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THE FIRST GOSPEL

OF ATLANTIS, 2005:

HOW SOON IS NOW?




This is a white man’s country with a white man’s civilization, and any dream on the part of the Negro race to share social and political equality will be shattered in the end.

—THEODORE BILBO

1

They were constructed of cinder blocks but called The Bricks: a collection of rust-colored buildings rising out of the red Gorgeous clay like bizarre termite mounds. The lawns were patches of parched earth, the playground a small, paved rectangle. Faded unicorns with stubby horns were mounted on tight metal coils screwed deep into the concrete. The slide, uprooted a decade ago in a riot, lay on its side like a discarded high-heel shoe. The replacement, made of plywood and car hoods, leaned against a spray-painted mural memorializing four children—the 4ever Angels. The only remaining housing project in Atlantis, the complex was an eyesore in a rapidly gentrifying neighborhood, and the source of many complaints from surrounding new residents and businesses, so before the last election, the mayor beautified the “urban campus” by building a twelve-foot-high wall around it. At dusk and dawn, under broad fingers of fluted sunlight, The Bricks glowed as if on fire, and during September’s heat wave it felt that way as well, even at seven a.m.

To avoid the sun, Anthony Montana cut through buildings in between the pitted parking lots. He moved at a rapid pace, dragging Knuckles panting behind him. Anthony saw Pepper’s golden Hummer parked in an alcove formed where an unused construction dumpster sat near one corner of the wall. He slowed to catch his breath and avoid appearing anxious. Knuckles licked his hand, and Anthony plucked his nose and whispered harshly, “Stop that! Look mean, dammit.” They walked the last few yards in that manner. It almost made him laugh, which would cause his plan to backfire. Anthony had two street rules. First, he took Knuckles outside as infrequently as possible. He’d learned that mystery instilled fear. It helped that most people were already afraid of pit bulls, especially a sixty-five-pound brindle with a short neck and block head. But today was different and having Knuckles with him was reassuring despite the dog’s eternally friendly demeanor. His second rule was that he never smiled in public, and so everyone called him “Serious.” It was hard not to smile at that, but he never did.

The Hummer’s rear window was rolled down halfway, enough for Anthony to see the top of Pepper’s head. Pepper ran all the dope in the Old Fourth Ward, a ten-block radius around The Bricks. Barely twenty, he was ruthless. It was rumored that he’d personally killed a cousin who shorted him. Old folks called him Redbone because his heavily freckled skin and his hair, worn in cornrows, had a rusty tint. He was brawny, like a linebacker, with a thick brow, deep-set eyes, and a starfish-shaped scar on his cheek where his father had supposedly shot him.

Pepper gave Anthony the usual greeting, his interpretation of a Cuban accent. “Who I trust? Who I trust? Me, dats who! What choo know, it’s Tony Montana. What choo doo-ink?”

Anthony held his game face. Cornelius, Pepper’s right-hand man, laughed on cue as he climbed out of the car and leaned against the hood with arms crossed. Cornelius was one of those large people with lots of blunt edges, like he was built of cinder blocks. He was well over six feet tall but looked like his head had stopped growing when he was thirteen. Serious had never heard Cornelius speak.

Pepper lowered his window all the way, made a show of looking at his heavy gold watch, said, “Talk to me, Serious.”

“Someone stole the bag.”

“Have you crossed over to the dark side, fool?”

“No. Someone stolt it. For real.” Anthony held his breath. The dark side? He’d expected Pepper to say that he shouldn’t have trusted a white boy. Anthony was one of the few whites in the neighborhood, and the only one who worked for Pepper. He was pale, with his father’s freckles and his mother’s navel orange hair. When Anthony first approached him last year, Pepper had said, “Does this look like Mayberry? I look like I’m going into business with Opie?” When Anthony persisted, insisting that the only suburb he’d ever lived in was Hollywood Court around the time it was condemned, Pepper relented. Their agreement was that Anthony couldn’t sell in the Old Fourth Ward. Pepper had quoted Public Enemy: You can sell drugs to the other man. So Anthony started hanging out in places where the other kids from The Bricks couldn’t go without being hassled, like Phillipps Plaza, the exclusive mall in Buck’s Crossing. His clients were rich kids who he despised for blowing money on dope. He sold sticks and stones to kids from the Woodward School and Excelsior Academy, kids with nasal accents who talked about “hot whips” and “cool kicks” like they were taking a vocabulary exam. He sold to kids who attended public schools with waiting lists and PTAs that hired retired professional athletes as advisers. He sold to kids like Lawrence Berg, a senior from Riverview High who drove a silver Jaguar, and always talked about investing with Anthony. Lawrence Berg wanted to be called L-Dog and wore sweatsuits and caps like Anthony, except he didn’t have to.

Pepper, his voice as even as always, asked, “What did they look like?”

“Not like that. From HQ.” He didn’t dare mention that he halfway suspected his mother. When he’d returned home from school yesterday afternoon, his room had been rifled, only his room. After discovering the theft, the first thing Anthony did was search his mom’s closet. When he’d asked her if she’d “found” anything, she said, “I’m not security, ask your dog.” When he’d asked a second time, she’d yelled, “Boy, you know I’m the DEA around here. Any drugs I find in this house belong to me.” He’d said that DEA meant Drug Enforcement Agency, not Drug Eating Agency, and that they lived in a public housing apartment, not a house. She’d slapped him worse than a drunk monkey. He touched his cheek. It still hurt.

Pepper looked at him expectantly.

He saw his distorted reflection in Pepper’s sunglasses and felt self-conscious, as if he were lying. He spoke hurriedly. “It’s only Tuesday. I’ll be flush by Sunday.” Thursdays and Fridays were his best days, and he was working a big party at Lawrence’s house on Saturday night.

Pepper shook his head. “Kitchen’s closed.”

“I just need a little advanced.”

“I already advanced you and everyone knows I don’t advance.” Pepper removed his sunglasses and handed them to Cornelius to clean. Pepper leaned into the window frame and stared at Anthony, his burly forearms hanging over the doorframe, his gleaming silver rings clicking against the golden car door. Pepper wore twelve rings on each hand, four simple bands on the index, middle, and third fingers, and every time he made a fist the metal rubbed together with a sound like gnashing teeth. “Everyone knows what happens when you short me.” Pepper didn’t say anything for several seconds.

“It’s sunk in,” said Anthony.

“You’re our token Einstein, so I consider this an investment in your future.” Pepper nodded and smiled, revealing his sparkling gold mouthpiece, complete with pointed canines, and inlaid with diamonds that spelled DEVIL DAWG. “’Cause as of now, you still have one. But not if this shit ever happens again.”

