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Q CHAPTER 1

The promise

I remember the cold. It was a stinging, backbreaking, bone-chilling Kentucky-winter cold, the kind of cold that makes you feel like you’re freezing from the inside out, the kind of cold that makes you feel like you’ll never be warm again. I had no music in me then, just sounds, the shrill noise the back door made when it creaked open, the funny grunts my little brother Lloyd made while we slept together, the tight, muffled squeals the rats made when the rat traps snapped them in half. My grandmother did not believe in wasting anything. She had nothing to waste. She cooked whatever she could get her hands on. Mustard greens, okra, possum, chickens, and rats, and me and Lloyd ate them all. We ate the fried rats because we were nine and seven years old and we did what we were told. We ate them because my grandma could cook them well. But most of all, we ate them because that’s all there was to eat.

My mother had gone away sick one day and she never came back. That’s all we knew. That’s all my father told us. “She’s gone away sick and she’ll be back soon,” was what he said, but “soon” turned into months and years, so the two of us had left Chicago and gone to Louisville to stay with Grandma. Laying in bed at night in my grandma’s house, I could remember the night before my mother left us. We were downstairs in the living room back home in South Side Chicago during the Depression, Lloyd and Daddy and me, and we heard a crash and the noise of a window breaking, and we ran upstairs and I felt the rush of cold air and saw my mother at the broken window looking out into the street. She was wearing only a housedress, standing in the freezing nighttime air, the snow blowing in on her face, and she was singing, “Ohh, ohh, ohh, ohh—oh, somebody touched me and it must have been the hand of the Lord.”

As a young boy, I thought it was odd for my mother to sing out the window. She played piano and sang in church, but my mother was a private woman, solid and proper. She never spoke out of turn like that. She did not like loud things or loud people, but her behavior had become more and more strange. She had frequent fainting spells. She would yell at us for no reason. She quoted the Bible and scribbled notes endlessly. The lines around her eyes seemed to grow tighter and tighter every day. Her angry outbursts were crushing affairs, sometimes lasting for days.

My daddy never knew what to do when my mother had spells like this. He was not a complicated man. He was a carpenter for the Jones Boys, the black gangsters who ran the ghetto back in Chicago—the policy rackets, the Jones five-and-dime stores—the V and X, as they were known in the ’hood. When my Aunt Mabel asked him once why he worked for hoods and hustlers, he made a funny face and said, “Gangsters need carpenters too. They’re no worse than the gangsters who won’t give me jobs.” He grew up in Lake City, South Carolina, so I was told, but to be honest I never knew exactly where he was really from. I’d heard his father was a white man—either Irish or Welsh—who had killed somebody, and Daddy had to get out of the South because of this, which made as much sense as anything else in my life, because since my mother left us, nothing seemed solid except the black space in my stomach. Daddy was a quiet man, with smooth straight hair, soft brown eyes, and firm face. His shoulders were broad, his arms were thick and muscled, and his hands were gigantic, huge iron fists with fingers as thick as cigars. He’d been a catcher with the Metropolitan Baptist Church team in the Negro Leagues—he even caught the great Satchel Paige once—and all those years of catching baseballs with a thin mitt had smashed his fingers and made them flat and crooked. He could bend the first knuckle of each hand and hold them out like claws. His fingers were so strong that he could make a circle with his forefinger and thumb and pop you upside the head so hard it felt like a bullet smashing through your skin. My brother and I called that “the Thump Bump,” and when he thumped you, it stung for hours.

He tried to talk to my mother as she stood by the window singing. He said, “Get ahold of yourself, Sarah,” but she ignored him and kept singing, so he turned away and went downstairs. As he swept past me I heard him mutter something, so I ran to my mother and told her what he said: “Daddy’s gonna send you away,” I said, but she didn’t hear me. She stood with her back to me, staring out the window, and the next morning my daddy came back upstairs with two ambulance attendants in white and one of them said, “Mrs. Jones, you wanna come get your luggage and things?”

She looked over at him without a word, so he said, “Either you come or we’ll carry you.”

She said, “Can I take my Bible?”

He said, “You can take it.”

She slowly picked up her Bible, then suddenly darted for the door to escape, but the two men grabbed her and threw her down on the bed, spread-eagled. She kicked and screamed as they threw a straitjacket on her and carried her out. We followed her downstairs and sat on the steps. Lucy Jackson held Lloyd on her lap and covered his eyes with her hands. I sat next to them, crying, and covered my eyes too, singing the same song, “Ohh, ohh, ohh, ohh—oh, somebody touched me and it must have been the hand of the Lord.” And just like that she was gone—for days, weeks, months, who knows how long. Soon after, my daddy packed us up and the three of us headed to St. Louis to stay with relatives, then back to Chicago, then back to St. Louis again, till Daddy finally gave up and took us to Louisville to stay with his mother. Then he left.

We didn’t hate it in Louisville. We didn’t like it either. My grandma’s house was a shotgun shack near the Ohio River with no electricity. We drew our water from a well in her backyard. We got our heat from a black potbellied coal stove. We used kerosene lamps and bathed in a big tin washtub. We slept in the kitchen on a cot next to the back door, which was held closed with a rusty bent nail. When the door was closed in the daytime, you could see daylight all around the doorframe. At night we slept with socks on our hands and feet so the rats wouldn’t nibble our fingers and toes. In the wintertime, the floor was frozen and wet in the morning. In summer, it was like fire and the smell of old pee stung my nostrils constantly. Breakfast was grits, lunch was nonexistent, and dinner was whatever my grandmother could find that would fry. The teachers at the Samuel T. Coleridge Colored School wanted to make examples of us as strangers and would march Lloyd and me to the back of the classroom every morning and make us take our shoes off and scrub the dirt off our feet and faces with commercial Lifebuoy soap while the other kids cackled. We had no hot water for washing. They seemed to have no idea who we were. My grandmother didn’t understand the 1940 Jefferson County school system either, only the notion that we had to go there. Grandma was a proud, strong woman, a former slave; she was thin, rangy, coal-black, wise, and old. She had African beliefs, like hanging asafedita, a horrid-smelling gumlike bark-and-garlic concoction, on a string around our necks to ward off colds, fever, and bad spirits. She led us to the Baptist church every Sunday and spoke in a tongue that me and Lloyd could barely understand. She had been born a slave and used African words we never heard of, like “mwena” for “kids.” She’d say, “Mwena, come over here and lift this tub,” or “Mwena, go down yonder to the river and catch me some rats.” She told us that the more the rats wiggle their tails, the better they’d taste, so we’d wait by the river, snatch up the biggest ones we could find by the tail, and stuff them in a burlap sack. We were free to roam in Kentucky, that part we liked, but at night it was cold and lonely in that dark shotgun shack and it was too much for me, because I wanted my parents. I was mad at them both, but more mad at my daddy, because he was the one who kept it together. Daddy was the one who was solid. Daddy was the one who said we’d always be together. My brother Lloyd, 16½ months younger than me, would cry at night for his daddy, and one night as we lay in bed, he asked, “Did Daddy go away ’cause he’s mad at us?”

