mind. He gave the customer a good once-over, for information-gathering sake. Barlowe was a big-boned, corn-fed country boy. His face, the shade of cocoa, bore a slightly weathered look, like the faces you see on faded photos of people toiling in cotton fields. With thick, kinky hair, and lips full and broad, he looked a bit like Otis Redding before he’d made it big.

What stood out most about Barlowe, though, were the hands. The hands were rough as sandpaper. The hands were clean but harsh and stained with ink: red, blue, brown, yellow and black ink from the print shop where he worked.

Another postal worker, seeing his supervisor’s frustration, sidled over to investigate. “Everythang all right here?” A short, dumpy man with jet-black skin and thick white hair, he brought to mind Uncle Remus storybook tales.

The supervisor turned to Remus and whispered: “This man says he wants stamps, but he won’t buy flags.”

Barlowe pointed again at the likeness of the brown lady. “I wont her.” He nodded toward the supervisor. “He say he ain’t got time to get some more.”

Remus shrugged. “We bout to close up shop now, partner. You gotta do somethin.” He turned and waddled off.

That gruff response wouldn’t have seemed so off-putting if the two men hadn’t met before. Some time back, Barlowe had come in that same branch to mail a package. He asked for a book of stamps, and the way old Remus acted you would have thought Barlowe handed him the winning lotto ticket. Remus slapped a vintage book of Duke Ellington commemoratives on the counter and hooked his thumbs around his suspenders, which stretched taut across his big belly like a pair of rubber bands about to snap. He poked out his chest, as proud as if he’d designed the things himself.

The stamps were so beautiful a full month passed before Barlowe could bring himself to mail a single one.

Now Remus headed to the front counter and pulled down the steel cage, to close up shop.

Barlowe turned to the supervisor. “I think I’ll jus get my money back, then.”

“The machine doesn’t give refunds, sir.”

Barlowe pressed the change button anyway, but nothing happened. He nodded toward the counter. “Then I’ll get it there.”

“The counter is closed…I’m telling you, sir: You have to get the flags.”

There was no persuading Barlowe Reed once he made up his mind about something. When he made up his mind about something, pressure of the sort now being applied only served to stiffen his resolve. When the supervisor finished saying his piece, babbling on about what Barlowe had to do, he calmly shook his head. “No.”

The red light on the stamp machine began blinking.

“You’re gonna lose your money.”

Shortly, the blinking stopped.

“Toldja. Now we’re officially closed.” The supervisor walked away.

Barlowe took a few steps back to collect himself. He stood there a moment, his eyes flitting around in disbelief. He cursed, charged forward and rammed a knuckle into the machine. Whack! He banged it again, determined to knock his five dollars loose. Whack! Whack!

The third punch shattered the glass. The few Model Ts, and all the flag stamps, tumbled out. Barlowe stood back, surprised that the glass had caved so easy. He hadn’t intended for it to break.

The supervisor returned when he heard the noise. He homed in on all the stars and stripes lying on the floor, desecrated. His lips quivered, like he wanted to speak, but no sound spilled out. He glared at Barlowe and wagged a finger, then turned and rushed from the room.

Within moments—seconds it seemed—the post office door flung open, and three police officers burst inside. The postal supervisor pointed downward. “Look! Right there!”

The cops panned the shattered glass and scattered stamps. They eyed Barlowe standing there, nodding slowly, like he knew how the thing might play out. The cops unsnapped their gun straps and started forward. “Aw right, buddy! Aw right! This is it!”

It wouldn’t be so easy for them this time around. Barlowe Reed was experienced at this sort of thing. He came from a long line of people who were experienced at this sort of thing.

Before the police could get the whipping going, he calmly turned his back to them. Without being told, he placed both hands behind him and held the wrists close together, inviting the cops to clamp on cuffs.

The officers stood there looking dumb, trying to think this one through. Finally, one cop, the only woman among them, stepped forward and slapped on cuffs. Her partners shot her a disgusted look.

While the post office employees looked on, the officers escorted Barlowe through the double doors. They shoved him into the squad car and sped him off toward jail.

Along the way, the city whizzed by in a lightning blur. Barlowe sat handcuffed in the backseat, a mixture of sadness and triumph gripping him.

I have survived this one, he thought. I have survived this one.

Survival or no, he had also done the very thing he always took pains not to do. He had delivered himself to Caesar. And, too, he would be late filing his tax returns.







Chapter 2



Barlowe stayed locked up in the city jail for three whole days before Nell came downtown to spring him out. She went to the Free-At-Last bail bonds agency, one in a string of dubious enterprises crouched like hyenas across from the jail. Barlowe was lying faceup on his bunk, daydreaming, when the sound of jangling keys rustled him to. He rose on his elbows and spied a tall white man heading in. The jailer opened the cell and stepped aside.

“Caesar.” Barlowe muttered it again as he passed through the gate. “Caesar.”

The jailer cut him an evil eye. He led Barlowe down a long hallway, through several doors, to the inmate release area. The room was filled with people, mostly dark, hapless friends and family of hapless loved ones locked away.

Barlowe spotted Nell sitting in a corner, off to herself, on a long wooden bench. He approached her smiling, cautious. “Nell.”

She sucked her teeth. “Les get outta here.” Looking past him, she pointed to a glass partition across the room. “You need to go to that window to claim your stuff.”

Barlowe retrieved his belongings and trailed Nell to her car, a Nissan Altima that she’d bought six months ago. Six months, and she had left the price sticker plastered to the side window, like some brash announcement to the world that she had arrived.