“Thank you,” said Anthony.

Pepper leaned back in his seat, fading into shadow. Anthony could no longer see him when he said, “Don’t thank me, thank your best friend. Leave Knuckles and get the fuck out of here.”

“Knuckles? Why Knuckles?”

Pepper leaned forward and planted his index finger in the middle of his palm. “Someone’s gotta pay me.”

Anthony inched his hand closer to Knuckles. The dog was intently observing the two men, his wet nose testing the air. Anthony wished Knuckles would make that dumb puppy face again and lick his fingers. “He’s not a fighter dog.”

“Every pit is. If not, I’ll fix that. And if I can’t … he’ll be … a sparring partner. But you decide. Who stays? You or him?” Pepper nodded at Cornelius, who walked over to Anthony and reached for the leash. Knuckles sidestepped and bared his teeth. Pepper nodded again. Cornelius pulled back the purple and gold Carver High letterman’s jacket he always wore and hooked his thumbs through his belt loops, exposing shoulder holsters. Knuckles stood with ears erect, his grinning black lips slick with saliva. Anthony thought Knuckles looked menacing, a look he had never before seen.

Pepper said, “Consider you advancing me now. If he wins, after I earn my money, plus interest, you get him back. It’s only for a few days. So who leaves? You or Knuckles?”

“I thought we were cool.”

“We’re down like four flat tires. This is cool,” said Pepper. “You got two things going for you, Serious. You can only use one of them right now.”

Anthony knew by Pepper’s tone that the decision was made. He handed over the leash. “It’s okay, Knuckles.”

“I’m like that motherfucking emperor in Gladiator,” said Pepper. “Am I not merciful?”

Anthony mumbled, “Yes,” and turned to walk home. Pepper yelled, “What I always tell you, Serious? What? What? He who controls the spice controls the universe!” Pepper and Cornelius guffawed. Above their laughter, Anthony heard the rattling of the metal choke chain and looked back. Knuckles barked, his breathing raspy as he strained against his leash to follow. Anthony couldn’t bear to look again. When he turned the corner, and knew Pepper could no longer see him, he broke into a run.

—

Anthony surveyed his room. The thief had dumped out his trash bag of winter clothes. They’d done the same with the cardboard dresser in the closet and the shoeboxes under his bed. While cleaning up the mess, he found a cigarette case, a gift from his father. He also found a Zippo he hadn’t seen in years, his tenth-birthday present, and only other gift from his father. A drop of sweat rolled off his nose and landed on a history paper he had since rewritten. Frustrated, he went to the living room, tiptoeing because his mother worked nights, and was probably asleep in the bedroom she shared with Meemaw, Anthony’s maternal grandmother and only living grandparent. On the coffee table there was a faint chalky residue, left behind when his grandmother cut her meds in half to make them last the month. His stomach grumbled. In the kitchen he found three short ribs suspended in an iron skillet full of congealed red grease. He picked one up but was repulsed by the sucking sound it made as he pulled it from the lard—too much like his grandmother peeling her thighs off the plastic-covered couch on summer afternoons. He whistled. He would have fed these to Knuckles in defiance of his mother’s edict against giving the dog “perfectly good people food.” His mother’s attitude toward the dog angered him, and that anger displaced his shame.

Anthony called his uncle Frank and asked if he was going to the fights. Frank didn’t say anything. That was his uncle’s way. He claimed that a blow to the ear had damaged his hearing. If he didn’t like a question, he pretended that he didn’t hear you. Anthony imagined him shifting back and forth on his own plastic-covered sofa, and asked again, “Uncle Frank, you going to Hollywood Court tonight?”

“What you asking for?”

“I want to go,” said Anthony.

“What for?”

“Knuckles.”

“What you fightin’ Knuckles for?”

“I ain’t. Pepper is,” said Anthony.

“That’s the same motherfuckin’ thang. Goddamned you’re nothing like your father. I ask you again. What you fightin’ Knuckles for?”

Anthony had dreaded this question because a few months back he’d lied and said he’d quit working for Pepper. If he told Frank the truth, Frank would tell his mother, and then all hell would break loose. She would say that Anthony was losing control, that he was “in it” instead of “on it.” Moreover, they’d agreed that neither of them would bring work home. For him work meant product; for her, work meant patients (as she called them). Then Frank, a fence, would take Anthony to the ring because Frank never understood why Anthony would work for Pepper but not his own uncle. Anthony couldn’t explain why working for Pepper was easier than being a fence. Stealing from people felt cowardly. Besides, Pepper despised thieves, as a few had learned the hard way. So Anthony said, “I was joshing and joking and talked my way into a corner, and Pepper bought him off me, but if he wins, I get him back. I wanna know for myself if he wins.”

“I know that’s right. I wouldn’t trust motherfuckin’ Pepper to wipe his own ass.”

Anthony didn’t know what Frank hated more: Pepper or the fact that Anthony had worked for Pepper. Frank also couldn’t understand that Pepper kept them safe. No one fucked with his mom anymore, but for as long as Anthony’s father had been in prison, which was over a decade, Frank wanted to play daddy whenever it was convenient.

“You been to one of these before?”

“No,” said Anthony.

“Then this will probably be your last.”
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George Washington Carver Technical High School was dedicated in 1943, the year its namesake died. Several administrative offices and a few classrooms had since been renovated. Anthony was in one such classroom: there was a ceiling fan. It was last period, and he sat near the window watching the shadow of the statue of George Washington Carver that stood in the front yard, a drab olive figure, shoulders mottled eggshell and tan. Carver’s left hand clasped a book to his breast, his outstretched right hand was empty. According to the engraving on the pedestal, Carver was inviting others to join him on the quest for knowledge. Anthony thought it looked like he was reaching out for more and asking, “Is this it?” The statue was Anthony’s sundial. In the fall, the school day ended just before the shadow of Carver’s right hand reached the base of the flagpole.

All day Anthony had been in a fugue. There was nothing he could do except wait. He didn’t have anything worth pawning and, more importantly, nothing to sell. He couldn’t understand how he had been singled out and robbed. No one at Carver knew what he did. He kept to himself, never dealt near school. Except Uncle Frank, no one could enter the apartment without Knuckles barking like mad. Anthony kept coming back to the obvious answer, but he didn’t want to believe his mom would steal from him. And he certainly didn’t want to believe that she was using again.