“Stop whining,” I said. “He’ll be back.” I had a faint recollection of Daddy promising to come back, but I wasn’t sure. He’d been gone a long time. We’d been there a year. Nothing seemed certain.

“I didn’t hear him sayin’ nothin’ about coming back,” Lloyd said.

“He’ll be back,” I said.

“Well, if he’s coming back, he oughta come on then.”

“Who needs him anyway?” I said. “Stop cryin’ like a kindygarden baby.” But deep inside I was scared and nervous, and each night I fell asleep with my teeth chattering from cold and my heart buried someplace near my feet, until that winter night in 1941 when I heard the back door creak open and I saw a huge shadow blocking the entrance, the breath coming from his mouth in clouds as he moved inside, lit a kerosene lamp, which Grandma called coal oil, and sat down, sighing. My fear and anger dissipated like water as me and Lloyd scrambled out of the bed and landed in his lap.

“You promise me you won’t go away and leave us no more,” I sobbed. “Promise.”

“I promise,” my daddy said. And he kept his word.




Q CHAPTER 2

Little Lucy

| Lucy Jackson, childhood friend | 

God is in this house. In these walls, in these halls, in the light fixtures, everywhere. That’s why I’m never lonely. I’m seventy-three years old and I been in this bed fourteen months, but I got friends who come look in on me, my son lives here, my Bible stays open, my wig still fits, and Sixth Grace Presbyterian Church still thinks I’m the organist—I only been playing there twenty years—so I’m doing perfect. Only thing is, my legs are bad from when I was little, running around playing baseball and chasing after Quincy and his brother Lloyd.

The first time I met Quincy was on the South Side of Chicago around 1939. He was a tiny boy then and I didn’t pay him too much mind. How I first got to know him was, I was standing at the back door of my house and saw him running down the alley behind my house holding a watermelon almost as big as he was that they’d stolen off Mr. Winningham’s watermelon cart, him and Lloyd and some other boys. No need to lie. That boy was stealing and if it wasn’t for his ma and pa he’d be running policy now or living in the boneyard. He was a skinny little something, all head and teeth, and I didn’t see him good, just the back of his head, but I recognized those skinny bowlegs and knickers. I lived at 3633 Prairie Avenue. He lived next door at 3631 Prairie. There was no mistaking who it was.

I saw them cut into the vacant lot next door to Mrs. Goldsmith’s house at 3617 Prairie, so I came out my front door and went into the lot the front way. That lot was my territory. That was my baseball field, and I didn’t want Mr. Winningham coming over there telling my mother that someone from my ball field had stolen his melon. I would do anything for baseball back then. I was the best baseball player on Prairie Avenue. If they had let colored women play in the Negro Leagues you would’ve seen my name there in bright lights: Little Lucy Jackson. They called me Little Lucy ’cause I was so tall. I was the tallest kid on Prairie Avenue on the Chicago South Side and the biggest tomboy you ever saw.

The boys had gathered near the back of the lot toward the alley, and when they saw me marching at ’em they said, “Lucy’s coming! Lucy’s coming!” and they backed off. They kind of parted and there was Quincy in the middle, crouched over this half-eaten watermelon.

I got right up on him and said, “Quincy, this is my ball field here and you got to get Mr. Winningham’s watermelon off it.” I was tall and he was looking up at me. He had a mouth full of watermelon. Then I threw in there, “I oughta tell on you.”

He damn near choked to death when I said I was gonna tell. He blinked and twitched and finally held out a piece of melon and said, “You want some?”

Well, those were the magic words and we put a hurtin’ on that melon. Since he lived right next door, we became like brother and sister, me, him, and Lloyd. We did everything together, went to school, ate, fought, played baseball. I don’t think Quincy liked baseball too much. He liked to cause foolishness, him and Lloyd, playing the dozens, marbles, and a game called Root the Peg played with an ice pick, and running around after the gangs. There was a bunch of gangs at that time, the Scorpions, the Vagabonds, the Giles A.C. gang—the members were called Dukes and Duchesses, senior and junior. Not a soul on the block got left out. One of those gangs caught Lloyd near the back fence of their house once, and when Quincy beat ’em off Lloyd, they pinned Quincy’s hand to a tree with a switchblade. But I’d make him play ball when I wanted him to. I’d stick him in the outfield ’cause he was a dreamer. He’d stand out there scratching his head, itching, whistling, hands in his pockets. He had too much on his mind to play the game. Looking back, I think the only reason he played ball with me was because I had the only piano on Prairie Avenue. Our houses were connected, and he heard me playing stride piano through the walls one day and I couldn’t keep him off my piano after that, though I tried. He made too much trouble for me. My mother would say, “That boy is seven years old and you’re twelve and he marches in here and plays so easy! What am I wastin’ my time for?” Even then Quincy had a gift. He didn’t know it yet, but music was in his soul. It came natural to him. But I couldn’t explain that to my mother. She thought I was practicing too much baseball and not enough piano.

I think he got his music from his mother. She played piano too, but not jazz. Religious music was her style. Sarah Jones was quite a woman before she got sick. She ran the Rosenwald Apartments over on 46th and Michigan Avenue. Back then the Rosenwald was the place for the colored in South Side Chicago. It was for the high-and-mighty of the colored race only. There must’ve been a hundred apartments in that place. Huge places with big bedrooms, stone staircases, a fountain in the plaza, fine wood floors. It would break your heart to see it now. It’s like a prison. Metal gates and security guards, all kinds of folks shuffling in and out, it’s a mess.

