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Street Smart

 


“For a chick, my grandmother had the
biggest set of balls …”

 


 


 


 


 


 


Dearest Daniel,

 


By now, I suspect you know Rupert far better
than you would like. He’s been my dear friend and confidant for
many years. He’s worth so much more than I have paid him. He’ll get
far more once I’m gone. I’m sure you hate him, and if it’s any
consolation, he thinks you are (and I quote)… “a snot-nosed little
fuck-up like his father”. Funny, huh? I couldn’t agree more. But
from what he says, it appears you have more potential than the rest
of your “snot-nosed little fuck-up” siblings combined. That’s why
I’ve chosen you (because of prompting from Rupert).

Being chosen will be a blessing or a curse,
depending on how you handle things. It’s a wonderful opportunity,
actually. Who else gets paid to break rules and play for a
year?

Actually, your brothers and sisters have
already done that in their days at Harvard, Julliard, and
Princeton, but they didn’t learn anything from it because I didn’t
force them to. They will always just wander through life like the
“snot-nosed little fuck-ups” that they are. (Sorry, I just love
that one!) You, on the other hand, will have ample time and money
to learn what they didn’t…and perhaps understand it from the inside
out. OR…you’ll continue wiping your nose like the rest of your
pathetic bunch.

That being said, upon your high school
graduation, Rupert will be writing the check for your first year’s
schooling, which is apparently now, or you would not be reading
this note. I’m just sure you were tidied and ready for Harvard or
whatever yuppie college you want to attend. You still might attain
that, but you will notice that this check is not made out to any
institution. It’s made out to cash.

Carrying around that much cash all the time
isn’t wise, and, of course, you might decide to spend it unwisely.
I’ve considered that you might blow the money right off the bat.
But, I don’t see how you could use it any less appropriately than
your brothers and sisters. Failing at the most prestigious schools
in the country still doesn’t make you a decent person. It just
makes you look more like one to yourself.

So, to help you with a little restraint you
will get your money through Rupert, who will have total and
complete control over how much and how often you get it. And,
here’s the fun part for ya…you don’t have to go to school to get
it!

What a blast, huh? You just got an
all-expenses-paid trip across the globe…however you want to arrange
it!

 


You just have to find a few people for me.
All I care about is that you find them and assess them. Do that and
you’ll get paid. Easy. You can party hardy. You can eat, drink, or
fuck anything in this world for all I care. You just have to find
five people and tell Rupert what you think of them…and most
importantly, what you want to do after you’ve met them.

This should be easy and quick, but I’m paying
you all year, so take your time. Enjoy the ride. This is your
education before your schooling. You aren’t getting the money any
other way. Each of these people can tell you something you should
know…but they won’t tell you unless you learn it from the heart.
They will need your help, too. Rupert will see to it that you have
the means. It should be rewarding for a young lad like yourself.
Or, you can blow it like the rest of your damn family.

Here’s your list. Learn what you can from
these people. Rupert can help get you started if you like…you
should let him.

 


1) Henry Blake

2) Juanita Holman

3) Min Seu

4) Mara Jeunclo

5) Arlis Shipman

 


What you do with your list is your education.
Use it like a real human would…not like another pathetic member of
our family.

 


Love,

Grandma

 


 


 


 


 


 


~ 1 ~

 


I folded the yellowed parchment and slid it
across the desk. “Fuck you, Rupert. I’m no old lady ass kisser like
you.”

“This year…you shall be,” Rupert said,
showing a bit of the smart-ass attitude he kept hidden beneath his
neatly pressed attire. He laughed, then, making his beard of
cleanly trimmed whiskers curl and his ebony skin wrinkle into
waves.

His candied smile and thick semi-African
accent turned my stomach, especially since I’d already surmised
that the asshole was right. Even though his arrogance and blatant
dislike of me was never hidden, something about that old black
bastard intrigued me. His ebony eyes were deep, dark pools of
knowledge that I could never quite seem to tap. I found myself
wanting his approval like an errant grandchild, yet loathed having
to deal with him regularly. The old man knew me better than I
really wanted anyone to, and he seemed to have me dancing like a
puppet every time we met. My thoughts always circled ’round to the
same old mantra, Just sign the check, fucker…

To my absolute amazement, Rupert’s scratchy
voice said exactly what was on my mind. “I know you want a check,
Daniel Snot-nose, but it’s not quite that simple.”