After the bell rang, Mr. Travers, also his homeroom teacher, asked him to stay behind. Anthony looked down to avoid the smirks of the other students. He bore no resemblance to the book-thin Mr. Travers, who had bushy brown hair like Einstein and bushy eyebrows, but Mr. Travers was one of the few white teachers at Carver High, so most of his classmates referred to him as “Anthony’s daddy.” When someone needed a hall pass, they said, “Anthony, go ask your daddy.” As everyone else trooped out, Anthony pretended not to see 2-Cent giving him needle eyes. Until he squared with Pepper, he didn’t officially have protection.

Mr. Travers pointed to the seat beside his desk. Anthony sank into the chair, slouching. He shifted to catch some of the air from the fan on Mr. Travers’s desk. Noises from the varsity squad scrimmage drifted through the barred windows, basketballs against naked rims, bricks and buckets distinguished only by jeers and cheers.

“Glad to see you’re here.”

Anthony hoped a pep talk wasn’t on the way. But he took in the sweat along Mr. Travers’s brow and the dark line on the rim of his shirt collar and knew he would listen. Sometimes Anthony felt bad for the teacher. The armpits of his shirts were thin and yellowed, his black dress sneakers scuffed, and he wore corny ties, even when it was so humid that tape peeled off the wall like snakeskin. Many mornings Anthony came in to find Mr. Travers making the same joke about atomic weight as he rehung the warped periodic chart. Why would anyone go to college to come here? Anthony would graduate, and Mr. Travers would still be here. Anthony didn’t understand teachers.

Mr. Travers said, “You seem distant today, Anthony, fatigued.”

“Everything’s cool, you know how it be, it’s just like—”

The caterpillars over Mr. Travers’s eyes jumped. He said, “It be just like we have an agreement.”

Anthony sat up. “Sorry, Mr. T.”

Mr. Travers grinned, as he did whenever anyone called him “Mr. T,” even if they were being sarcastic, like he couldn’t tell the difference. Anthony had promised Mr. Travers that he wouldn’t perform. He tried to remember to be “himself” and talk “the right way” for Mr. Travers, though most times he didn’t know when he was being himself and when he wasn’t. “I’m probably just feeling senior-year pressure.” The eternal excuse. Anthony had heard it invoked to explain everything from truancy to depression to last fall’s shootout between two seniors vying for the position of starting center.

Mr. Travers nodded knowingly. “We need to bolster your confidence. When you get to college, you’ll ascertain that most people there aren’t half as smart as you.”

“Yeah.” Anthony didn’t believe that and didn’t plan on ascertaining the validity of the statement. He couldn’t wait to get out of high school, let alone commit to another four-year sentence. On the other hand, he didn’t want to disappoint Mr. Travers. No matter how much people teased Anthony, he enjoyed attention from teachers. So, he smiled.

“Are you reading those books I gave you?” asked Mr. Travers.

“The word one.” The career guide was boring, a dull list of jobs and required skills. The word guide was interesting.

Mr. Travers nodded slowly. “The word one?”

“Diurnally.”

“Huh!” exclaimed Mr. Travers. “Tenacious?”

“Persistent.”

“Intrepid?”

“Fearless.”

Mr. Travers leaned back in his chair. “Good. You’ve earned your wings,” he said, smiling broadly as he rooted through his desk, and then his duffle bag, the smile growing wider as he handed over an envelope. “As promised, your one-way ticket out of town.”

Anthony ripped open the short end and slid out the letter. It was a registration form for the SAT II preparation course. Mr. Travers had guaranteed Anthony a scholarship slot if he didn’t miss any more classes. That’s what Anthony appreciated most about Mr. Travers; he didn’t just tell him he could be somebody, he told him how to do it. Anthony felt buoyed by a chord of accomplishment, the pleasure of having reached a goal. For a moment he was happy to have come to school.

“You’ll attend every session, right?”

“Yes, sir.” The course met at Riverview High from 6 to 8 p.m. for three days starting that evening: Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday. He could still make the fight, which didn’t start until 10 p.m. or later, although the more he thought about it, the less he wanted to go. Everyone knew what happened to the loser of a dogfight. He sank deeper into the chair.

Mr. Travers leaned back and launched into his usual speech. “Anthony, an education is the only hope for you and your mom. At your income level, the government will pay for all of it. That’s if you don’t get a scholarship.” He snorted and shook his head as if amazed, his bushy hair swaying back and forth. Eyes large, he pointed to the ceiling and asked, “What’s the best revenge?”

Anthony grinned. Mr. Travers was white but always talked about sticking it to the man. “The best revenge is an education on Uncle Sam’s dime.”

“Correct! Remember, Anthony, in a year there will be no more here.”

Anthony ran his fingers over the names carved into the edge of Mr. T’s desk. One read, “George Washington Jonson 1988.” Another, “Mustafa Kennedy 1996.”

Mr. Travers mouthed the words, “There will be no more Pepper.”

Anthony looked down in shame.

Mr. Travers patted his shoulder. “You don’t have to know what you want to do for the rest of your life. That will come. Today, we dream about your perfect SAT score.” Pressing his hair into a mohawk, he leaned close and added in a deep voice, “I pity the fool who doesn’t go to college.”

“Loud and clear, Mr. T.” Mr. Travers always told him to hold on to this college dream, hold it tight, hold it ’til it hurt. Anthony liked turning that on his tongue, loved the alliteration, even though it didn’t seem true. Someone was rolling bones near the window. He heard the dice chattering and felt himself slouching even lower. He glanced toward the door, but his teacher was rubbing his jaw in a way that meant he had more to say.

Mr. Travers leaned forward, the corners of his mouth turning down, and said, “You have youth’s greatest blessing.”

“Yeah?”

“Being good at things you don’t care about.”

“Yeah,” said Anthony, but he didn’t understand. He leaned toward the door and when Mr. Travers nodded, he rose, opened it, and merged into the stream of traffic in the dim hall, losing himself in the sounds, cream in the coffee.

—

Riverview High was in Dawnswood, a suburb three buses away. The #5 took him away from the Korean corner stores to the northern edge of downtown. The #142 traveled MidCity, where package stores gave way to wine shops, and pebbled glass replaced Plexiglas. The #12 cruised wide and smooth streets, and, as the houses came farther apart, yards grew into lawns. He had arrived. The bus stop closest to the school was on Peachtree Street, one half mile away. The road to Riverview High was a slick blacktop ribbon speckled by sunlight sneaking through a canopy of red oak trees. The street ran through a quiet residential area, then along a high-walled golf course. Other than the black nannies waiting at the school-bus stops, Anthony had the thin strip of grass that passed for a sidewalk to himself. No one else traveled by foot, except Mexican laborers and joggers, both of whom used the street. A deeply tanned blonde with a ponytail jogged toward him, flicking her stray hair behind her ears. He caught a breath of perfume as she passed and turned to see her run through a column of sunlight, the sweat on her back momentarily golden. His eyes bounced in concert to her footfalls, following the contoured spandex shorts and matching athletic bra. Habit took over, and he snapped his head back around. He usually paid more attention to where people were running from. No one ran without a reason in The Bricks.