Anyway, his father, Mr. Jones, was the carpenter for the Rosenwald. He was an excellent carpenter. The railings and ceilings he built in my house on Prairie Avenue you can still see today. But over at the Rosenwald Apartments, his wife ran the show. To get in there you had to deal with her. She was a beautiful woman, Mrs. Jones, I mean physically beautiful, and smart. She went to Boston University. She taught me to type. She could type over a hundred words a minute. She spoke and wrote several languages, she knew stenography, religion, white history, colored folks’ history, all kinds of things. She was one of the smartest people I ever met in my life, till she got sick.

I never did understand it, what happened to her, but I was a child then and lots of things went over my head. I heard rumors that she threw Quincy’s coconut cake off the porch when he had a birthday party and that she chased some of Elvera Miller’s kids around, things like that, but I was a child myself and you never questioned grown-ups. Plus, grown-ups yelled and fought in those days just like they do now, so even though I could stand in my own living room and hear Mrs. Jones yelling through the walls, it didn’t seem unusual to me. I remember a neighbor telling my mother, “Mrs. Jones ain’t crazy, she’s just mean,” but my mother said, “No, she’s not well, and they’re gonna send her away,” and sure enough, they sent her to Mantina State Hospital—that’s about fifty miles off in Kankakee, Illinois. This was around 1941, I guess, and who knows what went on in there except’n you know that for a colored woman at that time to be in a place like that, well, you know they wasn’t servin’ ’em pumpkin pie with whip cream every day, I’ll tell you that. Be that what it may, that’s where she was. Not long after she got sent off, Quincy and Lloyd disappeared to Kentucky and I didn’t see them for a long time. They came back for a short time around 1943 and then left again. I remember their daddy was in a hurry that last time. He threw a suitcase and some boxes in the trunk of a car and hustled them into the back seat and they were off. I ran down the street waving goodbye to Quincy and Lloyd when they left. They cried and waved at me through the back window till they were out of sight. I’ll never forget that as long as I live. They were the cutest boys you ever saw in your life.

Not long after, there was a knock on my front door and I opened it and Mrs. Jones was standing there. I hardly recognized her. She used to wear beautiful dresses and lovely hats, but now she was wearing a hospital gown and some kind of coat. Her hair wasn’t combed, and it was cold outside and I don’t remember whether she had shoes on or not. She said, “Have you seen my boys, Lloyd and Quincy?” and I said, “No.” Then she asks to see my mother and my mother says, “Come inside,” so she comes in and my mother says, “They’ve moved and they haven’t left no address.” Then Mrs. Jones says, “You’re lyin’!” and my mother says, “No, I’m not lying, Sarah. Mr. Jones didn’t tell a soul where they were going.” So Mrs. Jones says, “Well, if you see my boys, tell them I’m looking for them,” and then she left.

She came back several times after that, dressed oddly, talking strange. She’d wander around the neighborhood sometimes, in the morning, and at night, walking up and down Prairie Avenue, even in the alley behind the house, asking everyone, “Have you seen my boys? Have you seen my boys?” and no one knew where they’d gone. Of course, some people were afraid of her, because they’d heard she’d been in the nuthouse, but I was never afraid of her. She’d come up to me on my baseball field and ask me, “Have you seen my boys?” and I’d say, “No, Mrs. Jones.” She’d say, “Don’t forget, Little Lucy, if you see my boys, tell them I’m looking for them,” and I said I would, but I never saw Quincy and Lloyd after they left that second time. I didn’t see them again for forty-seven years.

         

Lucy Jackson died in May 2000.




Q CHAPTER 3

You shall have no pie

One Saturday morning after we returned to Chicago from Kentucky, my father woke me up and said, “Get dressed and get your brother up. We’re going out.”

“Where we gonna go?” I asked. He looked at me for a moment as if trying to decide what to say, then left the room. Daddy didn’t believe in wasting breath, not on a ten-year-old. He’d brought us back to our house on Prairie Avenue without explanation and put us back in school, but he was in over his head. There was no one to dress us, cook for us, do our laundry, pick us up from school. Looking back, I see now how overwhelmed he was; his furrowed brow, his fidgety manner, his nervous energy, always smiling as if nothing was wrong, yet slamming the dresser drawers each night as he fished for our socks, grumbling as he went to bed, only to wake up the next morning and find the missing socks in his green toolbox, sandwiched between his saws and chisels. Each evening after work he built us furniture like a madman, rummaging through his toolbox in the living room, yanking out nails, hammers, and his favorite saw—the one he’d had since he was sixteen with his name, Quincy D. Jones, etched on the handle—and creating chairs, tables, beds, but the work didn’t calm him. You could see as he sawed and hammered away that something was eating him. My sweet Aunt Mabel, my mother’s sister, came by one night and said, “Quincy, let me keep the boys. They need a woman to care for them,” and he grunted, “Never. They ain’t leaving me no more.”

Yet he didn’t know how to care for us. Each morning he put on his gray felt cap, grabbed his toolbox, and left for work, leaving two quarters on the table with instructions to eat and go to school and from then on Lloyd and I were on our own. Compared to our lonely life in Kentucky, South Side Chicago was sweet liberty, and we roamed the streets like explorers. Our side of town was called “the Bucket of Blood” because there was always fighting, stabbing, cussing, kicking, and loving going on, and as boys we loved it. We fought. We stole. We ran with gangs and from gangs, depending on who had the biggest switchblades, the best slingshots—made from clothespins and inner tubes—and the strongest will. Once a rival gang of boys from State Street confronted me, Lloyd, and Little Lucy Jackson on the stairs at Raymond Elementary School and said, “Give us your coats.” Little Lucy was so tall, she towered over them. She said, “Come take ’em, you gotta get past me first,” and she knocked every one of them down the stairs. We loved her. We joined her baseball team. We pretended to be the Jones Boys, the black gangsters who ran all of black Chicago. If someone robbed a store, if you hurt someone, you had to deal with them. Daddy tried to rein us in by taking us to work with him when he could, but he often worked for the Jones Boys on their suburban homes—he’d work for anyone who paid him—which only brought us closer to the hoods we idolized. He once led Lloyd and me up a big staircase to a room above the Drexel Wine & Liquor Store, not far from our house. Inside, the place was dark and filled with men standing around a table smoking and laughing. Behind the table was a one-way mirror where two guys sat holding tommy guns, watching downstairs and watching the men watching the table. While Daddy talked to a tall, light-skinned man in a suit, Lloyd and I peered through that dark haze of smoke and laughing shadows and saw more money on that table than we’d ever seen in our lives. Piles and piles of dollar bills, tens, and twenties. We came home and fantasized about being the Jones Boys—stabbing the air with our toy knives and later exchanging the fake knives for real ones. Every weekend we watched a legendary black cop named Two-Gun Pete who carried two pearl-handled revolvers shoot black kids in the back in broad daylight, right in front of a Walgreens drugstore—the kids dropped like potato sacks. We fantasized about making Two-Gun Pete pay. The South Side was our own world, an entire universe where the law was nonexistent and white people were a fantasy, a dream, an entity that lived somewhere far away, a land of picket fences and wide lawns that we saw in picture books and only dreamed about. I don’t think I ever saw a white person’s house until I was eleven and had moved to Bremerton, and by that time I was carrying a knife and doing whatever I thought I had to do to survive. Why not? My world seemed to be senseless, there was no cause and effect. If my mother could go crazy, who couldn’t? Anything seemed possible. One morning on the way to Raymond Elementary School, me, Lloyd, and Little Lucy turned the corner of 36th and Prairie and saw a man hanging from an iron rung on a telephone pole with an ice pick plunged into his neck. We stood and watched him a while to see if his blood would drip down, and when it didn’t, we headed on to school and told our teacher what we saw. She just yelled, “Wash your hands!” and sent us to class. That typical ghetto aroma of vintage urine that wafted up at us as we walked to school was something we could never wash out, though—it just lingered, like an unwelcome memory.