“I already said fuck you, Dude. Did
you not get the point?”

“Why sure, Mr. Eighteen-year-old man-child. I
got the point, alright. Just so you know, I’ve been in your corner
helping you fight this battle.”

“Christ, old man…I ain’t fightin’ no battle.
I’m just livin’ life.”

“I told her you’d say that.”

“Then fuck you again, smart-ass.”

“Now, Master Daniel…don’t you want this
money?”

I gritted my teeth like a hundred times
before. Yeah, I wanted that check that only he could sign. It
always came down to that — that damn check. It was almost like a
junky jonesing for a fix. Hell, I didn’t work and never wanted to.
It was always easier to finesse Grandma So-and-so in far-away
wherever.

I learned that from Mom and Dad…even my
slightly older sister showed me a thing or two. Like when she took
her first rams of manhood from a local pool hall bum and got
pregnant. It only took one call to rectify that problem. I remember
it clearly…Why, no granddaughter of mine is going to be walking
around with the likes of some damn chunk of Johnny Filbert
squirming inside her! Ah, Granny…what a sweetheart.

It was easy for us to take these handouts
without a second thought. Granny’s money had gotten old long before
she did. When Grandpa died of a heart attack, the US mourned the
loss of one of its biggest coal barons. It was long enough ago that
coal still made a shit’s worth of difference in daily life. Just
before his death, the man had purchased what would become one of
the biggest coal mines in history…all just in time to make a mint
for my grandmother.

Most widows would have gone for a quick sale
of the company and taken the cash, but not Granny. The bitch ran
that place with the same fervent desire as my Granddad. She was
hard-nosed and callous, but seemed to know what made people, and
the economy, tick. When she finally sold the mine years later, a
gazillion dollars landed in her lap like a never-ending waterfall
of hundred dollar bills.

That’s when Granny changed, or at least
that’s what the family says. They say she took it upon herself to
educate the world…make it all purdy and better. All she really did
was send her grandkids to the best schools, where they all learned
to party and play like the spoiled, snot-nosed bastards they were.
Damn…now I’m saying it.

This is where I come in. I can’t even mess
with the next one, ’cause I’m the last in line … the last
snot-nosed, spoiled, egotistical, rich bastard. That’s me,
snot-nose number five. But I like me, even if the world doesn’t
quite think I’m all candy and kisses.

“Do you want this list, Snotty?” asked
Rupert.

“Yes, and fuck you very much,
ass-kisser.”

As I stared again at this strange list, the
whole picture got a bunch foggier. This list wasn’t a bunch of
things to find. It was a vague scavenger hunt for people I didn’t
know.

“Where do I start, old man?”

“If you take time to really read her letter,
you’ll find the answers. It’s your decision when and how to start,
but if I were you, I’d start with Henry Blake. He won’t know where
to find the others, but he’ll know where to start.”

“And how do you know where to
start?”

“Your grandmother and I have had several
projects. Years ago, it was she who fulfilled these lists and
created what she felt was best. As she got older, she sometimes
turned to me for help. I don’t think there was ever a plan for
these people. I just think she knew people better than most of us.
She had a way with people. She fulfilled many lists herself and
swore to me it was worth every moment. She was a sharp one.”

“Blah, blah, blah. Where do I start? Let’s
get this shit over with.”

“I told you, I’d start with Henry Blake. He
lives in Nashville, Tennessee.”

“Give me the address.”

Rupert chuckled to himself. “He doesn’t have
one.”

“Then how the hell am I going to find
him?”

“You must find a way.”

“You don’t have to be so goddamned vague, old
man. I’m a big boy.”

“I’m not being vague. I don’t know him or
where he lives.”

“You knew Nashville.”

“He used to live there. He may not
anymore.”

“So I’m hunting for a ghost in the filthy
streets of downtown Hicksville?”

“If that is where your heart takes you.”

“My heart takes me to Princeton,
dickhead.”

“Not yet it doesn’t.”

“Fuck you, Rupert.”

“Yes, Master Snot-nose.”

“Where do I start, damn it?”

“Henry is an old man … somewhere near
Nashville.”

“Fine. Money, dickhead.”

Rupert gave me yet another smug smile and
extended his hand. Only this time, it was no check. It was a giant
wad of hundred dollar bills.

“I’ll take a check, Rupert … like usual. Have
it in my account before morning.”

“You won’t need an account where you’re
going.”