Riverview High was a low sparkling building tucked into a shallow vale crowned by evergreens. A curved drive bordered a neat bib of fescue, in the center of which stood the flagpole, boxed in by azaleas and, in front of those, a flowerbed that spelled RIVERVIEW in marigolds and carnations. With its large expanses of glass, it looked more like a fancy office building than a school. The parking lot added to the impression of wealth, crowded with cars whose names were numbers. From the front steps, he could see a few skyscrapers above the tops of distant trees. It felt like downtown was an isolated outpost, and Riverview the center of civilization. He transferred keys and coins to his book bag, but saw no guards or metal detectors, so he hooked the bag over his shoulder to cover the wet spot on his back. When he opened the door, a wall of refrigerated air stung his skin. Where he had been sweating, goose bumps grew. Students milled around unchecked in the sunny two-story lobby. On the floor under the skylight was a red-and-white tile mosaic of the school mascot, Max E. Muss, a centaur with an unruly mane and a thick red beard erupting from a football helmet, charging full stride with a basketball in one hand and a lacrosse stick in the other.

Smiling greeters sat behind folding tables skirted with red-and-white fabric and piled high with manila folders. The J–M queue was empty. Still, when asked his name, Anthony whispered as he handed over his letter. The grey-haired man’s eyes went from Anthony to the roster, and back again a few times before speaking. Anthony flinched at the stab of sympathy in the man’s voice. He pocketed his name tag and headed down the hall, stopping at a bulletin board with a picture of the volleyball team: perky blondes and brunettes in long sleeves and tight shorts. Beneath it, a news rack held the latest issue of the Riverview Rag. The glossy magazine was flush with color photographs and schedules for groups like the Japanese Club and the Greek Club and the Ski Club. At Carver, physical education was canceled due to budget cuts. He flooded with resentment. For the first time, Anthony wanted to do well on the SAT, to do George Washington Carver proud.

His assigned classroom had computer stations instead of desks, one for each student. There were three black students. Anthony was glad to see Leon Williams, a classmate who looked as out of place as Anthony felt. While they weren’t friends, over the years they’d shared the same sparsely populated honors classes: always English, the only gifted courses their school offered. Some students at Carver accused Leon of acting white because he always sat in the front row and carried paper clips plus a mini-stapler. Anthony always sat in the back, but he respected Leon for trying so hard, for being so serious, and for openly disparaging dealers as traitors to their race. Leon saw him and tipped his head in the direction of the computer on his desk as if to say, Check this out! and pointed to the empty workstation beside him. Anthony started in that direction, but when he saw Lawrence Berg at the end of Leon’s row, Anthony turned away. He eyed the back door. If he left, he’d never be able to face Mr. Travers, so he chose a spot in the rear of the classroom, far beyond Lawrence’s line of sight. Leon gave Anthony a quizzical look that melted into a blank stare when Anthony shrugged. Leon turned to face the front of the room, tapping the heels of his oversized grey sneakers. Anthony again counted the black faces; one-fifteenth or less than seven percent. He told himself that Leon, with his button-down shirts and staples, fit in more than he did anyway.

When the student next to him asked, “Where are you from?” Anthony said, “Grady,” without hesitation.

Grady was the best public school downtown. It had an IB program and Anthony had heard people brag about its media center and Ivy League alumni. To avoid further conversation, he put his head on the desk like he was tired and stayed that way until roll was called. Lawrence Berg’s real last name was Lawman, which drew a few giggles, and there was a student named Phat Lai, but Anthony’s name drew the most snickers, especially after the instructor murmured it a few times as if trying to recall why it was familiar. Even students who had not seen Scarface knew the film from the many rap songs that sang its praises. Did he want to be called Tony? Or T?

Anthony, forehead in hand to block his face, said, “Anthony is fine. Thank you.”

“Whatever you say,” said the instructor with a wink. “We wouldn’t want to upset you.”

After the giggling subsided, the instructor explained that the first test was a diagnostic with a ninety-minute time limit. They would be placed in a study group according to their scores, which would be available online by midnight. The sound of everyone around him scribbling down the internet address jolted Anthony into action. He noted the “URL.” After the test began, the only sound was keyboards clicking. Once he adjusted to the computer, Anthony eased through the test in only fifty minutes. He was the first person finished, and sidestepped out, keeping his back to the side of the classroom where Lawrence and Leon were seated.
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Hollywood Court was a vast apartment complex a few miles west of downtown, separated from the more affluent in-town neighborhoods by the Perimeter, a twelve-lane highway. Wedged against an industrial complex that served the train line, it was built in 1962 as a suburban enclave of spacious apartments and town homes, but like many rentals they deteriorated rapidly. Anthony and his mom had lived there when he was in ninth grade, after the complex converted to Section 8. The new management only maintained the laundry rooms, neglecting to fill the kidney-shaped pools or repair the lights. Parking lines faded, playgrounds were paved. After they sold the topsoil, grass stopped growing, and the lightest rain turned the unpaved areas swampy. Around then Anthony’s mom had moved. Frank, with whom they’d been living, remained until it was condemned. The complex spanned two sides of a commercial thoroughfare, apartments east and townhomes west. Anthony never learned his way around the townhome side, where they were headed.

The air conditioner in Frank’s 1978 Oldsmobile Cutlass didn’t work, so they rode with windows down. Frank’s radio didn’t work, so they rode in silence. Anthony’s hair was matted around his forehead and ears. Every speed bump sent the back of his head skidding around the sweat-slick vinyl of the seat. Occasionally Frank sniffed and shot Anthony a sideways glance. Anthony carried two pickled jalapeño peppers filled with red pepper. Even double-wrapped, the smell of vinegar occasionally reached his nose. As Frank parked between a mint condition 1979 LTD and a sleek late-model import, he asked, “What really happened?”

“I told you.”

“I hear you’re in deep with Pepper, I’ll take you to the ring.”

“I know.” Anthony shivered. His last bout with Frank had ended with a concussion and two sprained ribs and Frank reminding Anthony to never again lie to him. Afterward, Anthony sat in the emergency room for twelve hours trying not to breathe. He’d been better off than most people there. The guy next to him had an ice pick handle-deep in his ear, and he’d waited four hours for someone to give him a pillowcase to put over his head, or at least that’s what it sounded like he’d said.