I knew my mother wouldn’t have approved of the way I was behaving, but she was gone, and thinking of her was like peeling back my own skin and poking at the scorched flesh beneath it, so I refused to. For me, Daddy was the only thing that stood between us and the deep blue sea, and he refused to explain the world. He gave orders. He issued announcements. We listened.

So when he told me to get up and wake my brother, I did as I was told. We got dressed and followed Daddy outside to his old struggle-buggy Buick, parked at the curb, and only after we climbed in did he announce, “We’re going to see your mama,” and, saying nothing else, started the engine.

Fear raced through my insides as the engine roared to life. I loved my mother, but I didn’t know who she was and I feared her. I feared the pain she wrought on my soul and hers. I feared the confusion, that feeling that maybe I did something wrong that made her sick, or that maybe Daddy did it, or maybe Lloyd did it, who knew? But as I tried to calm the butterflies that danced inside my stomach, I remembered the dream I had almost every night since she’d gone away two years before: I’d dream I’d be sitting at a piano wearing a powdered white wig and playing classical music, the songs of which seemed to have no notes or melody. As I played, my mother would stand behind me saying, “Don’t play for the devil. Play for God. Play for the Holy Ghost. Play for Jesus. Play for the Pope. Make sure, absolutely sure, you play for the Pope.” It didn’t matter that she was a Christian Scientist and that we were raised Baptist. She would exhort me again and again to play for the Pope, and as she did, her voice would suddenly split into two voices, then three, then five, then a hundred, then a thousand voices, angrily dogging me, yelling, coaxing, urging me to play for the Pope. In my dream, I always did the same thing. Lifting my tiny head the size of a green pea from a giant puffy pillow as big as my bed, I’d stand up and shout back at the voices, “Please, stop it! Somebody sing about love. Somebody sing about lovin’. Somebody sing about lovin’ me.” Then the voices would go silent and my head would fall back down and drown in that huge, overstuffed pillow. It was my own private dream. I could never tell it to anyone.

As Daddy drove down the road, distracted, unaware of me and my brother in the rumble seat, I looked at Lloyd and saw the fear on his face, the confusion, his face a reflection of my own insides, as the reality of where we were going hit him. He said, “Dewey”—he used to call me that ’cause he couldn’t pronounce Quincy—“you think they got food where we’re going?” and for some reason that made me mad. I loved Lloyd with all my heart. Ever since I can remember, I always felt an obsessive need to protect him, but God knows I gave him a hard time. I said, “Who cares? Look at you, man. Stop being a baby.” I razzed him till he finally said, “I ain’t talkin’ to you no more,” and slid over to the other side of the car, sucking his tongue and fingering the stained edges of his blanket, silently watching the treetops spin past as we roared out of the city and down the highway.

We drove for what seemed like hours, and finally arrived at a bunch of white brick buildings surrounded by grass, flowers, and trees. As we walked down the sidewalk and I saw the neatly manicured grass and shrubbery, I thought maybe this wasn’t so bad after all. Only when we were inside the two huge wooden double doors did the terrible shock hit. Inside, it seemed cold. There was a smell of Lysol and deck soap in the air, but beneath it was the smell of something else, something putrid, like sheets soiled with urine and sweat. As we followed Daddy down a long hallway, my knees grew weak and I became afraid. There seemed to be slivers of light coming through the high windows, and in the light, shadows moved, and it took me a minute to realize that the shadows were people, in gowns, sprawling about in total disarray everywhere, on the floor, on beds, laying down, on chairs, in wheelchairs, curled into balls. Some were talking, groaning, and laughing hysterically, some were chattering their teeth as if they were cold. They moved like ghosts. We passed one lady in a gray dress who stood on a wooden chair in bare feet pointing at us and laughing. We turned down a couple more hallways into another big room, where a group of people were milling about like walking dead, muttering and making funny noises. They seemed to notice us all at once, and they all stopped and stared. Suddenly and without warning a fat woman with bare feet burst out of the group and ran toward us screaming hysterically, “You shall have no pie! You shall have no pie!” She held out her hands. In each hand was a tin plate full of human shit. Daddy backed us away from her and she floated past. The mass of groaning shadows and bodies seemed to part further, and there, standing along the wall with her back to us, was my mother.

She was wearing a hospital gown and tattered slippers, gazing out the high, barred window in silence. Daddy quietly called out, “Sarah,” and she turned around and saw us, and for a moment a look of recognition and a smile blew across her face, that beautiful smile I had seen when I was five years old and she combed my hair and washed my face and fixed my knickers. Her hair was uncombed but her face was clean and shiny, as if someone had rubbed fresh oil across it. The smile lasted a moment, then disappeared as anger, then rage settled in on her eyebrows. Her face grew ashen. Inside, I died.