“Hell I won’t. I don’t deal in cash,
baby.”

 


“You will where you’re going.”

 


 


 


 


 


 


~ 2 ~

 


I spent a week in Nashville, cruising Music
Row in the new Mercedes I rented when I climbed off the plane. I
littered its floorboards with Heineken bottles and tofu boxes and a
few beef jerky wrappers just because I was too damn lazy to throw
them out. I’d found most of Nashville’s night clubs and titty-bars
by day two. I’d even taken a nice cruise on a charter boat from
downtown up to Old Hickory with a hot little blonde chick I’d met
at Hooters. That was a damn fun ride, and I don’t mean the
boat.

By day seven, I’d mentioned the name Henry
Blake a dozen or so times, thinking fate would drop him in my lap
while I learned the ins and outs of downtown (and blondes). But,
no. Frustrated and tiring of my new temporary home, I picked up my
cell phone and pushed my least favorite button.

“Fuck you, Rupert.”

“Master Snot-nose. How may I help you?”

“Ain’t no Henry Blake in Nashville, dude. Got
any better ideas?”

“Master Snot-nose … you won’t find him at the
Double Tree Hotel, or at the fine houses of ill repute you’ve been
haunting. You’ll have to hunt.”

“You can go to hell and hunt, dickhead.”

“Ah, a spirited response from such a
lack-luster fellow.”

“What’s your goddamned point, asshole?”

“My point is … you must live like him to find
him. I’m sure it will be quite difficult for you.”

“Why can’t you just tell me where the old
bastard lives?”

“He is no bastard, and I don’t know where he
lives.”

“Then how am I going to find him?”

“Start a few blocks from Hooters.” Click.

The arrogant bastard hung up on me. Damn,
some days I could just rip his nuts off one at a time. A few blocks
from Hooters … arrogant bastard.

Even as I thought these things, it was
already setting in … I did in fact know where Hooters was,
but I certainly didn’t know where Henry Blake was. So I did what I
do best.

 


* * *

 


“I’ll have a double order of hot wings,
darlin’ … and a cold Heineken.”

“Can I see some ID, Sugar?”

I’m sure she could tell I wasn’t twenty-one,
but when I placed the Franklin on the table and said it was for
lunch and tip…well…

“Comin’ right up.”

Even when you’re eighteen, money talks.

It wasn’t long ‘til her bouncing orange
shorts returned to the table with my order.

“Hey, have you got a minute?” I asked. “I got
some questions.”

“Sure, Hun. I have a couple.”

She plopped down in the chair next to me, her
leg brushing my pants. She knew how to get tips.

“I’m looking for a fellow by the name of
Henry Blake. Ever heard of him?”

“No … I knew a Jeff Blake in school.”

“No, that probably doesn’t fit. I was just
hoping someone could help me find him.”

“Does he owe you money?” she asked, smiling
and still gently brushing my leg with her own.

“Nope, just looking.”

“With a smile like yours, Darlin’, I’d help
you look.”

Damn, what sparkling eyes. My weakness (well,
one of them). “Why don’t we go out tonight and dance a little …
maybe look for him?” I knew that one would never fly.

“Oh, surely a frat boy like yourself could
throw a better come-on than that?”

She had me dead to rights there, but I still
had my smile working. “Oh, I’m just a sucker for brown eyes…”

“I’m heading to the Bluebird tonight with my
girlfriends. You could hit on me there.”

“Well, now…count me in.” Smile works every
time.

After some small talk, I finished my wings
and left a sizable tip with some of Rupert’s cash. The credit card
worked just fine at the Double Tree, but the cash was quite handy
in some of the shady places I’d been. The strippers didn’t like me
swiping that credit card on them…

I spent the rest of the day watching street
performers as I walked around downtown Nashville. Honestly, I think
that there’s more unsung talent in America than what the media lets
us know about. Watching them play harmonica, steel drum, guitar, or
whatever, or the jugglers and find-the-peanut-beneath-the-shell
guys — damn good fun. It’s a shame most people don’t even notice
them. Who knows? Who am I to judge? They don’t teach juggling at
Princeton.

Nightfall found me on the front step of a
tiny little café near downtown. When my little Hooters hottie
mentioned The Bluebird, I’d pictured a steamy cowgirl night club
all thumpin’ and bumpin’ with honky-tonk country music. I was
mistaken.