They got his car from the impound lot and zipped to Nell’s condo in Clayton County. She went straight to the back of the house. Barlowe slouched on the living room couch, waiting for a sign. It was still early; they hadn’t eaten yet. He wondered if she’d be up for a quickie on an empty stomach.

He sat tight and listened for the birdcall. Nell usually saved her come-hither voice for the birdcalls, those low, husky moans that relayed her moist yearning. She often sounded that call late at night, when she came in from working at the salon. She’d put her six-year-old son, Boo, to bed and point at Barlowe, bending an index finger at the joint, in a gesture that said, “Come with me.” He would grab two cold beers from the fridge and hurry to the bedroom before she managed to change her mind. Once in bed she’d spread her wings and melt into him, screaming and flailing in orgasmic fits. Afterward, she’d light a cigarette, blow smoke rings at the ceiling and come up with an excuse to get an attitude.

For the most part, that was how they carried on, even in the year they tried living together. Theirs was a mad, moody affair: sheer fire under the sheets; conflict and chaos otherwise.

Barlowe waited patiently now while Nell fumbled around in her room. From where he sat he could hear the gentle rustle of clothing. He pictured her slipping into something soft and sheer.

Minutes later, Nell appeared in the living room, fully dressed. She sat down across from him and jump-started the conversation she had been rehearsing for some time now.

“We need to talk, Barlowe. Somethin’s not workin here.”

The words didn’t register at first. Barlowe’s eyes flitted around the room and settled on Nell’s shapely thighs, which were framed in black tights. She lit a cigarette and crossed her legs, to shift his attention above the waist.

He sighed. “Okay, Nell, whas the matter? Whas wrong now?”

“I jus got you outta jail, thas whas wrong.”

“They tried to make me buy flags, Nell. What you expect from me?”

“Yeah, well, your li’l crusade cost me time and money. I ain’t got money for that…And I definitely don’t have time to be goin down there, minglin with ghetto folk.”

He resented the tone and sound of that, the way she distanced herself from her own people.

Nell, unfazed by his resentments, pressed on with the attack: “You too cozy, Barlowe; you too laid-back for me. You go to work and lay round a house that ain’t even yours. It wouldn’t bother you none if things stayed that way.”

“That ain’t true, Nell. You know it ain’t true.”

“All I can go by is what I see. I been waitin a long time for you to show me somethin. But you ain’t showin me nothin I can use…Barlowe, I wont things…”

Things. That was the problem, far as he could tell. If he had been willing to overlook it before, it was apparent now: Nell was content to be one of the sheep.

Things. She didn’t give a squirrel’s butt about people; she didn’t know diddly, and couldn’t care less, about Caesar wreaking havoc everywhere.

Barlowe was hip to Caesar, all right. He had never cared much for school, but he’d always studied history, even after dropping out. He’d read Before the Mayflower—fourteen times—and he had devoured stories about the ’60s, tales about how Caesar used black people’s tax dollars to train the police dogs they sicced on them.

Times had changed some, though not as much as people liked to pretend they had. The white folks in Milledgeville had proven that.

Things. He had met Nell years before, when she came into the print shop and ordered flyers to advertise the salon. After the printing, she slipped him a number and asked him to call. He phoned, they talked and later dated. Eventually, he even moved in with her.

Barlowe was so taken by her fine looks that it took a while to notice who she was. Now, sitting in her living room, it was clear: The two of them were like mismatched socks.

All of a sudden he felt weary. “I ain’t sure I’m what you wont, Nell. I ain’t even sure I wanna be.”

She leaned forward, almost eagerly. “I guess this is it, then. You can’t say I didn’t try.”

She got up and went to her bedroom and returned minutes later with her hands full. She had gathered his belongings—a shaver, toiletries and two crisply ironed uniforms that he kept there for overnight stays.

“I’m sorry, Barlowe…I got plans.”

He stood up and gathered his things. “You got plans? I got plans, too.”

He had plans, all right. He planned to buy his lottery tickets; he planned to get himself a nice, cold beer; he planned to go home and relax on the porch and listen to the pigeons coo.

Barlowe started for the door. Nell walked behind him, keeping a safe distance in case he moved to grab her around the waist. On the way out, he stopped in the doorway. She stepped back and folded her arms tight, like a sudden chill had rushed in the house.

Nell said good-bye and Barlowe left, half-hoping she would stop him like she’d done before.

 

Barlowe took the back way home, down Memorial Drive. He cut through Cabbagetown, with its shotgun houses and narrow streets. The few days in the dungeon had inspired in him a fresh appreciation for natural air and light. He took it all in, every bit, as his clunker rattled down the street, the windshield wipers swishing every time he hit the left-turn signal switch.

He whizzed past the ash-brick factories now being converted into trendy lofts to make way for the chi-chi Yuppies swarming in. The poor white trash in Cabbagetown despised chi-chi Yuppies a tad less than they hated niggers. They had more in common with the blacks, but you could never convince them of that.

He crossed onto Edgewood Avenue and entered the Old Fourth Ward, where the people’s faces were mostly dark and unsure, like his own. He tapped on brakes and waited as Viola and The Hawk shuffled forward and stepped unsteadily off the curb, in front of his car. Viola and The Hawk were two neighborhood drunks. As usual, they had taken the shortcut through the trampled dirt pathway between the house Barlowe rented and the place next door. They were headed to Davenport’s place to toast another day of sunshine, another day of living, another day of anything to justify another drink.

Barlowe parked in front of his house, got out and looked around. He could see the horizon in the backdrop of downtown Atlanta, its towering skyscrapers standing pompous and smug.

He went indoors and passed a pair of dirty sneakers on the living room floor and whiffed pork chops frying on the stove. He went through the kitchen and opened the back door, which led to a partially enclosed porch.