An Army boxer before doing six years in a federal penitentiary for armed robbery, Frank’s forearms were knotted with muscle and covered in jailhouse ink. The knuckles of his left hand were tattooed with FOOD, those of his right with RENT. Across his Adam’s apple was a straight razor with a barbed wire handle. His ring name was Razor. His uncle thrummed his fingers on the steering wheel, which was wrapped in a brown leather cover with tiny holes. He adjusted his lambs’ wool seat cushion. “I don’t judge how y’all live, but don’t lie to me.”

Anthony was wondering if the LTD belonged to 2-Cent. He didn’t see any other cars he recognized, not even Pepper’s Hummer. Across the lot people were lined up beside a drab beige one-story stucco building with narrow grey windows.

“Ant?”

The parking lot light above them flickered off, releasing Anthony from Frank’s stare. “I owe Pepper some money. I’ll have Knuckles back in a few days.”

“I can have it handled,” said Frank.

They got out of the car and the parking lot light flickered back on. His uncle was again staring at him.

“No. It’s my fault.”

Anthony followed as Frank cut the line. No one complained. At the side gate, a thickly muscled, bald bouncer, with a bulging waist and a gun holstered under his arm, collected five dollars a head. Beads of perspiration shone on his scalp. He wore black camos and a black T-shirt that said CORONER’S OFFICE. Frank paid and stepped through the opening in the chain-link fence. The bouncer looked at Anthony.

“I have a dog in the fight.”

“Then for you it’s only five bucks.”

“Knuckles, the black-and-gold brindle,” said Anthony. “I’m Serious.”

“So am I.”

Anthony flinched. He rarely walked into this misunderstanding anymore. He made a mental note to be more observant. Focus. He paid and followed Frank, gravel crunching underfoot. He heard murmuring occasionally interrupted by laughter. After they turned the corner leading to the courtyard between the low buildings, he entered a web of stares. People he didn’t recognize gave him the evil eye until they realized he was with Frank. Anthony pulled on his black hoodie and yanked the hood down to cover his eyes. He’d had a recent growth spurt, and the sleeves were too short. He plunged his hands deep into his pockets, disappearing completely. Though it was a hot night, he immediately felt cooler. He heard dogs yammering and pushed his way through the thicket of people to the back wall of the building where five kennels were lined up, spaced several feet apart with makeshift dividers of plywood and cardboard blocking the dogs’ view of each other.

In the first cage a husky red nose slept, in the second a gold-and-black brindle paced like a tiger. In the third, a sleek dark chocolate pit with white feet stretched out its full length, glistening like a panther in the moonlight. The fourth held a small, skittish blue nose pit, maybe six months old, who bolted from corner to corner, turning his nubby bandaged tail away from two kids who rattled his cage. The dog froze in the middle of his pen and pulled his neck back into his shoulders like he was trying to disappear, and pissed. The kids shook their heads and picked up their book bags and departed. Anthony turned back for a second look, panicked, suddenly sweating. He heard Knuckles bark, muffled, as if coming from inside the building. He rushed from window to window, but they were too thick, clouded by dirt and embedded wire mesh. With his sleeve, he wiped away enough grime to peer through one. He saw a large room with fluorescent lights, dirty acoustical ceiling tiles, and bright yellow walls. Through the next window he saw small chairs arranged in circles, the walls decorated with construction paper art. No sign of Knuckles. He came to a grey metal door outlined in dim light and as he cautiously pushed it open, called out to avoid surprising anyone. Cornelius and Ivan, Pepper’s other enforcer, were standing shoulder to shoulder barring further entry. Pepper stood at the rear of the first room holding Knuckles’s leash.

Knuckles looked impressive in a thick, black leather collar adorned with metal spikes. He whined when he saw Anthony.

Anthony said, “That’s my dog.”

Cornelius shook his tiny head.

Pepper waved him through, the two henchmen parted like doors. Pepper said, “Shit, he’s all excited, smelled you anyway.”

Knuckles perked up as Anthony patted his thighs and whispered to him.

Pepper said, “Knew you’d show. You like school.”

Anthony was relieved Knuckles wasn’t in one of those cages. When Pepper released the leash, Knuckles stood, and Anthony saw that his tail had been cropped. “What the fuck you do that for?”

Ivan and Cornelius turned to Pepper, who waved them back. Pepper ran his tongue along the inside of his lip like he was searching for food. “To save him having it bit off. If you don’t want your own ass clipped, watch it.”

Anthony mumbled an apology, really for Knuckles. He hugged his dog into a headlock and for a few moments lost himself rubbing against the grain of his hair. Outside, another dog barked, and Anthony remembered what he was there to do. When he thought no one was looking, he slipped Knuckles the jalapeño peppers. Knuckles wolfed them down, then shook his head and sneezed, his tongue hanging loose. Anthony sighed as Knuckles backed up and regarded him with confusion. “Sorry,” he whispered. “That’s supposed to make you mean.”

Anthony examined the bandaged tail again, grey gauze, rusty-red at the tip.

Pepper said, “He can’t be distracted by his tail. You should thank me. Because if he loses, you still owe me.”

“That’s not what you said earlier.”

Pepper walked Anthony to the door. “You think I’m paying for cosmetic alterations on any mofo’s dog just to get my cheese? Good money after bad? Fuck that.” Pepper spit out a wad of gum, which Knuckles licked up off the brown linoleum floor. Anthony grimaced.

“Fronting you the last time was a bad investment. Let’s hope your dog is a better one.” Pepper waved his hand, and the henchman closed in between him and Anthony, making a wall, throwing him into shadow.

From the hall Anthony called out, “How many fights is it gonna take?”

“Probably no more than two.” He thought he heard Pepper say, “Good luck.”

The office across the hall was decorated for Thanksgiving: a pumpkin, a turkey, and centered on the back wall a gigantic poster of an Indian and a Pilgrim shaking hands. In grade school he’d always wanted to be an Indian, but the teachers always made him a Pilgrim. Tonight, he felt like both.

Back outside, he moved through the crowd, a sea of faces ranging from an elderly man with a walker to a baby in a walker. Shiny new kicks and raggedy secondhand shoes. Sweat suits and church suits. Even a lawyer who advertised for DUI cases on TV. Though he recognized a few faces, there was no one he wanted to stand with while Knuckles fought, and Uncle Frank had disappeared.