I was standing at the door of The Bluebird
Café … a place that served coffee and grub you wouldn’t find in
most Nashville places. I had no idea why ladies would come to this
little joint to relax or party … or whatever they did—but I went in
anyway.

I took in my surroundings as soon as I was in
… diner chairs and booths lined the walls and the smell of French
fries filled my nose. A strange bar-like stage was set up in the
middle of the room with people sitting around it. I also noticed
one tell-tale Nashville sign about the folks around the bar … each
one had a guitar.

A young lady dressed in red was strumming on
what I thought was a violin, but found out it was called a dobro.
It filled the air with amazing harmony, and when she sang … god … I
thought she must’ve been some famous singer from a genre of music
I’d never heard. Her voice was amazing. I slid into a side booth
and continued to look around.

My Hooters lass was nowhere in sight, and at
the moment I was glad. I wanted to hear more music.

When the last few notes of her song escaped
her instrument, the crowd in the café gave her a quiet burst of
applause. I wanted to jump up and clap and whistle, but realized
that out of place here. This sort of entertainment was commonplace
here.

When my waitress stopped by, I ordered what
she called “Swate Tay.” I had no idea what I was ordering, but soon
found out it was iced tea with about fifty spoons of sugar blended
in. Thank God some of the ice soon melted and made it drinkable. As
I calmed my sugar-high, notes from a guitar filled the room.

A dark haired man, who looked to be about 40,
began rocking in his chair while his guitar seemed to play on its
own. He wore a contented smile, then spoke a few raspy words before
he sang.

“I’m Dale, ya’ll. Since my buddy, John
Brannen, isn’t here tonight I’m gonna play his song. I didn’t write
this one, but if there ever was a song I wished I’d wrote … it’d be
this one. It’s called The Scarecrow.”

I realized that there is no rhyme or reason
to why and how some people become famous in the music world and
others don’t. I was surrounded by more talented musicians in this
tiny cafe than I’d ever heard played on the radio. These people
weren’t playing catchy cover-tunes. They were blending verse and
notes and performing wonderfully—all off the cuff. These were
Nashville’s true talent. I was glued to my chair in amazement.

The last few words of the man’s song wound
down, and I can still hear them in my head … “the black bird
packed up all his cares and woes. He’s headed for warm weather…lord
I wish that I could fly. I gotta get a life…said the
scarecrow.”

He ended it all with a joyful laugh and
smiled at those around him. Another songwriter at his side gave him
the high five, and I could tell there was respect between them. “I
need a smoke break,” the fellow said and slid from his seat,
offering up the venue for whichever artist was next in line. I had
to follow him outside.

The warm air of downtown Nashville was an
abrupt change from the French fry scent of the Bluebird Café.
Almost like a stalker, I followed Dale outside into the night. A
small wall of concrete extended down the sidewalk and was littered
with at least fifty cigarette butts ground into the pavement. As he
settled onto the concrete, I sheepishly followed and stood where he
could see me. I suspect my smile did it for me again.

“Hey man, take a seat … we’ll chat.” He
extended his hand and said, “I’m Dale … you?”

“I’m Daniel. I’m not from around here.”

“Yeah, no shit, Dan! Your first time to the
Bluebird? I thought your jaw was going to hit the table.”

“Yeah, man. That was a fantastic song.”

“Ah, John’s work is wonderful. We toy with
one another by playing each other’s music when the other’s not
around. He does one of mine all the time called Just the Way the
Eagle Flies. Half the damn artists in town have held it, but
none have recorded it. He and I each play it for fun.”

An hour and two cigarettes later, Dale and I
were still laughing and talking music and life. At some time during
the conversation, his topic of discussion moved right into my
comfort zone. He said, “You know, sometimes when I have time, which
isn’t often, I run downtown and play with the street musicians. I
throw my harmonicas in my pocket and wander the streets, just
enjoying the day. When I can find him, me and the Spoon Man have a
blast.”

As usual, I had to satisfy my curiosity.
“Who’s the Spoon Man?”

“Oh, shoot. He’s just this old black guy who
plays the spoons.”

“Plays what?”

“Spoons. You never heard of playin‘ spoons
before?”

“Guess not.”

“Oh, hell…you gotta see this. Let’s go.”