A voice, speaking low, gentle, floated to the doorway. “There ya go, baby. C’mon, do this for me. Thas it. Ri there. Riii tthhheerre…”

Barlowe stepped onto the porch, flopped in a chair and studied his nephew, who was feeding his three pigeons.

“Ty.”

Tyrone jerked around. “Yo, Unk. I din’t hear you come in.”

Barlowe didn’t say anything to that. He stared blankly at the birds.

Tyrone released the pigeons into the backyard, to let them stretch their wings a bit. As usual, the birds flew into the big oak tree in the yard next door. They sat there awhile, then returned to Tyrone, who gently placed them back in the cage.

Barlowe watched, marveling at how hands that handled animals with such loving care were so quick to shed human blood.

Tyrone picked up a beer and took a chug. “Where you been the last few days, Unk, bangin some honey on the sly?”

Barlowe ran a hand wearily through his knotty head, using the fingers like an Afro pick.

“Yeah. I been bangin.”

“Nell?”

“No,” Barlowe said. “No.”

“So what honey kept you on lockdown for three whole days?”

Barlowe thought about the brown lady on the post office stamps. “Jus a gal,” he said. “You wouldn’t know her.”

“What you wanna bet?”

“Make it light on yourself.”

Tyrone chuckled. He went into the kitchen, grabbed a pot holder and took the pork chops off the stove. He placed them onto an ugly platter, then turned to Barlowe.

“C’mon, Unk. Les grub and go ride.”

“Ride?”

“You got a birfday comin up, right? The big 4-0, right?”

“Thas still a few weeks off yet. Ain’t no point in rushin that.”

“So what?! Les celebrate early! C’mon. On me.”

Barlowe liked a good time as much as the next man, but it was too early in the day for that. Besides, he didn’t hang out much with Tyrone. There was a solid fifteen years between them, and in their heads—their ways of looking at things—they were at least more than twice that far apart. And right now he craved a little peace and quiet. He needed time to bathe and chase the sights and smells of the dungeon from his head.

“I’ma stay home and chill.”

“Suit yourself. Me, I gotta git in the wind.”

“Then git, then.”

Tyrone laughed. He had a funny, chee-hee-hee laugh that made you want to laugh, too, just because he was laughing. Tyrone had a bright, baby-face smile and a mustache that never seemed to grow more than a wisp of fuzz. With smooth, olive skin and jet-black curly hair, he could pass for East Indian at least three days a week. He was quick to tell anybody who needed to hear that he was black, pure black, “A hunnered percent!”

After he and Barlowe finished talking, Tyrone went to his room. He came out a few hours later, scrubbed and sharply dressed.

Barlowe didn’t care much for clothes. Except for very special occasions, he wore his khaki uniform every day. Now he studied Tyrone, giving him the up and down.

“Where you goin all dressed up?”

“Gotta git wit this honey I jus met.”

“You gonna poke her, or what?”

“Gawd willin.” Tyrone paused. “I gotta play this one smart, though. She a house girl. She ain’t never had no real trash like me.”

“How old is she?”

“Don’t know for sho. I can tell she got some mileage on her, though. When she talk, you can see that silver shit in back of her mouf.”

“She good-lookin?”

“Phatter than a Bojangles biscuit wit butter.”

When he said Bojangles, Tyrone dragged out the first syllable for emphasis. Bo-jangles. Barlowe got the picture.

Soon, a car horn sounded. Tyrone headed for the door. Barlowe followed, hoping to steal a peek at tender flesh. When Tyrone and his date drove off, Barlowe scanned casually up and down the block. He spotted one of his neighbors, Miss Carol Lilly. She was bent over, working in her flower bed, her wide butt sticking straight up in the air. Barlowe waved at old Mr. Smith across the street, then something bizarre caught his eye. It was a man—a white man—standing on the sidewalk near the front of the house. Dressed in a shirt and tie, the man looked Barlowe dead in the face, then turned and hurriedly walked away. He walked about ten yards along Randolph Street and got in a black Lincoln Town Car parked at the curb. Another white man waited inside.

Barlowe watched them closely, thinking, Surveillance! Maybe it had something to do with him refusing flags.

Ever since the planes struck, there was all kinds of surveillance going on. He had read in the papers how Caesar now sifted through folks’ e-mail and eavesdropped on private phone conversations. They even checked people’s library records, to see what kinds of books they read.

Barlowe considered that as he studied the two white men. They sat there a moment, taking notes and talking. Finally, the car cranked and drove away.

It was odd, Barlowe thought. Long before the planes struck, he had felt like he was under surveillance. His whole life he’d felt people—them—watching like they expected him to do something violent or strange. In a weird way it would seem almost fitting if the suspicion that had dogged him so long somehow got formalized.

The boys at the store swore Barlowe was paranoid, and to a certain extent he agreed. He was born here but he couldn’t recall a time when he felt he belonged. He had never been outside the country, yet he didn’t feel safe inside it, either. In fact, he felt downright vulnerable. And now all the public hysteria had left him even more on edge.

Later, Barlowe ate some pork chops and macaroni and cheese and washed the dishes. Afterward, he sat down in the living room and picked up the newspaper. As he read, a pang of loneliness whipped through him. After all the musty manliness in jail, he craved a woman’s scent and softness. He thought about Nell:

“You too cozy.”

Normally, Nell’s words would have rolled off his back like so much rain, but her timing—and Barlowe’s history—made them stick. He would be turning forty soon, and he had begun to ponder what that meant, or what it was supposed to mean. Somehow, forty seemed miles apart from thirty-nine. At forty, he figured, a man should be firmly established and grounded. He was approaching the fourth decade of his life and the truth was, he hadn’t yet figured out how to live.