A man with dreads and a pencil mustache barked the odds. “One is seven to three, seven to three. Two is three to two, three to two. Make a bet, make a bet! Don’t go home empty-handed, your wife might not let your broke-ass in. Get lucky here ’cause if you goes home late and low, you ain’t getting lucky there. One is seven to three …” Anthony could feel that the fight was drawing closer. Money changed hands at a frenetic pace, the tempo of conversation increased.

The crowd hushed and parted for an old man with a red scarf tied around his neck as he made his way to a concrete pool in the middle of the courtyard. It was about fifteen by ten feet, and shallow, less than two feet at the deepest end, where there was a drain. The old man stepped down into the pool and said, “Tonight we have three bouts. The first is Marco’s Diablo against our special guest, Pepper’s Demon Night.”

Anthony was glad that Knuckles wasn’t up yet. Maybe there was still a chance to change his fate. At the same time part of him wanted the fight to start, just so it could be over, like the time he went to the dentist’s office.

The announcer said, “First is Marco’s Diablo.”

A man wearing a Bulls jersey entered the far end of the pool with the husky red nose pit he’d seen sleeping earlier. It looked even more fearsome muzzled, about seventy-five pounds, with a pronounced bow-legged stance and a head like a big rig. The crowd whooped. A few booed. The old man waited for the noise to die down before he continued, “The second is Pepper’s own Demon Night.” Anthony was grateful his dog wasn’t fighting Diablo, a real monster. Then he saw Cornelius enter the pool holding muzzled Knuckles under one arm. Knuckles weighed about sixty-five pounds, but he looked like a puppy in Cornelius’s thick grip. Cornelius put Knuckles down, keeping one hand on his spiked collar, the same way Marco held the red nose pit. Both dogs strained against their collars, pushing with their rear legs so that their front paws were off the ground. Knuckles kept scratching at his muzzle with his left paw.

“Usual rules. Fight to finish. No one enters the pit until at least one dog is dead or not living,” said the old man. Bystanders helped him climb out of the pool. Anthony caught Knuckles’s eye, the brown pupil quivering, the white glowing between the black muzzle straps, and the dog relaxed a moment—his ears bowed, his left forepaw dropped to the ground. Anthony dipped his head and stepped back into the crowd so Knuckles couldn’t see him. He wondered if Knuckles would fight immediately, or if he’d have to get hurt before he defended himself? To house-train the dog, Anthony had scolded him with rolled-up newspaper. The sound of the paper against Anthony’s hand was enough to send the puppy scurrying to his crate.

The old man whipped his red scarf. “Fight.”

Cornelius and Marco quickly bumped the dog’s heads together, then unmuzzled and released them. Each handler retreated to his end and sat on the edge. Without making a sound, the pits charged like sworn enemies. The dogs were so quiet it didn’t seem real. Anthony was mesmerized by the sight of Knuckles in motion; muscles twisting, ribs fanning, shoulders churning with every lunge—a fluid unbound by gravity, seeming to stop and spin in midair, and almost change shape. At first the only sounds were gnashing teeth and claws clicking concrete. That was soon eclipsed by the low, guttural growls they exchanged like boxers threatening each other. Spittle flew. They scrambled for each other’s throat, using their forelegs like arms, each trying to pin the other down. At one point they were standing facing each other and when Diablo sprang, Anthony held his breath. Knuckles ducked so that Diablo flew over him. Knuckles turned and jumped on Diablo’s back and locked on the top of his neck, riding the other dog like a rodeo cowboy. Anthony screamed, “Kill him!” Knuckles pulled back Diablo’s head like he was preparing to slit his throat. Diablo tried to throw him off, jerking so hard that he landed upside down when he broke loose. The skin on the back of his neck flopped like a damp envelope flap, revealing the peppered, sinewy tissue underneath. There was a wet slapping sound as Knuckles coughed out a chunk of flesh and a constellation of blood drops scrolled across the floor of the pool. The crowd roared and Anthony joined in, cheering Knuckles on. The roars scattered into curses and heckling as Diablo retreated to the corner, a trail of urine running behind him. Tears welled in Anthony’s eyes as the acrid odor burned his nose. Was this what people meant by the smell of fear? Knuckles lunged into the corner, grabbed Diablo at the throat and shook him, snaking backward as he did, slamming the haunches of the larger dog against the side of the pool. With each impact, Anthony felt the earth twitch beneath his feet. Diablo was soon still. The crowd cheered, and Anthony raised his fists in triumph. “That’s my dog!” he shouted through his tears. As Cornelius and Marco stepped down into the pool, the spectators collapsed on the bookie, squeezing Anthony away from the pit. Cornelius loomed above the crowd. Anthony followed him to Pepper’s office, where he was made to wait outside but Marco wasn’t.

When Anthony was finally allowed in, he noticed how small the room was, barely eight by ten, with a desk and two kiddie chairs. Pepper sat at the desk, smiling over a stack of cash. Knuckles was eating what appeared to be ground beef. Above Pepper’s head was a poster of a soaring eagle with the caption Your Attitude Determines Your Altitude. Pepper handed the cash to Cornelius, who wrapped it in a paper bag. Knuckles ate at his usual pace, relaxed, as if he had just returned from a walk in the park.

Anthony hugged his dog. “He doesn’t eat people food.”

“Looked like he ate that.” Pepper looked up, awaiting a response.

Anthony remembered his stinging eyes and pulled his hood lower. He examined Knuckles as best he could for wounds and found only a few minor scratches. Most of the blood was Diablo’s. “Can he sleep at home?”

Pepper sucked his teeth, pointed at the window. Marco was walking past carrying limp Diablo. Anthony felt ashamed. How had he found it so easy to cheer for the death of the other dog, who hadn’t whined even once, not even at the end? He told himself that if Marco cared about Diablo, he wouldn’t have been fighting him. He told himself that he hadn’t wanted Diablo to die, he’d only wanted Knuckles to live. Through the window, Anthony watched Marco gingerly set the dog down in the dirt and shoot him twice in the head. Pepper lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. Anthony coughed, his throat sore from repeatedly yelling, Kill him! He looked down at his shirt, spotted in blood. Pepper nodded toward the window. For a long moment Marco didn’t move, as if he were praying over the dog. Anthony wondered if Marco, too, had been forced to fight his pet.

Pepper said, “Good to be a winner?”

“One more fight?” asked Anthony, breathless, as if he had been in the pit himself.

“Good to be a winner, ain’t it?”

Anthony nodded.

“I know,” said Pepper.

“One more fight?” asked Anthony.

“At this rate? No more than two.”

“You said two total before,” said Anthony.

“Maybe two more. Maybe a week. He needs recovery days.”