Before I knew it, I had completely forgotten
about my Hooters gal and was strolling through the side streets of
Nashville. Dale left his guitar with his friends at the Bluebird
and stopped at his old pickup truck long enough to grab a handful
of harmonicas. “Hurry up,” he motioned. “the old shit will be
passed out if we don’t catch him by nine.”

Before I truly understood what we were doing,
I’d already dropped dozens of my strip club dollars into different
street performer’s guitar cases. Strangely, doing that felt better
than tucking them into G-strings. These people were probably still
hustlers, but it made me feel good hearing their words and
notes.

Dale…that guy was a blast. He knew many of
the folks we encountered, and he had such compassion for them it
astounded me. He clearly wasn’t one of them, but he talked to them
all. Sometimes he’d even pull out a harmonica and play right along
with them. It was more than entertaining!

It was great how he could talk to anyone like
that. He was my interpreter…my tie from the way-ups to the
way-downs. It was a hell of a lot of fun watching him with everyone
from the junkies to the unfortunates and even the ones who seemed
seconds away from stardom. It was both breathtaking and
heartbreaking, and I was going to remember this night for a long
time.

I could tell Dale was still looking for his
spoon guy. For some reason he really wanted me to hear what the man
did/said/acted…whatever. For the life of me, I still wasn’t sure
why he was so determined. It was like it was something that was
supposed to happen, so I just let it. I simply rode along like a
kid on a passenger train, taking in the sights but not knowing
where I’d end up.

Sadly, by nearly ten o’clock, we hadn’t found
Spoon Man. I had no intentions of stopping our strange little trip;
I was enjoying it too much. This guy was the best tour guide ever.
It was all good fun, sliding through the roughest, nastiest parts
of the Music City. When Dale finally spoke up, I felt my balloon
sinking.

“Man, it’s time I get for home. Shoot, my
wife is watching the boys, and I should have already been home by
now. I need to head out. Do you know your way around enough to get
back to…to wherever?”

“Yeah, man…I’ll get by. Thanks for taking
time. I’ll find my way home.”

“You’ve been a hoot, man! Glad I bumped into
ya.”

I think my smile spoke my gratitude as I
shook his hand. It seemed like we’d been buddies for years after
only a few hours wandering Nashville’s nasty backstreets. It was a
cool, but short friendship.

Just as Dale was turning to leave, he spotted
a dark and staggering figure headed our way. His face lit with
recognition and a broad smile. “Spoon Man…how you doin‘, dude?”

The wavering figure did his best to look into
Dale’s eyes. Balance was not in his favor as he lifted his head and
sized up the person talking. Dale’s warm embrace helped steady
him.

“Spoon Man…I been looking all over for
ya!”

The man’s reply was barely audible, “Wachu
want wif me?”

“Spoon Man…it’s Dale. We wanted a show.”

“Ain’t no show in me tonight…not fo no
money.”

“Ah, man…liquor get the best of ya?”

“Huh? Yeah, reckon so…yeah…it’s drunk out
to-night…”

Dale glanced at me, a knowing smile on his
face. “Sorry Dan…my Spoon Man has left the building!” He quickly
pulled a card from his pocket and handed it to me. “I gotta
run…”

“No sweat, man. It was fun.”

As Dale faded away into the darkness, I
tugged a twenty from my pocket and pressed in into the old man’s
hand. “You have a good night, fella.”

“Fella, my ass…my name’s Henry.”

“Maybe someday I can hear what you do,
Henry.”

“Das right! I show ya my shit…I will. You’ll
‘member.”

“I’m sure I will, Henry Spoon Man.”

“Spoon Man, my ass. You’ll remember the day
you met Henry Blake.”

 


And I’ll be damned…it was Henry Blake.
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I woke with a start. Shaking my senses sane,
I immediately felt the bruises made by my pavement bed. Henry
must’ve woke up earlier and gone off to beg for a coin or two.

Despite my soreness and dew-damp jeans, I
felt pretty good and pulled myself up to look around. Things looked
different this morning—almost like God had flushed the toilet. The
crack whores were sleeping it off somewhere out of view, and the
knife-toting gangs were gone, too. The place still had the stink of
trash, dog piss and the occasional whiff of Italian sausage from
the stand that had occupied space here last night — remnants of the
sloppy onions and peppers still littered the sidewalk — but it was
all business now.

I stretched and yawned, noting that the city
was still busy about itself, but it was a different busy — the late
night naughtiness had been replaced by scurrying career-minded
robot types. It was still chaos, just a different sort.