Still, Nell had no right to put him down the way she’d done. It proved she wasn’t right for him. He might have seen it before now if his two heads hadn’t collided so.

Now he shifted focus back to the strange white men he’d seen earlier, and he was reminded that Nell wasn’t his only problem. His court case was scheduled two months out. Then he’d have to face Caesar. His court-appointed attorney predicted he’d likely get off with a lightweight fine. All he had to do, the lawyerman said, was go before the judge and explain why he busted up that stamp machine. He made it sound easy as pie, but Barlowe feared otherwise. How could he explain to a judge, a judge, the way flags affected him?

Ever since the planes struck, he couldn’t get away from them. People hung flags—the biggest ones they could find!—on porches and trees in front of their houses; draped them from buildings in every big city and poot-butt town. Folks wore flag T-shirts, sweatshirts, jackets and hats; plastered them across the sides of garbage trucks. TV newscasters wore flag pins on their freakin coat lapels! Flags screamed from huge billboards and fluttered from gigantic poles in front of car dealerships. One day, Barlowe passed a bunch of long-haired bikers—a motorcycle gang!—with flags pasted across their sleeveless leather jackets.

Is crazy.

Barlowe wasn’t sure how other folks felt. Maybe they felt the same as him and just weren’t saying. Who knew these days? The trip to jail had taught him one thing, though: He would have to exercise more self-control. He would have to, or he wouldn’t last long, not with all the paranoia since the planes struck.

He got up to go take a leak. It would be nice, he thought, standing over the commode, if he had someplace safe to go. Not someplace far or foreign or isolated, like jail. He never wanted to go back there. It might be nice to live beneath the radar and, at the same time, be free to move about in the open air.

He flushed the toilet and returned to the living room, chewing on that idea. Then he considered something: He actually felt halfway safe on the ragged patch of land where he now stood. He cherished having his own dark, separate corner of the world, where he wouldn’t be judged or watched or pushed around.

Funny; that notion hadn’t come to him like that before. It came now as a kind of dawning, an epiphany. He was at least partly insulated in the neighborhood, nestled among people who looked like him. These were his people. They were all he had. These were his people. These were the people of the Old Fourth Ward.







Chapter 3



Nearly two months to the day after the arrest, Barlowe stepped outside the courthouse, where blistering sunlight bore down hard. It was a searing June heat, a bit like the anguish burning inside his chest.

Driving home, he sighed and contemplated the verdict: Guilty. Disorderly conduct and destruction of property. The judge ordered him to pay for the broken stamp machine, then pointed a crooked finger and lectured him about the sanctity of the law.

“…You understand?”

“Fug you.” That’s what Barlowe had a mind to say. “Fug you and the law.”

He would have loved to say it and storm from the courtroom, leaving the words dangling in the air to marinate. But he kept quiet. With an elbow prod from his lawyer, he shot His Honor a stony stare and nodded, yes. The gavel struck, and it was over.

Now the strain of holding back, of not speaking his mind, sloshed around in Barlowe’s stomach like sour milk. That judge had lectured him like he was a child. He was a man, a grown man deserving of a man’s respect. He was a man, yet he had been unable, unwilling maybe, to pay the steep price to demand that Caesar properly reverence him.

He didn’t feel good about that. He didn’t feel good at all.

Beyond the verdict, though, there was one small comfort to be had. He had been doing some thinking lately. He had been thinking that a man don’t always have to eat what he’s fed in life. If he wants, a man can fix a meal of his own choosing. Barlowe planned to get to work on that; he planned to get on it soon.

For now he craved distraction, something to help him get past the public lashing he’d endured in court. For starters, a pair of lotto tickets might boost the spirits some. And then, maybe, the camaraderie of friends.

He reached home and stepped across the street. Nearby, a group of children played along the curb. They uncorked a fire hydrant and squealed gleefully as bursts of water cooled them off.

Barlowe went to the corner store, the Auburn Avenue Mini-Mart. The size of the average matchbox house, the one-story, wood-frame store was stocked from floor to ceiling with everything short of bicycles and auto parts. Among the mini-mart’s most loyal clients were three men (Barlowe called them the elders) who lived as boarders in the shotgun rooming house next to the store. On most days, they hauled rickety kitchen chairs outside and held court in the shade of a maple tree. They came out early mornings to critique the rush-hour traffic and retreated indoors at noon to escape the smog or sun. Like clockwork, they returned in the cool of evening time.

Grizzled old coots, the elders were the self-appointed eyes and ears of the Old Fourth Ward. Nothing much escaped their notice. They were quite nosy and, they thought, keenly perceptive, too. Rough-edged and straightforward as rumbling trains, these were men Barlowe could talk with and be listened to in the way he most needed to be heard. Which is to say, without judgment, and sometimes, without reply.

All his life he had preferred the company of older men. People back in Milledgeville had said it was because he was an old soul himself, a change-of-life baby, born when his mama was going through menopause. So he joined the elders around flameless campfires, where they spoke, sometimes through gritted teeth, about matters that pertain to life and men. They shared fantastic stories, about good, pretty women they’d conquered and lost, or fistfights or poker games they’d managed to win. And sometimes, if the liquor loosened their manly restraints, they even shared deep regrets—over jobs quit, rejected or yanked away; over words spoken too hastily, too harshly or not at all; over what might have been if not for roadblocks thrown up by them.

At the moment, the one called Ely had gone inside the mini-mart for liquor, thanks to a newly arrived Social Security check. His comrades, Amos and Willie, sat outdoors waiting with plastic champagne glasses.