“Say hi to the boys,” Daddy said. My mother ignored us. She began to rant at him, quietly at first, then louder. She ranted about a woman he was seeing, about the conspiracy, about Jesus, about the Pope, about whiskey, about Joe Louis and the Germans, and on and on it went as Lloyd and I stood there, too stunned to move. Daddy tried and tried to talk with her but his words seemed to make her angrier. “You took my boys away!” she screamed. “I had a life until your gangster priests dragged me off! I can’t sleep here!” On and on it went, as Daddy drew back, confused. “Say hi to your boys,” he kept saying. “Say hi to the boys, Sarah.” But she refused. She gestured angrily and began to yell louder, almost hysterically, then suddenly she stopped short and froze. Her waving arms grew still, and in what seemed to be a cone of silence, she squatted on her haunches. She placed her hands behind her knees, defecated into one palm, drew the hand out from beneath her, then dipped a finger into her own feces, using it as a fork. She then raised the finger full of shit to her mouth.

It was rare for my father to lose his temper, but when he did, it was no joke. The sound of his muffled cry seemed small compared to the roaring thunder in my own ears as he stepped forward and knocked the feces out of her hand with such force that it spun her around and knocked her to the floor. She got up in fast motion and screamed at him again as he grabbed me and Lloyd by the collar and dragged us out of the room, down the corridors, and out into the hospital parking lot, her high-pitched screams echoing in my ears. When we reached the car, he hurriedly fumbled for his keys, dropped them, then finally stopped to gather himself, panting hard as he leaned on the car fender.

“I’m sorry,” he said to me and Lloyd. “I’m sorry I brought y’all here. To see that.”

We said it was okay.

“Your mama’s not well,” he said. “Do you understand that?”

Me and Lloyd said we did.

“Get on in then.”

We climbed in the back seat, Daddy started the car, and off we went. As we hit the highway, I opened the window and felt the wind blowing at my face, then I looked over at Lloyd, and he did the strangest thing. He slid over to me, held both his palms out, and whispered, “You shall have no pie,” and I started to laugh. And he laughed, and suddenly we couldn’t stop laughing. We laughed and laughed, holding each other, the tears rolling down our faces, and what with the wind in our faces and the speed of Daddy’s old Buick bouncing down the highway, you couldn’t tell whether the tears were from pain or joy, and it was just as well.





Q CHAPTER 4

His, hers, and theirs

| Lloyd Jones, brother | 

Back in Chicago when I was little, our daddy would go to work and leave us with various babysitters. One was a prostitute who would sit me and Quincy in a room while she disappeared into her bedroom with different men. He got rid of her and found this lady named Mrs. Wolfolk. We used to call her “the Bear Lady.” She was your basic country babysitter. She wore slippers with the heels pushed down and had a knot in her stockings just below the knee. She walked around with just a bathrobe on in a drunken haze. She’d say, “Mr. Jones, you have the nicest boys. They’re my babies.” She’d do that to placate Daddy. Then the moment he left for work, she didn’t give a damn. She’d drink and read the newspaper. She used to try to slam a whole teaspoonful of cod-liver oil down my mouth and I was too little and I wouldn’t take it. When I wouldn’t swallow it, she’d get mad and pull out a torn flyswatter, one of those wire ones with the open metal in it, and whip my ass till it was bloody red. And while she did it Quincy would be trying to kill her, biting her around the ankles to get her off me. He always looked out for me. He had to, because it wasn’t like our mother Sarah was around to take care of business. I hardly remember her as a kid. I only remember that whenever she came around, it was trouble.

Daddy never mentioned our mother after he took us to the mental hospital that last time. As far as he was concerned, he was done with Sarah and she was out of the picture. She escaped from there several times—escaped or got out somehow. In the course of one escape she broke thirty windows in the hospital and bloodied her hands badly. Once she came to the back of our house on Prairie Avenue and banged on the back door while the three of us were sitting at the table having dinner. Me and Quincy looked out the window and saw her standing there in a housedress and no shoes, banging on the door with her fist wrapped in a towel. Daddy said, “Go back there and sit down at the table,” so me and Quincy sat back down at the table with pounding hearts and listened to the banging until it went away. It was freezing outside too. It was fucked up. The whole thing was bad.

We never knew what to do about it, so after a while you just dropped it, because there was nothing to do. Daddy found out about Mrs. Wolfolk whipping my ass and got us another babysitter through Joe Louis, the boxing champion. They’d become friends when Joe and his wife lived in the Rosenwald Apartments across the hall from us when Quincy and I were toddlers. Joe had a sister-in-law who lived down the street from us on Prairie Avenue and Daddy took us to her. She was real nice to us, but no matter how nice she was, we’d spend the whole day waiting for Daddy to get home. If he got back late, or didn’t show up till after dark, man, we were lost. There was nothing worse than that feeling of waiting for him to show up and him not being there. But he never let us down. He always came back.

Daddy was an easygoing man who liked to have fun, and he had a lot of interesting friends in the neighborhood. One was a guy named Yellow. He was a plumber, a light-skinned man who liked to sit on our porch and drink skidoodle with Daddy. He’d say all our favorite bad words as we’d eavesdrop. The other friend was Joe Louis. One day Joe gave Daddy a pair of boxing gloves after one of his fights, and while Daddy was at work one day, Quincy took those gloves and traded them for a BB rifle with a kid who lived down the street named Waymond Miller. When Daddy came home from work I told on him: “Daddy, Dewey’s got a pistol.” When he learned Quincy had traded his boxing gloves away, he took off his belt and tore Quincy’s ass up. Then he marched down the street to Waymond’s house to get his gloves back and came back with Waymond’s mother, Elvera, instead.

That’s how Elvera became our stepmother.

We didn’t know who she was at first. She just appeared one day, then disappeared just as quickly. Not long after that, Quincy and I were getting haircuts in the barbershop around the corner from our house on Prairie Avenue when Daddy walked in and said, “Let’s go.” He loaded us into a car and the next thing I know we were on a Trailways bus to Seattle. Me, Quincy, Daddy, two suitcases, and Daddy’s tools in a trunk. Elvera was left behind. We had no idea where we were going, but anywhere with Daddy was an adventure. At one point the bus stopped in Idaho and the white people on the bus went into a restaurant to eat, but they wouldn’t serve blacks, so Daddy took me and Quincy to some black people’s house near the restaurant and he paid them to feed us. I was eight then and Quincy was ten.