I’d managed to drain the flask of whiskey I’d
been carrying last night as I’d listened to the few rambling words
Mr. Henry Spoon Man mumbled before passing out on the side of the
street. I shook my head, trying to shake loose some of that whiskey
from my head. I stumbled through the litter and made my way to the
corner, wiping crusty chunks from the corners of my eyes as I
went.

The morning haze in my brain was trying it’s
best to lift a little as the sites and sounds of downtown Nashville
filled my senses. As I rounded the corner to Second Avenue, I
paused to take a look around. The orange-lighted Hooters sign was
illuminating part of a city block, even though they wouldn’t be
open for hours, and the flashing guitar above B.B. King’s blues
club shut down as I watched. Traffic noise and horns in every key
bounced sound off the buildings like ping-pong balls. A quick
observation revealed that everyone here carried either a jet-black,
shiny brief case or the worn out strap of a weathered guitar.
Welcome to Nashville.

In the distance across the street I saw the
dark form of an elderly black man hunched over a small folding
table. I was sure it was Henry. I headed that direction so I could
hear his sales pitch or con game, whichever it was. As I got
closer, I was appalled by what I saw. His tiny table had a large
candle burning in the center and there was a row of spoons lined up
in front of him.

It was apparent to me what was going on.
Christ, this old bastard was marketing heroine right here on the
street! Spoons and candles lined up on a city side street in the
morning light. Was he crazy?

I stomped toward him, shouting my irritation
from half a city block away, “Damn it, Henry…what the hell are you
doing?”

The old man raised his head, shaking it side
to side with utter disgust. He didn’t even bother to reply.

“Shit, man…you’ll go to jail! Are you nuts?
Get the hell off the street!”

Henry had one reply. “Boy, you must be dumber
‘an dirt.”

I stared at the folds in his crusty skin, and
he stared back at me with those deep ebony eyes blazing like
hellfire. Then, a passerby stopped, dropped two dollars on the
table, and said, “Play me a song, Henry.” I was amazed at what
happened.

The bent and aged man came to life. He
quickly grabbed one of the spoons from the row, and tapped it
furiously across the rest of them, tip-tapping different notes from
the different sizes and shapes of spoons. Next, he picked another
of the spoons for tone, he pulled it from the row and placed it
next to the first, still resting within his fingers and palm. As I
watched, the ancient man I thought I knew was gone, replaced by
someone new and somehow younger.

Vibrations seemed to echo through him as he
swatted at the spoons, making the most amazing clickety-clap of
sounds. The Spoon Man of Second Street was in action—and it was one
of the most amazing transformations I’d ever seen. The old dude who
could barely walk when I’d first seen him turned into a gyrating,
shaking, dancing showman.

It was some kind of show, too! There’s no way
to accurately describe with words how the man performed. It was
like God had made a percussion machine out of old black flesh and
antique silver spoons.

Life pulsed through him, and I just watched,
astonished. Who would’ve thought spoons could be a musical
instrument? Evidently, no one ever told Henry it they weren’t,
because he pounded and slammed—shook and swayed—and made fantastic
rhythm with only metal and voice. His “Hmm, hmm, hmm…” was magical.
I stood there on the street realizing I truly was dumber ‘an
dirt.

 


Henry Blake … what a show.
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A few hours later Henry and I were talking
over cheeseburgers and cokes. He told me this was the first burger
he’d had in over a year, and he ate it like it was trying to run
away. He listened as I talked, and I watched him as he chewed. I
suspected he wouldn’t be too talkative, and I was right. The
cheeseburger was the only thing he was interested in at the
moment.

“You know, Henry,” I started, “I was asked to
find you for some reason.” He grunted through a mouthful and kept
right on chewing.

“I…uh…thought maybe you might know what that
something could be?”

“Nope.”

“How am I going to find out what I’m suppose
to find out from you if you don’t tell me.”

“I don’ even know who da hell you are, man.
And even more, I don’t like ya.”

“Well, lots of folks don’t like me, but I
have a list to fill and I need your help.”

“I ain’t helpin’ wi’ shit, Mu fugga.”

“Then why was I given your name?”

“I don’ know, and I don’ give a rat’s ass,
boy.”

“You seem to give a shit about the money I
gave you, and I don’t think cheeseburgers are a usual part of your
diet.”

“Well, why don’t you just give me some mo’
money and go on an chase yo damn list?”