As Ely browsed, the door swung open, and a brooding Barlowe came plodding in. He was trailed a few steps behind by Lucretia Wiggins, the neighborhood diva. Barlowe said hey, but Ely didn’t hear. He cut a sharp eye at Lucretia, who drifted quietly down the second aisle. Ely could have bought his whiskey and left right away. Instead, he scooted to another aisle and pretended to consider some sardines and soda crackers on the shelf.

He often saw Lucretia switching her pear-shaped bottom through the neighborhood on the way to and from her mama’s house. But Ely rarely got a chance to get close up on her.

While he spied, she glided to the last aisle, her trim hips bouncing softly on flat-heeled shoes. When she breezed past Ely on the way to the register he noticed she held a pack of hair extensions in one hand and clutched something tightly in the other fist. Ely moved in closer and stood near the crates of bottled water as Lucretia paid the store owner, Juliette. When she left, Ely’s eyes trailed her firm bottom through the door.

He bought a pint of Wild Turkey, then rushed outside to his friends. He sat down and prepared to pour himself a drink, rolling his big false teeth around in his head.

“Eh! Y’all see Eye Candy come through heah?”

No response. The boys resented that he’d taken so long to bring the spirits. Ely downed a few swigs and peered at Amos, who blithely waved at the mailman across the street.

“That gurl oughta be shamed a hurself.” Ely leaned forward, pushing his teeth outward from the gums. The teeth were uncomfortable, mainly because they weren’t fitted for him. Ely had bought them from a low-rate dentist who’d had them made for another client. When the client died unexpectedly, the dentist offered them on sale to Ely, no extra charge for installation, of course.

Now Barlowe came outside, carefully studying his lotto sheets. Amos and Willie prepared to start a game of checkers.

“Barlowe,” Amos called to him while Willie set up the pieces. “How did yore court case go?”

“It went.”

They all took that to mean the topic was shut down for the day. Willie moved a checker piece and changed the subject.

“What that gurl oughta be shamed for, Ely, wearin them britches tight like that?”

“I ain’t studin the britches. I’m talkin bout what she bought in there.”

“Wha she buy?”

Ely sipped from his glass and let the warm liquor glide down real slow. Then he winked at Barlowe, who was pouring himself a drink.

“Don’t look at me,” said Barlowe. “I didn’t see nothin to speak about.”

“Ely, go on and tell us, gotdammit,” barked Amos. “You done started now.”

Amos had a scraggly beard and a shock of salt-and-pepper wool that looked like an Afro but lacked enough symmetry to call it that. He topped it off with a baseball cap, which he now removed and used to wipe his round forehead.

Ely rolled his eyes and set his glass down easy, taking his sweet time.

“Come on, Ely. Wha she buy?”

When he could no longer stand his own suspense, Ely leaned forward and whispered: “Rubbers.”

The men’s eyes widened bright as full moons. “Rubbers?!”

“Yeah. The spensive kind.”

Willie grinned. “I ain’t got no problem wit that. I jus wish she was buyin em for me.”

Ely reared back. “You cain’t do nothin wit that. Young gurl like that would bust yore heart. You’d haveta turn her over to ol Barlowe there.”

Barlowe beamed, thinking that might not be such a bad idea. By now, the liquor had soothed his torment some. He flung the court case from his head and turned his attention to all the rusty bravado being tossed around. He threw down another drink and talked awhile, then left the elders and started home.

Heading up the sidewalk, his thoughts were jarred by something he picked up from the corner of his eye. There was a white man knocking at the house next door. When no one answered, the man left and paced up and down the sidewalk, carrying a legal pad. He appeared to be writing down house addresses.

“Who is he?” Barlowe wondered, “A salesman? A detective stalking somebody on the run?”

He watched the man a moment longer, then tossed it from his mind and rushed on home. He had an important meeting coming up.

 

William Crawford stepped into the living room and stood by the doorway like he intended to keep the conversation short.

“Sit down, Mr. Crawford.” Barlowe waved an ink-stained hand toward the couch and set a bowl of stale peanuts on the coffee table. “Have a seat right there.”

It seemed strange saying that to the man who owned the house he rented. Still, he needed practice. This was how you did business with white people.

Crawford sat, reluctantly, and slid a thumb and forefinger under his chin. He had no real chin to speak of, which made his face look like it was hanging on the edge of a cliff, or of a thought, perhaps pondering a way to squeeze an extra dime from some person or circumstance. A retired air traffic controller, Crawford dabbled in real estate. He owned a few houses in the Old Fourth Ward.

“Now, son,” he said, “what can I do for you today?”

“I asked you to come over cause I wanna talk.”

Crawford said nothing. He took off his tinted gold-wire-rimmed glasses and wiped a sweaty brow. He didn’t really need the glasses. He used them to shade his eyes, much like a poker player. The eyes moved all the time, like he was thinking hard, always plotting ways to add a few more coins to his pockets.

“I’m forty now,” Barlowe declared. “I been thinkin is time to start settlin down.”

“Good.” Crawford waited, certain there was more to come.

“Thas why I wonted to talk—about the house.”

“The house?” Crawford slid forward and clasped his fat fingers. “What’s wrong with the house?”

“Nothin. Nothin’s wrong with the house. I like livin here. I like this place a lot. In fact, I like it so much that I wanna buy.”

Crawford studied him closely. Barlowe guessed he was calculating, maybe crunching numbers. After a moment, Crawford shook his head.

“To be honest with you, Barlowe, I don’t know. You’re a good man and all, but I don’t know about breaking up my property. See, that house is parta my portfolio…I don’t think you understand how much a house like this is worth nowadays.”