We rode on that bus for what seemed like forever, and finally got to Seattle. When we got off the bus, we took a ferry over to Bremerton, about an hour’s ride, and from there we took another bus and got off that bus and started walking up a long hill. This hill was about two miles long, and the three of us struggled up it dragging our duffel bags and Daddy’s heavy wooden chest with his tools inside. When we got to the top, we saw newly built little wooden houses in the middle of a wooded area. They looked like bungalows. It was wet and muddy and the place was empty except for a couple of bulldozers sitting in the drizzling rain. All around were huge pine trees. We had never seen so many trees before. Behind the bulldozers and trees was a tall fence with barbed wire, and behind the fence was a huge Army base with antiaircraft guns pointing at the sky. You could see the muzzles of all the weapons peeking through the barbed-wire fence and the trees. It was right across a pond of rainwater from our house. That was Sinclair Heights. It was still being built at the time. It seemed like the end of the world.

Daddy took us to a little bungalow at 5453 Linden Place, set our bags down, gave us fifty cents, put on his gray felt cap, and said, “Get something to eat. I got to go to work.” Then he grabbed his toolbox and he walked off. When I say walked off, you know that long hill we walked up? Well, he walked down it to catch a bus to his new job in the carpentry shop at the Puget Sound Naval Shipyard.

Quincy and I were all alone in this little house. Inside was a coal stove, running water, no insulation, no phone, no furniture, just a big mud pond out back. No stores, no humans, nothing but that fifty cents.

We played outside a while and we got hungry. We searched our luggage, found nothing, so I went out and picked up a couple of oranges that one of the construction workers had left laying around near the bulldozers. We ate those but were still starving, so Quincy said, “Let’s go find a store.”

I said, “Heck no, man.” It had gotten dark and I was afraid to go outside. It was pitch black out there. There were no streetlights.

Quincy tried to talk me into going, but I wouldn’t go, so he left by himself. From the moment his back disappeared out the door, I had every nightmare imaginable. From crowded South Side Chicago to an empty house in the woods in Sinclair Heights, Washington, is a long leap.

It seemed to take him forever, but he finally came back in and pulled out a box of Luden’s cough drops. I said, “Cough drops?” We were so hungry those cough drops tasted like mustard greens, sweet potatoes, and fried chicken all at the same time.

After a few days we settled in. Daddy bought us a few things with the little money he had. He built our dining-room table out of one of those big wooden spools used to hold power wire. When you pulled the tablecloth off, you could see the words “Bremerton Power Company” stamped on the table, but we were okay. A few weeks later, Elvera arrived from Chicago with her kids and that changed everything.

Elvera was a light brown buxom woman with thin legs and a large behind. She spoke with an accent and was supposedly from New Orleans or Panama, though I’m damned if I know exactly where she was born or where she was from. She never told anyone. When she beat us, she spoke in broken Spanish, I know that much. She had three children of her own—Waymond, Catherine, and Theresa—and they were close in age to me and Quincy. Whether she loved them or not you have to ask them, but I do know one thing for sure: She didn’t give a damn about me and Quincy.

The kids got along all right. Waymond, Quincy, and I slept in a closet off the girls’ bedroom on a foldout cot Daddy made from some old wood he’d gotten from the shipyard, and the girls slept in the bedroom on a double bed. We hung our clothes on hooks from the wall. But Elvera divided the kids into three categories: His, Hers, and Theirs. Me and Quincy were “his”—meaning Daddy’s—kids. Waymond, Theresa, and Catherine were “her” kids, and Richard, Margie, and Janet, the three who came later, were “their” kids. Even among her own children, Elvera divided them. She treated her light-skinned children differently from her dark-skinned ones. And me and Quincy were completely off her radar screen. If Quincy and I needed a bath, or if we needed clothes, food, anything, we were on our own. If we had a shirt that needed washing, maybe we could throw it into the sink to be washed, or maybe not. The refrigerator was off limits. It was Elvera’s refrigerator. You couldn’t go in there. You couldn’t touch it.

I’m not saying everything that happened in that house was Elvera’s fault. She was in over her head. She had to deal with all these kids, she didn’t have any money. Daddy was refined, skilled, he was the one with vision, but he worked and left everything up to Elvera, who, for whatever reason, wasn’t up to it. Not only that, our mother had terrorized Elvera back in Chicago. During one of the times she was released from the mental hospital, she learned Daddy and Elvera were having an affair and did her best to make Elvera’s life miserable. She chased Elvera’s daughter Theresa home from school one day and even came into her house and attacked Elvera, who threw her down the stairs. This was in Chicago long before we even got to Bremerton, so Elvera hated Sarah, and she had to look no further than me and Quincy’s faces to see Sarah, because we both favor her. She never let us forget who our mother was either. She used to tell us, “Your mother’s crazy. If she ever finds out you’re here in Seattle, she’s gonna come and kill you.” That scared the shit out of us. We used to have nightmares about it.

We couldn’t go to Daddy about all this. He was up to his neck trying to feed all those kids with that $55 a week plus whatever war bonds the Navy gave him. He depended on me and Quincy. We knew that. He’d say, “Boys, I trust y’all to do the right thing.” He was not a complicated man. He was into right and wrong, left and right, no middle ground. If he had been one of those abusive-type fathers, I don’t know where we would’ve ended up, but he was a kind, gentle, old-school dude who hated confrontations, unless you pushed him too far. Provide food, shelter, school, do your best—these were his things. His motto was: “Once a task is just begun, never leave it till it’s done. Be the labor great or small, do it well or not at all.” Over and over and over again he made me and Quincy memorize this from the time we could walk. Even when we did try to talk to him about Elvera, she would run interference. She’d say, “Jones is asleep now,” or “Don’t touch that refrigerator. It’s got Jones’s lunch in it.” But I noticed when it was time for her kids to eat, they ate, and when it was time to wash her kids’ clothes, they got washed, and when it was time for her kids to get dressed for Catholic church on Sunday, they went. Especially the girls. Me and Quincy—and Waymond too—we were on our own, shining shoes, stealing to eat, shoplifting, whatever we could do to survive.

We were starving, for food, for affection, for love. We didn’t know nothing about that. I read once that a child needs twelve hugs a day to be successful in life. Me and Quincy didn’t get twelve hugs in twenty years. Quincy’s first crush in life was this girl named Sarah Ann. She was a pretty young thing whom all the boys in Bremerton liked, and Quincy was just a raggedy-ass skinny kid with a paper route and no money; but even as a kid, Quincy tried to charm the girls. He talked Sarah Ann into coming by the house to see him one day. He put on his best striped shirt, which he’d washed himself, and he waited for her to come by. When she knocked on the door and asked for Quincy, Elvera was standing in the doorway. She said to Sarah Ann, “Honey, I don’t know why you want to see him. That boy still pees the bed.” Quincy was standing right behind her when she said it.