“Two more fights, then we’re even and I get my dog back? That’s your word?” Anthony stared at Pepper.

Pepper didn’t indicate that he’d heard Anthony. He exhaled a long stream of smoke through his left nostril. He was still for a moment, and then said, “Okay. Three more and if he wins tomorrow, you’re back in business.”

On the way out, Anthony passed a Sesame Street calendar on the wall, the correct date crossed through. Another fight was starting, the crowd collecting around the pool. Anthony went to the parking lot to wait for his uncle. He heard the bookie barking, “One is two to one, two is three to two …” While he waited, adrenaline caught up with him and he gave a couple of dry retches.

—

Frank was in a good mood. He screamed at Anthony to remove his bloody hoodie before getting into the car, but Anthony knew he was happy by the way he clicked his tongue. A fight broke out as they pulled out of the lot and someone yelled, “Who else want to fuck with Hollywood Court?” Frank chuckled.

After they had been driving a few minutes Frank asked, “How much did you win?”

“I didn’t bet.” Even if he’d wanted to, he didn’t know how, and didn’t dare ask. Just like he didn’t play the numbers because he’d never figured out how to read the stock exchange listings.

Frank nodded slowly as if he understood.

They stopped at a traffic light next to a burned-out strip mall and a flickering red neon sign that blinked Wings-N-Tings. Frank pointed to the sign. “Asian people be a trip.”

Anthony shrugged. Pepper’s Hummer tore through the intersection, the red light reflected in his tinted windows. Frank adjusted the battery-operated fan on his visor, then thrummed his fingers on the steering wheel’s leather cover. His fingers were always in motion, like they were anxious to form a fist. “You have a gun?”

“No.” Anthony fanned himself with his hand.

Frank nodded and counted out a few bills. He made an exaggerated fanning motion. “Don’t do that. It doesn’t look right.” He handed the money to Anthony.

“Thanks,” said Anthony, even though it was his dog. “Coming back tomorrow?”

“I’ll be back when they put people in the pit. I’d put my dog down first.”

“I’ll make it up when he gets home.”

Frank looked at him. “When’s that gonna be?”

“A couple of days.”

“Good. It don’t look right, another man fightin’ your dog,” said Frank. “But you might-can’t take him home again. He’s tasted sweet first blood.”

“He’s not a fighter,” said Anthony.

“That’s how they’re bred. Thems that didn’t fight didn’t fuck. One taste is all it takes.”

Anthony couldn’t rebut that, not after tonight.

“Take this, too.” Frank took a gun out of the glove box and handed it to Anthony.

“I don’t want this.”

“I don’t want a heart transplant, but if that was the situation, I would be a hospital-going motherfucker.” Frank quickly told Anthony how to load it and where the safety was and to never finger the trigger before pulling it out. “Put it in your pocket.”

“I don’t know,” said Anthony.

“Promise you won’t let your momma hold this.”

“I won’t.” Anthony pocketed the pistol.

“I’ll tell you another thing,” said Frank. “Early today you said joshing?”

“It’s like joking, or when—”

The light turned green and Frank gunned it as he cut his nephew off with a wave of the hand, RENT flashing through the air. “I know what it means. But before that it was jovial and jocular or some other Santa shit. Next, who knows? You can’t talk like that in public unless you’re a foreigner or people will think you’re a faggot. And you sure can’t pass for no foreigner.
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It was nearly midnight when Anthony arrived home. The TV was on yet muted, the radio tuned to a talk station, and Patsy Cline oozed out of the CD player. His mom sat on the plastic-lined sofa, wearing a terry cloth bathrobe with Hotel Essex embroidered on the breast pocket, smoking a cigarette and reading The Globe. All three fans were pointed at her. Although his mom claimed she didn’t like dogs, usually Knuckles would be right there at her feet, making throaty noises until she relented and scratched his right hip. She wasn’t wearing any makeup, which he liked. He used to call her the world’s most beautiful woman every morning at breakfast, back when she was fresh-faced, back before she needed a cosmetic mask to hide the creases that crunch had carved. She’d been clean for two years. Her addiction had lasted twice as long, a dark period she referred to alternately as possession and vacation. It was a high-gravity drug, the pull so strong it was described as the feeling of being in love and being loved back. That’s why everyone said that people addicted to crunch had The Crush. It was a habit that left scars. Crunch drilled in beneath your eyes before inching outward, a strange sadness branching off across your face, like premature aging in a horror movie. At first the scars had reminded him of rivers, one large river poured from each eye, feeding creeks and streams that fanned across her cheeks before tapering out at her jaw. But the night one of her so-called patients attacked her with a razor, Anthony had stood at the head of her gurney and noticed how the puffy tissue beneath her eyes resembled a mass of knotted roots, and what he’d thought a river was a trunk, and the streams were actually branches. The Crush had taken root in her, grown into and through her, broken her, as trees did the sidewalk. He’d memorized every line, every rift—and checked them occasionally, monitoring their progress, the one true sign of an extended relapse. She didn’t look as if anything had changed. Anthony waved his hands, fanning the dancing haze of smoke.

“Hey, Squirrel,” she said, and blew him a kiss.

Anthony pantomimed catching the kiss, then pretended to cough. She blew him another, this time with the hand holding her cigarette. Anthony laughed. She was wearing the mommy costume. When Anthony was little, he would wake when she tramped in late at night. Her first stop the bathroom. He’d sit in the hall and knock his head against the door. She would say, Almost, Squirrel, I’m still putting on the mommy costume. Except for cook and housekeeper, she’d assembled an entire wardrobe over time: cheerleader, enforcer, a work costume called marriage therapist (because men liked talking to her). He couldn’t remember them all, but he knew that her favorite—worn when she was MIA for a few days or wanted time alone—was the daddy costume. Anthony turned off the CD player and pointed to the TV.

She shrugged without looking up. “It’s a rerun.”

“Costs as much as the first time.”

She stared at him. “You been fighting?”

He ignored her and went to the kitchen for a soda. There was no wall between the two spaces, only a small table, the kitchen more a nook than a separate room. It was just as smoky over there. He opened the tiny window over the sink.

She repeated her question.

He muttered, “What are you going to do, call D-FACS again?” Anthony had spent too many years in foster care and every time his mom accused him of never letting her live that down, he agreed that she was right about one thing. He would never let her live that down.

She called out, “Way you look, I hate to tell you, but your dog ran away again.”

“Yeah. Thanks.” Knuckles never ran away. One night, she’d passed out without closing the front door, and the dog wandered outside. Anthony sat at the kitchen table and opened his soda, purple pop fizzed onto the padded white plastic cover lining the table and pooled around an ashtray overflowing with red-rimmed butts.