Worth? Barlowe looked into the old man’s eyes with the certain conviction that Crawford couldn’t possibly grasp the gravity of his desires. Crawford may have known the assessed value of the place he owned, but Barlowe doubted that he knew, or even cared to know, its history, which could hardly be quantified in dollar bills.

Such was the case with the Old Fourth Ward. When the neighborhood was first built, whites lived in most of the area, especially up on the northern end of Randolph Street. In the 1920s, blacks following factory jobs moved down on the opposite end, near Auburn Avenue. To keep the boundaries clear, whites changed the name of their end of Randolph to Glen Iris Drive. When blacks kept coming, white folks hauled tail out of town. Blacks moved into the fine Queen Anne cottages, bungalows and shotgun houses and claimed the place for themselves. The main drag on Auburn Avenue eventually came to be widely known as “the richest Negro street in the world.”

In time, though, the ward suffered as black tax dollars were steered to the white areas in Atlanta. City neglect and more integration gradually siphoned middle-class blacks from the neighborhood. As the single-family homes, duplexes and apartment buildings fell into disrepair, the Old Fourth Ward declined.

In the late ’80s, a smattering of blacks began trickling back. By the time Barlowe Reed showed up, twitchy and desperate, a decade later, blacks had begun a sturdy push to revive the ward.

Barlowe moved onto Randolph Street. Randolph was a classic street, with sidewalks that people actually used each day, and modest yards and even some driveways leading to cozy houses owned by families with long ties to the ward.

Through generations, they worshipped at churches, frequented bars, celebrated births and mourned deaths; they raised children who sprouted tall and were sent off to colleges and wars and penitentiaries; they fed their dogs, attended parties and wept at weddings—all in a swatch of land spanning less than one square mile.

With the few pesky crack and liquor houses operating, the ward remained a work in progress. Still, in his years living there, Barlowe had found it to be a fine retreat. In fact, it was more than a retreat. It had become a need. It was the kind of place where a man could get genuine conversation and a sincere smile.

These were his people; these weren’t the pretenders, the self-absorbed buppies, puffed-up over fancy houses and big-shot careers. These were his people. He liked talking with them, exchanging notions about life and the world. And their dreams; he especially liked hearing them talk about their dreams. Their dreams were simple and straightforward, like his own: They wanted to get along in life and do all right.

For Barlowe, there was something else special—something mythical—about living in the Old Fourth Ward. In Atlanta, where Martin Luther King sits in glory on the right hand of God, the neighborhood boasted a prominent claim to M.L.K. He was born there; his birth home and tomb were there, preserved for the stream of tourists who came daily in double-decker buses and Bermuda shorts to gawk, snap pictures and reflect on “The Dream.”

Living amid all that rich history and driving past King’s crypt on his way to and from work every day inspired in Barlowe a sense of hope sometimes.

Now hope was the thing he clung to as he sat in the living room, meeting with William Crawford.

“How much money you got saved?” the old man asked.

“Well—” Barlowe had exactly $138 in his bank account. With his shaky credit, no mortgage banker in his right mind would extend him a loan. But he had read in the papers that you could sometimes lease a house with the intention to buy.

“You got enough for a good down payment?”

Whas a good down payment? Barlowe had to be careful. If there was a way to cheat a man in this world, then a man would be cheated, and William Crawford was just the one to do the cheating.

“Well. Right now I’m startin mostly with an idea, and then I thought, dependin on what you said, I’d work from there.”

“An idea? An idea won’t get you nothing but another idea. You need money, cash, to make anything happen in this doggone world.”

Crawford stood, signaling he was ready to leave. He had no more time to waste. He turned to the door, then something happened that gave him pause: Tyrone appeared from the back bedroom. He had showered and gotten dressed in a spiffy outfit, accented by shiny things. He wore a Kangol cap and a blue suit, with a matching shirt. He wore a fake-diamond-studded ring in one ear, and a thick gold chain around his neck. He had on a pair of black alligator shoes, shining so bright you could see your face in them.

He smiled broadly. “Hey, Mr. Crawford!”

Crawford’s face lit up like a big marquee. “Hey, Scooter!”

Crawford fondly called him “Scooter.” He liked to hear Tyrone brag about the young women he had bedded. He liked to soak up stories about wild adventures in the fast lane, which, being old and married with grown children, Crawford could visit only in his dreams.

“Where you on your way to, Scooter?”

“Me and a dude goin over to the nekkid club.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah, they got a new girl dancin there now…Albino!” He whistled and rolled his eyes around in his head.

The two men chatted a moment, then Tyrone rushed out the door. Crawford prepared to follow. Before leaving, he stopped and turned to Barlowe.

“Tell you what, son. Let me get back to you on this business about the house. I’ll think about it and let you know what’s on my mind.”

“Thas all I can ax, Mr. Crawford. Sounds fair to me.”

When the old man left, Barlowe sat down and crossed his legs. He crunched a few peanuts and considered the way the brief talk had gone. Crawford had made no promises, true. Nor had he flat-out turned him down. Which meant he could be persuaded.

For a long while, Barlowe sat there and stared up at the ceiling, thinking. He had turned forty, and it had occurred to him that in all his life he had never been committed to much. He’d always known what he was against: He was against Caesar and taxes and stuff like that. But up until now he hadn’t given much thought to what he was for. He had latched onto something concrete now.

If Crawford cooperated, this place would be his; he would become a property owner, an official resident of the Old Fourth Ward.

 

Tyrone came in later, staggering a bit. His eyes were glassy, and his hat was cocked so far to the side that it looked like it would fall off if he moved an inch. His right hand was wrapped in a bloody rag.