It was true that Quincy had done that more than once, but why would she say it? Quincy was eleven years old, and that just killed him. He was so hurt he turned around and walked into the closet where our foldout bed was. He stayed in the closet all day. He wasn’t a violent kid. He was sensitive, he liked to laugh and make people happy, but when he was mad, he was hell to deal with, and that thing with Sarah Ann made him mad. He sat in that closet all day and never said a thing about it, till Elvera took it upon herself to whip him a few weeks later.

I don’t know why she whipped him. I’m sure he deserved it. We were always into a million troublesome things and he probably put her over the top, but I’d been whipped by Elvera myself, and getting an ass whipping from her was like getting beat up by a stranger, ’cause she got on top of you and cussed in ghetto Spanish while she tore your ass up, and you knew she didn’t give a shit about you even if you couldn’t understand what she said. She put that belt to Quincy’s ass and he turned around and knocked the shit out of her. She was shocked. She said, “I’ll fix you. You just wait till your daddy gets home.”

“You can tell him,” Quincy said. “Tell him I peed the bed too. But you ain’t never gonna whip me again.” She never did either.




Q CHAPTER 5

Jook joint

Lloyd and I were the first kids to arrive in Sinclair Heights. For years we’d been running from and with gangs in Chicago who wouldn’t think twice about punching out a stranger, tying a knotted sheet around each ankle, and dragging you face and hands down five blocks from State Street to South Parkway over pulverized glass till your face was ground to pulp. Whiskey and pop bottles that had been thrown in the cobblestone alley were ground down by the steel wheels of wooden wagons whose drivers chanted, “rags and old iron!” The ground glass had an exquisitely torturous texture.

Finally we had graduated to our own turf. Two things you can depend on carrying through life from the ’hood are attitude and antennae. We had the run of the land, and we let everyone who arrived after us know it. We took charge of everything in Sinclair Heights like we saw the gangs do back in Chicago: all the jobs, the territory, the crime—all ours. Bremerton was surrounded by farmland, and the nearby farmers would wake up in the morning to find their apple trees picked, their strawberries stripped and eaten, and chickens missing. Sometimes they’d wait for us with shotguns and fire on us as we helped ourselves to their apples and chickens, but the shots never hit us or scared us away for long.

Lloyd and I had learned to kill chickens from our grandma in Kentucky, and we showed off for our urban-bred new stepbrother Waymond and our “play cousins” Lucian and Earl and Audrey who arrived from New Orleans after us, demonstrating how to first break the neck, then whirl the chicken around until the head was limp. Sinclair Heights was still being built when we moved in. It was meant to be temporary housing for blacks who worked at the nearby shipyard during World War II, and we broke into the construction office and stole the keys to every unoccupied new house. We roasted our stolen chickens in brand-new electric ovens in brand-new houses. We plucked them, washed them, gutted them by pulling the gizzards and innards out, then fried the breasts, thighs, necks, and wings, with not one drop of seasoning. The chickens tasted horrible.

There were no playgrounds, no swing sets, no marbles, no monkey bars: just miles and miles of towering evergreen trees, cougars, and wilderness. We made up our own games. We cut open the bottom lining of the pockets of our knickers to make them flow into the lining of the pants below, then walked into Bremerton stores with legs like toothpicks and walked out with our thighs bulging like football players’. We loaded up on peanut butter, jelly, salami, Twinkies, cinnamon rolls, and soda crackers. We once stole a crate of honey and went into the woods and drank jars and jars of it until we OD’d. It was twenty-five years before I could even look at honey again. I delivered newspapers to the Army base next door, then slipped into the ammo dumps and filled my empty double newspaper bags with ammo belts, gloves, helmets, boots, leggings, and live artillery rounds. We imitated the cool black sailors from the segregated Navy base who marched around with their hats laid to the side, their boots shined, and their pants tight. We stomped around Sinclair Heights with the real Navy and Army stuff, playing war in our own secret territory in the woods, “Camp Victory,” dressed like soldiers, carrying stolen         .30.06 rifles, 30 mm air-cooled and water-cooled machine guns, with         .50 caliber antiaircraft ammunition in our pockets. We hid dozens of belts of live ammo in the coal bin behind our house. We stole a fully loaded 2-inch artillery round and hid that in the coal bin too. It’s a huge shell meant to be shot from a battleship cannon. It’s about four feet long, packed with gunpowder and coated with a metal jacket. The Army base was missing so much ammo they sent a second lieutenant over to Sinclair Heights to look around, and when he peered into our coal bin and saw that 2-inch battleship shell, he freaked. He said, “You have enough ammo here to blow up the entire town of Bremerton.” They sent some soldiers over to cart our ammo off, and when they asked us about it, we shrugged and tried to look ignorant. After that it was not unusual to see a Bremerton police car cruisin’ up to our back door every weekend. The funny part about it was that I served on the student safety patrol, with a flag, a belt, a badge, the works.

None of this seemed wrong to me. It didn’t matter. What mattered was survival. I knew my mother was sick, I loved her, but I couldn’t handle it. I’d learned early on to tune out and forget about whatever was wrong. To wipe out darkness with light was my process for survival. There was no one to talk to about it anyway other than Lloyd, and he knew better than to bring up our mother’s name in Elvera’s house. Elvera had no use for Sarah, and vice versa. She couldn’t stand her. And I confess I was pretty confused about her myself. It was the only thing in my life that made me angry. I didn’t want to hear it wasn’t Sarah’s fault. I didn’t want to know that she’d suffered in the mental hospital. I was suffering myself. We weren’t old enough to try to understand her pain instead of our own. Later in my life I learned that my grandfather had been running a brothel in Mississippi back in the day for white owners, who wanted him to put my mother and her sisters in there when they came of age. My grandfather snuck them out and drove them to St. Louis. It may have been a key element in why my mother came to be the way she was.

Every time Elvera looked at my face she saw Sarah, and every time I looked in the mirror I saw Sarah too. I’d wonder, “What difference is there between her and me? What did I do wrong? Why did she leave us?” I could never answer the questions. The only way I could deal was to put as much distance between me and her as possible. Even back in Chicago, Lloyd and I were convinced that Sarah would kill us if she found us, and we had horrible nightmares about it. The fear that the woman who nursed me, loved me, cuddled me, dressed me in clean suits on Sundays, and marched me to all-day Baptist church back in Chicago would one day come to Bremerton to us was paralyzing. I blanked it out.