“You call the pound?” asked his mom.

“Uh-huh,” he answered. Anthony considered the bloody hoodie in his lap. No one called the Blue Man Group about unregistered guns just like no one called the pound about unregistered pit bulls. He wanted to mention the theft again but that would shatter the mood. “Working tonight?”

She blew a bubble that popped, releasing a puff of smoke, and raised her eyebrows in triumph. “If I wanted a pimp, I’d have one.”

“So you’re not working tonight?” She never missed a chance to make money.

She sat up and winked, the sofa cover crinkling. “You caught me. Right after changing your meemaw’s catheter bag, I went into your room and took and sold some shit you’re not supposed to have in our fucking house anyway!”

Meemaw received more attention than he ever had, though all his mom did was complain about her. “No one made you move us here. And it’s an apartment, a flat if you wanna be fancy.”

She snapped the paper and looked at the table and at him, mouth half open, cigarette dangling. “Know what you need to do, kid?”

“What?”

“Get a damned coaster. Knuckles is neater.”

Anthony cleaned up his mess with his hoodie. The apartment felt empty without Knuckles. He looked at the brown carpet with the texture of Astroturf, the brown walls, the purple sofa with large blue roses—Won’t show a stain, she’d said—and the coffee table and end tables, beveled glass tops on gold-plated legs. In the store it glowed, a matching set amidst matching sets. He’d been overwhelmed by future possibilities and the magic of credit. Now, here, crammed into the narrow living room, under the low yellow ceiling, without the vases of dried flowers and the smiling salesperson, without the bath of bright light and the cloak of imagination, all wrapped in plastic, it felt like it wasn’t really theirs. It wasn’t. The furniture was paid for monthly and the TV weekly. Knuckles was the only one who wasn’t on time.

She asked, “You hungry?”

“No.” If he answered affirmatively, she’d tell him to walk to Daddy Z’s BBQ, way on the other side of Oakwood Cemetery.

“Don’t you have tests coming up? You should eat.”

First a coaster, then concern. He wasn’t surprised. She often said, We are different people at different times. It’s how we survive so don’t ever be ashamed of that. He couldn’t and wouldn’t believe she’d stolen from him. The mere thought made his heart race and he felt the terror he’d known when he was younger and he’d find her on the toilet, dry-lipped and slack-jawed, and worry that she didn’t have a wardrobe but that she was the wardrobe, a costume worn by different people. In those moments his biggest fear was that the wrong person would put on the mommy costume and never give it back.

“Well?” she asked.

Anthony went and locked himself in his room and tossed Frank’s gun on his freshly made bed. Someone had also folded his shirts and forced the drawers back into the cardboard dresser. He was going to install a padlock on his door. He knew it was his mom who’d cleaned up because every day Meemaw said, I’m done working in this world. He sat in the folding chair and opened his word book to the middle of the Ks, read the definition of knell, and tossed the book aside. Mr. Travers didn’t understand what it was like to live in a neighborhood where, as Meemaw described it, Hope is a burden. Mr. Travers said there were always choices. He didn’t live behind a twelve-foot-high brick wall with broken glass embedded in the top, a place with one way in and no way out. Anthony momentarily entertained the fantasy that Mr. T had stolen the dope to force him to stop dealing. Why else had he mentioned Pepper? That fantasy didn’t last long. Mr. Travers was just being himself. He gave the class the same lecture once a week: The ghetto you know is history. The new project is homelessness. The Bricks is the last official housing project left in the city. The rest have been torn down to make room for mixed-use developments. And even though the new developments promise to accept former tenants on a sliding scale, you never manage to get back in. You know why? Because you get kicked off the rent rolls as soon as you break the law. If you have a cousin that’s dealing or a friend that’s soliciting, and they get busted and use your address, that’s it! Next thing you know you’re on the street—the new ghetto.

Many Carver students lived in The Bricks. No one was saying it, but Anthony saw through their scowls, saw that nearly everyone was scared because nearly everyone had a cousin that’s dealing or a friend that’s soliciting, or worse. Nearly everyone had a relative who’d been evicted when one of Atlantis’s other projects were razed to make way for malls or condos. But they couldn’t shut down The Bricks, the largest project in the city, over twelve square blocks. And what about the 4ever Angels mural, where people placed flowers and lit candles every day? Wouldn’t that be like tearing down a church? On the other hand, he’d noticed more white people lately. Or, more white people had noticed him. They would tool their fancy cars past the guys posted up at the corner to stop midway down the block and ask, with eyebrows raised and a jerk of the thumb, if they should have turned back there. With increasing frequency he was beckoned to the passenger side of some shiny import, his reflection rising to meet him in the partially lowered tinted window, the smell of leather and cigars and conditioned air licking his face, so that only after he pointed them to MLK or Evers or Abernathy






THE BOOK OF THE OPENING OF THE MOUTH

AS TOLD BY GEORGE WASHINGTON JONSON

[image: A silhouette portrait of a man looking left, with a graffiti style crown above his head, outlined by a coat of arms shape.]



ALSO BY GEORGE WASHINGTON JONSON

The Soul of White Folks

Autobiography of an Ex-ex-Colored Man

The American Book of the Dead

The Book of Going Forth with Day




This is a work of speculative nonfiction and any resemblance to real persons living or dead, European deities, Super PACs, lynchings, segregated cities, immortal Confederate heroes, land (dispossessed and otherwise), actual events, Kluckers, secret peacekeeping cabals, and coercive treaties is inevitable.

Only rappers are real.

P.S.TM is a trademark of Braggsville Books, an HC imprint.

THE BOOK OF THE OPENING OF THE MOUTH. Copyright © 1775 G. Washington Jonson. All civil rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or read aloud in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for brief quotations in rap songs and book reviews.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been deleted.

All civil rights reserved.

ISBN: 0-1492000-0-0

ISBN-13: 0-1965CHM-0-D-7-5-5




THE BOOK OF

[image: A silhouette of a beetle, surrounded by speckled dots]

MIRROR

A BONUS TRACK FOR THOSE THAT SEE


ops/images/pg241.jpg





ops/images/title.jpg
w @CCIBDENTAL

BOOK[S]:-DEAD

ANovel

T.GERONIMO
JOHNSON

abacus
books





ops/images/9780349149219.jpg
3 q'uest‘io‘ris about dehéi_(y; corrup mvana
.- American ideals’ TIME, Most Anticipated Books of 2026






ops/images/pg1.jpg





ops/images/pg649.jpg