Barlowe was relaxing on the back porch. He had taken a nice, long bath. He had spread newspaper on the floor, beneath his bare feet. He was bent over, clipping his toenails, and lost deep in thought about something he had seen earlier, after he let Crawford out the door. He’d seen another white man. Dressed in nylon shorts and a T-shirt, the man came jogging past and trotted down Randolph Street. Barlowe had studied him closely. The white man turned left onto Edgewood Avenue and disappeared.

Except for tourists who were lost or turned around, white people rarely ventured on foot to that end of Auburn Avenue.

“What you thinkin bout so hard?” Tyrone disrupted his train of thought.

“Nothin,” said Barlowe. “What happened to your hand?”

“Got in a scrap with that punk Black Sam, down at the Purple Palace. We was shootin dice and the nigger tried to say I cheated. Had the nerve to act like he wonted some a me. We took it outside, and everybody stood back and let us go, heads-up.”

Using his good hand, he inspected the birdcage, checking the food and water. The pigeons fluttered against the cage, clamoring to be set free. When he released them, they flew straight next door and settled in the big oak tree. He had taped red I.D. tags to their legs, in case they got lost.

Moments later, the birds returned, their heads bobbing as they scooted in the cage. Tyrone closed the door, then held up his bloody knuckle and examined it some more, thinking about Black Sam.

“I dusted im off, good. Gave im a country stompin…Made me hurt my damned hand, though.”

Barlowe kept on clipping nails. After a while he sat up straight and faced Tyrone.

“Listen. I had a li’l talk with Mr. Crawford.”

“What fo?”

“Bizness.”

“What kinda bizness?”

“House bizness,” said Barlowe.

“It gonna mean payin mo rent?”

“Hope not.”

“Me, too. I’m po as a broke-dick dog.”

Barlowe regarded his nephew pensively, as if trying to decide whether to let him in on a secret. Then he started: “I axed Mr. Crawford to sell me the house.”

He felt a surge of pride when he said those words. Tyrone, however, was unimpressed.

“You wanna buy this ol thang?”

“Yeah. This ol thing.”

“Why you wanna do that fo?”

Barlowe’s face sagged with the weighty impatience of having to explain something that should already be understood. He looked squarely at his nephew. “Ty, I’m forty.”

That was all he said. It was all he could think to say.

Tyrone responded with a blank expression. Living with Barlowe he’d learned to keep harmony, mainly by tuning his uncle out when the need arose. Whenever Barlowe started talking high-minded or paranoid Tyrone would simply blast away; he’d send his mind racing right through the door.

Barlowe recognized the vacant look and instantly discerned its meaning. He went back to clipping nails.

With the foolish house-talk abated, Tyrone casually reached in his waistband and pulled out a gun. It was a gleaming .38, an old-school standard, with a white pearl handle. He held the gun aloft, admiring it like it was a pretty girl.

“I started to pistol-whip Black Sam.”

Barlowe looked up from his toes, wondering how long he could keep his nephew away from trouble. “Be careful, Ty. Be real careful with that. Remember. You still on parole.”

Tyrone stuffed his gun away. “Don’t worry, Unk. I got everthang under control.”

He went toward his bedroom and disappeared.

Barlowe balled up the newspaper with the clipped toenails and threw it in a trash can near the door. Sitting there, he weighed the potential for things to shape up some. If he got that house, he thought, he would dig right in. He would find a good woman—maybe a “house girl” like the one Tyrone described—and build a real life for himself.

That’s what he wanted: Something he could put his hands on.







Chapter 4



A month after the talk with Barlowe, William Crawford showed up at the house to oversee delivery of a new refrigerator. After sputtering and groaning and hanging on for years, the old fridge had finally given up the ghost. Crawford replaced the thing with one he’d picked up from the Sears scratch-and-dent sale. It would be ages before he’d come out of his pocket to upgrade anything else. So the visit doubled as a dedication without a ribbon cutting, a chance for Crawford to publicly commend himself.

When the deliverymen left, Crawford jangled his car keys, signaling that he, too, was about to go. Barlowe stopped him. “Wait a minute, Mr. Crawford. I wanna pick up where we left off before.”

Crawford furrowed a thick brow, feigning puzzlement. “Huh?”

“The house,” said Barlowe. “You said you were gonna think about the house.”

“Oh, that.” The old man sat down and wiped his forehead. He hadn’t come here for that. Which meant he hadn’t prepared a suitable lie. He wiped his head again. “This neighborhood is historic, you know, with Martin Luther King here and all.”

There it is, Barlowe thought. There’s the play to jack up the price.

Crawford wiped his forehead once more. “I just dunno…I’m fine having you as a tenant…That refrigerator in there”—he pointed at the kitchen—“I don’t do that for everybody. But I like you. You pay on time. You keep things quiet. I kind of like the way things are.”

Barlowe stuffed his hands deep in his pockets and tried not to let his disappointment show. But it was there. It was there, and it ran deeper than he cared to admit. Since the idea of buying the house took hold, cravings had bubbled up inside him from places he hadn’t even known about. He had become vaguely aware of being swept along by desires rooted deeper than his capacity to control. So he had progressed from wanting that house to needing that house. He hadn’t considered the distinction before.

For a moment, he held that need inside like a man holding his breath underwater. Finally, when he couldn’t hold it anymore, he let go:

“Mr. Crawford. Please.”

He hadn’t known what else to say, but as soon as he uttered that word, please, Barlowe instinctively knew he had gone too far. He knew he’d breached some barrier, built up over years with painstaking care; he’d flung open mighty gates to some deeply private, sacred fort.