“It’s like this. Before I get the money for
college, I have to find five people my grandmother wanted me to
meet.”

“So?”

“So…you happen to be one of Grandma’s
names.”

“Who was yo Granny?”

“Her name was Julia Vines.”

“Never heard a her.”

“Tall, slender lady…pretty. She just died
this year.”

“Nope.”

“Will you at least hear the names on the list
for me?”

“I gots ta be goin’.”

“Four names, Henry.”

He stood, leaving the wrapper remains of his
cheeseburger on the table. He walked away from me, jingling spoons
clinking in each pocket. Having little choice, I picked up my stuff
and followed him, keeping a safe distance and letting him have his
space. Every few minutes or so I’d call off one of the names on my
list and watch to see if there was any response. He wasn’t much of
a talker.

“Arlis Shipman,” I called after him. His
bent, shaky walk didn’t change one iota. No grunts, no head
shakes…nothing. I gave him a full city block to let the name sink
in, hoping something would surface in his foggy brain.

“Mara Jeunclo.”

Nothing. Not one little thing out of the
ordinary. Still we walked.

“Min Seu.”

Nothing. We had covered several city blocks
before I called off the last name on the list. Knowing this name
was number two on the list, I hoped it would ring a bell for Henry.
I hoped the names had some connection, if not, I was going to have
to go back to Rupert.

I went ahead and called out, “Juanita
Holman,” still looking for a sign.

Every motion in Henry’s walk stopped—he was
dead still. I allowed myself a few steps in his direction, knowing
I’d touched a nerve. At least I had his attention. For the next
several minutes I stared at the old man standing on the sidewalk.
He didn’t move, and his eyes seemed to glaze over—he was lost in
distant thought. He looked like a bronze statue of a man caught
remembering a snippet of time. I just couldn’t bring myself to snap
him out of it.

At long last, Henry resumed his walk as if
nothing had happened. Just like that, he walked away. I chased
after him, upset with myself for not forcing him to speak earlier.
“Tell me about her, Henry.”

“Don’t know no Juanita.”

“Don’t give me that horse shit. I need to
find her.”

Still, Henry kept walking, picking up his
pace as he loped and jingled along.

“Damn it, Henry. I’m just gonna keep asking
you day after day ‘til you tell me.”

At that, Henry stopped again, turning his
head and looking back at me, then far into the distance. A solitary
tear slid down his cheek as he fought with some sort of internal
heartache. “415 West Hanover St., Marietta, Georgia.”

 


Holy crap. An address.
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I left Henry to his vices, figuring I’d been
lucky to get the gem of information he’d given me. I’d love to know
how and why he knew that name, but it would have to remain a
mystery for now.

I reluctantly switched my thoughts to the
task at hand. Since I didn’t care about the additional mileage on
my rental car, I figured I might as well just drive to Georgia from
my home base of Nashville. I’d looked at an atlas and it was only a
couple hundred miles away — sounded like a good road trip to
me.

I crawled into the car at about five o’clock
that afternoon, and four hours and six Krystal burgers later I was
on the dark downtown streets of Marietta, Georgia. I’d arrived too
late in the day to be paying visits, so I decided I might as well
look around. I needed food, beer, and…errr, something else. With my
car tucked away in a pay lot, I took to the streets on foot.

I immediately came to a sign—all deliciously
neon pink. That damn pink sign did me in. The scent of too much
perfume was inflaming my nostrils with pheromones I knew I didn’t
need. Kinky music tickled my intrigue as if it was a feather down
the back of my neck. The creepy glances from those nearby bounced
off me much like the horns and sounds of rumbling motors from the
traffic on this seedy side street filled with flashing lights and a
blatant sense of shame.

Stale cigarette smoke was drifting around
like light fog in a harbor of lust. This place was raw…raw and
pulsating with no-nos. I could see all the deadly sins shaking
hands in the shadows as I stood alone, my manhood stretching my
jeans. Damn, that sign was inviting. Its flickering old neon
sending me a sleazy invitation … BABES … alluding to what was
inside this long, dark hallway, six blocks off Broadway. Damn that
sign.

A gruff voice shook me to attention. “Live
and Nude…Live and Nude…come right in.”

Damn — two of my favorite things. A better
man could walk on by this place, but I’m defenseless against this
shit. I love this type of joint. Damn that sign. Yeah, I had to go
in.