I wanted to talk to Daddy about it, but this kind of thing was off his radar screen. Back in those times the word “nurture” was not in the vocabulary. He provided a roof, a warm place to eat, and food; the rest was up to you. Besides, for as long as I knew him, he seemed to be in water over his head. Our house constantly teetered on the edge of emotional collapse, with one crisis after another. He had all these kids, everything always seemed to be falling apart in our house, no one seemed to know what was going on, everyone was bent on his own survival, yet he smiled and shrugged and went to work every day as if nothing was wrong. “Boy, do your best and keep your nose clean,” he’d say, but the best I could do was get up in the morning, scrub my shirt and socks and underwear in the sink so I’d have something clean to wear to school, and watch him dress for work. I’d get up at five-thirty just to be alone with him. I’d stare at him as he dressed and say to myself, “Does he see? Does he understand what we’re going through?” But it was the only chance I had to be alone with him and I didn’t want to spoil the moment with idle talk about my lonely feelings. He was like clockwork: grab the shirt, the pants, eat breakfast, plop the gray hat on the head, grab the toolbox, and join the long line of black folks marching down that long hill to the bus stop where the green Navy bus took him to carpentry shop 334 at the Puget Sound Naval Shipyard. I’d walk along with him until I reached the box for my paper route. At the top of the hill I’d gaze at him till his hat disappeared down the hill and out of sight. It was the loneliest feeling in the world, watching him leave for work.

I’d wander around Sinclair Heights with a gaping hole inside, not knowing whether the hunger was in my stomach or my soul, until one day Lloyd and Waymond pulled me aside and said, “They got food in the rec center.”

The rec center in Sinclair Heights was called the Armory, after the base next door. One night a gang of us broke into the soda fountain area and found the freezer where they stored lemon meringue pie and ice cream. We were stuffing ourselves with pie when I broke into a small room next door. There was a tiny stage in the room and on it was an old upright piano. I went up there, paused, stared, and then tinkled on it for a moment.

That’s where I began to find peace. I was eleven. I knew this was it for me. Forever.

Each note seemed to fill up another empty space I felt inside. Each tone touched a part of me that nothing else ever touched. Before that moment, every musical grade I got in school was poor. At Navy Yard City Elementary School, Lloyd, Waymond, and I pulled switchblades on white kids who didn’t even know what they were. Coming from the ghetto in Chicago, we had never seen white kids before. They made racial remarks and laughed at us. I was in a constant state of befuddlement. But suddenly, on that stage, the world made sense. For the first time in my life, I felt no loneliness, no pain, no fear, but rather joy, relief, and even understanding. To other people I was always smiling, energetic, and happy, but inside I was in pain. I felt different, and never knew why, but from the moment I plinked those notes and laid down those first chords, I finally found something real to trust, and began to learn how to hope and to cope.

Lloyd and the other kids departed for basketball and pie fights but I stayed. The search for just the right piano notes soothed me, healed me, killed my fear, so I went back the next day, alone, and the next day and the next. With each visit, my nervousness was calmed and my fear dissipated. I’d found true love and nurturing. I’d found music. I’d found another mother.

The feeling those notes brought to me was so good I couldn’t let go of it. It got to the point where I’d climb through the window of the locked rec hall to play, until the kindly black woman superintendent with well-groomed gray hair and glasses who ran it, sweet Mrs. Ayres, unlocked the door to keep me from having to break in.

While Lloyd, Waymond, and the other kids would march off to basketball, I’d slip inside the rec hall and play songs on the piano for hours. I knew church music from going to Baptist church with my mother and grandmother. I remembered the honky-tonk songs Lucy Jackson played on her piano next door to us in Chicago, and I knew the blues from hearing the scratchy 78s on my grandmother’s Victrola as well as at my aunt’s house in St. Louis. I played boogie-woogie, church music, songs I remembered such as “Down at the Bad Man’s Hall,” “The Dirty Dozens,” and “Earl Hines’ Boogie-Woogie on the St. Louis Blues.” When I ran out of the ones I remembered, I tried to make up my own.

I was hooked. Anything that had music in it I suddenly had to be a part of. One afternoon as I wandered past the house of the lone barber in Sinclair Heights, Eddie Lewis, he stepped out onto the front steps of his house in his undershirt holding a trumpet, blasted a few notes, then stepped back inside. I was amazed that he could create all those notes using only three valves. I followed him inside and peppered him with questions. I decided I wanted to play trumpet. But getting one was out of the question. Daddy had no money for that, so I took up violin and clarinet for a minute—these weren’t for me. Then it was on to percussion, sousaphone, B flat baritone horn, E flat alto peck horn, French horn, and trombone at Coontz Junior High School—those were the only instruments they had available that I could borrow. I had an ulterior motive for my interest in the trombone: because of the long slide, the trombones marched right up front, behind the foxy majorettes. Later, a kid named Junior Griffin, who played the C melody sax, showed up at the rec hall with his horn. We started jamming, with him on sax and me on piano.

A local music teacher named Joseph Powe, a tall, brown-skinned, elegant man with round rimless glasses who led a Navy swing band that occasionally played at the rec center for black soldiers from the base, noticed my interest. Mr. Powe was the former director of a famous black gospel choir called Wings Over Jordan and he asked me to join in an a cappella singing group called the Challengers. It was an all-boy group—Billy Kincaid, Gus Robinson, Clayton Harrell, and myself. We started to sing in Bremerton on the sidewalk for tips, and even did a concert in Seattle at the Cecil B. Moore Theater, my first gig, singing gospel songs like “The Old Ark’s a-Moverin’         ” and “Dry Bones.” Mr. Powe had books by Glenn Miller on arranging, and Frank Skinner’s book on film scoring at his house. I asked him if I could babysit just so I could study his scores and arrangements. He agreed. I couldn’t get enough: I was in heaven. I don’t know how his babies survived it, snot pouring out their noses as I awkwardly changed diapers and absently heated up their milk bottles while I buried myself in Mr. Powe’s books, trying to figure out why a B flat trumpet had to play a whole tone above the concert note, and what a G clef was. Daddy saw my interest in music and he encouraged it, but he issued one ultimatum. “Boy, I’ll help you as much as I can,” he said, “but don’t let me catch you down at that jook joint hanging out with any of those low-life jigaboo musicians.”

Well, why did he say that?

There were two jook joints in Sinclair Heights
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