It wasn’t the word alone that bothered him. It was the slight inflection in his voice, the hint of a subtle pleading, and to a white man, that left him shaken. He hadn’t intended that at all, at least not consciously.

The word spilled out on its own and whisked him back some thirty years. He was a young boy, maybe ten, when the “officials” of Milledgeville came to the house to talk to his daddy. His daddy was a lease farmer who had taken over from his daddy, a sharecropper before him.

Barlowe and his four brothers were weeding the field when the white men showed up. The men rode in an official car, with an official city seal on the side door. A picture of the flag shone beneath the seal.

The men got out, leaned against the car and folded their arms, waiting for Barlowe’s daddy to come to them.

He went. They talked.

Barlowe couldn’t hear what was being said. He figured it was serious, because his daddy mostly listened. He listened and nodded now and then as the men addressed him in hushed, paternal tones.

Their business done, the white men politely tipped their hats and turned to leave. His daddy took one step forward and raised his voice after them in a desperate plea.

“Sir. Please!”

The man standing closest to him whipped around. He jabbed a finger in his chest and sharply chastened him. That done, the men climbed into their official car, with the official seal and the red, white and blue flag painted on the side door. They drove away, sending a cloud of dust swirling high as the treetops.

When Barlowe’s daddy turned around, his face was ashen. He looked like he’d aged fifty years.

He plodded over to his sons. “They say we grown too much crops. We gotta burn half the field.”

The boys, stunned, destroyed the family’s good yield like they were told. In the years that followed, the family struggled, hard. Barlowe’s daddy was never the same man after that.

Please.

Now having used that word, Barlowe hated himself. He hated himself and Crawford, too. In fact, he hated the whole world. He hated the world and everybody who had ever lived in it since the beginning of time. He wished like hell that he could take back that word. He wished he had never allowed it to slip from his tongue:

Please.

Sitting there, he reminded himself that, above all else, he was a man. He was a man, just like Crawford was a man. Either they would do business man-to-man, or not at all.

As if to restore what morsel of manhood that might have been diminished by his clumsy slip, Barlowe resolved, then and there, to drop the issue of the house. Fuggit. That’s what he thought. Fug the whole damned thing.

He extended an ink-stained hand, signaling to Crawford that he would let it go. “Fine,” he said. “Fine.”

He held his head high, even as he saw his dream fading like leather exposed to too much sun.

“Fine.” He said it once more, for good measure.

Crawford appeared both confused and relieved. He prepared to go, to take the opening and run on through.

Then something almost magical happened—magical only in the sense of its quirky timing: Tyrone came to the front door and fumbled with the lock. Just as Barlowe moved to open it, he turned the knob and stumbled in. His eyes were glazed, and the smell of reefer clung heavy to his clothes. He took one glance at Barlowe and Crawford, looking all serious, and he broke into a wicked grin.

“Hey, Mr. Crawford!”

“Hey, Scooter! How you doing?”

“If it got any better I’d have to go jump off a cliff!”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Bet y’all don’t know where I been!”

Crawford grinned. “Off juking somebody’s daughter, I’m sure.”

“Been over to the titty bar on Piedmont Road.”

“That right?”

Tyrone whistled. “They got gals can do thangs make you stand on your toes!”

Crawford’s eyes rolled around in the sockets like steel balls in a pinball machine. The look of the voyeur spread across his face.

“I never been to one a those places before, Scooter. Can you believe it? Been in this town more than twenty years, and never set foot in a single one.”

Tyrone gazed upon Crawford with sincere pity. “Aw, c’mon, Mr. Crawford. Don’t tell me that. Fitty thousand nekkid bars in Lanta, and you ain’t never been to one?”

Crawford held up his right hand, like he was being sworn into public office. “The God’s honest truth.”

“You don’t know what you missin.”

“Pretty gals, huh?”

“Pretty!?” Tyrone reared back unsteadily on his heels. “They got eighteen-inch waists and big, ol jellyroll butts!”

Crawford swallowed hard, like there was a lump in his throat. He sat back on the couch, eager for more.

“On Tuesdays,” explained Tyrone, “you get the first table dance for free!”

“Free?” Crawford appeared embarrassed and excited, all at once. He slapped his knee hard, signaling that he’d reached a firm resolve.

“Okay, Scooter. You win. I’ll go.”

“Bet.”

Crawford waited for him to propose a date. Tyrone tilted slightly to one side and slapped him five. Then he waved good-bye. He staggered to his room and closed the door.

Crawford took out his handkerchief again and wiped his neck. He was sweating pretty heavy now. He looked at Barlowe and nodded toward the bathroom.

“Yeah,” said Barlowe. “Help yourself.”

Crawford returned minutes later, walking slow and wide-legged, like he had peed in his pants. He sat down again and faced Barlowe.

Selling a house was a bit much to ask, but there was no need telling his tenant that; not now, anyway. No point in crushing the man’s motivation.

“Tell ya what, son,” said Crawford, leaning forward. “Tell you what I’m gonna do…”







Chapter 5



What good is life if a man can’t aspire to a thing well beyond his reach, with the heady faith that determination, sheer force of will, can close the gap? Following the talk with Crawford, Barlowe wasted no time preparing. If he was going to become a homeowner, he figured, he should begin acting like one.

For starters, he thrust himself more deeply into the mundane affairs of the house. With creaky floors, and paint peeling from the walls, the place had its share of problems. Overall, though, it was stacked with potential; all the potential in the world if Crawford would put a little money in it. But Crawford wasn’t one to invest money into his houses unless there was promise of a quick return.
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