After a giant cover charge and quick lesson
from the thug at the door, I eased on down the hall, my eyes
adjusting to the pinkish light of the room ahead. Damn that
perfume. Ummm. It flickered in my head just like the neon sign.

The hallway led to a smoky room with a large
elevated dance floor in the center. Tables were scattered around
the edges and a long bar filled one end, just off stage. Two chrome
poles stood in the middle of it all with a particularly cute
brunette swinging upside down from one. Yeah, she’d played this
game a time or two. Even upside down, her eyes met mine and her
finger curled as if to say come here.

So, me and my teepee slid on over and tucked
a five in her snug G-string. What a cute ass.

I continued on, still looking things over and
assessing the crowd. I didn’t want trouble. I’d just come in to get
all horned-up…and it was working.

Just beyond the bar was another long hall
glowing red. It was decorated with the usual “VIP LOUNGE” sign
above the door…and the requisite big Bubba standing guard like a
giant pissed off frog ready to tongue flies. Yeah…curiosity got the
best of me and I had to see what waited at the end of that hall. I
eased over and spoke up.

“What’s the scoop, Skippy?”

The bullfrog grunted out a few words while
pointing into the crowd of scantily clad ladies at the bar. “Pick
ya out one…a hundred bucks for three songs and a dance.”

As his words settled into home plate, I
elected to sit it out for a few minutes and take my time choosing,
although I had honestly planned on taking several before it was all
over. I still had a wad of Rupert’s bills burning a hole in my
pocket. I felt justified in spending them, too…and dog gone it,
these ladies needed some of it for performing their civic
duties.

Ahem…

A pleasant little redhead was sitting at a
small table bouncing her foot on her beautiful crossed legs. I slid
into the chair beside her and asked her name. “I’m Cheetah,” she
growled as she lit a super long cigarette and exhaled into the air
above her. “Need a lap dance?” If she’d really wanted to do a dance
for me, she could’ve waited with the cigarette and spent a little
more time teasing me with her charms. Clearly she wasn’t in the
mood for it at the moment, and I certainly didn’t get any
interesting vibes from the smoke ring surrounding her. As she
stared at the other dancers in the room and ignored me, I saw fit
to move along and let her smoke and think on it a bit.

I cruised around for another few minutes and
was getting antsy to play a little. Just as I was about to ask a
tiny blonde for a trip to the back, something happened that
wouldn’t ordinarily take hold of me. From the confines of that same
red-lit hallway waltzed a slender, dark-haired Asian woman. It
wasn’t her wares that ensnared me…it was her eyes.

Aside from their natural beauty, there was a
remarkably tender emotion resonating from them that hit me like a
truck. And most of all, I could tell that she had been crying. I
jumped from my perch and raced to her side. I’m sure I startled her
with my eagerness. “Please, take me down the hall.”

Her tender smile was one both of necessity,
and disappointment. I could tell she was bothered by something and
I wanted to fix it. Don’t ask me why, but I felt like I should do
something, and a trip down the hall was the first thing that came
to mind.

She made no attempt to hide her strong accent
and her words were few. “We go.”

She spun on her heel with the grace of a
ballerina, and headed back toward the hall. I simply couldn’t help
being completely captivated by her. We paused at the door long
enough for my frog friend to tap me for a hundred dollars. I
slapped one fifty in his hand and told him not to rush. He gave me
an odd look, sizing up my motives.

“I just want to take time with her, that’s
all.”

Again he sized me up and she began to walk on
down the hall. It wasn’t until I turned to follow that he tugged my
arm and pulled me off to the side. When he did, she turned and
looked back. I instantly saw in her eyes the same emotion I’d seen
on the dance floor. She nearly wilted. “Five hundred will take you
across the hall,” Froggie whispered, “and no one will even check on
you for an hour.”

Without hesitation, I ripped another full
five hundred from my stash of bills and pushed them at him. “Don’t
bother us,” I ordered.

He seemed pleased with the deal. I couldn’t
help myself. I needed to see this woman behind closed doors, minus
the smoke and loud music. I wanted to be alone with her. As I
approached, she reached for my hand. When her fingers closed on
mine, my heart soared. Her tiny palm disappeared into mine—I’ll
forever remember its tender softness.

We passed one more muscle man on our way
across the hall. He’d gotten the eye from the croaker up front,
though, and the door swung open without a word. I wasted no time
rushing in.

Once through, we entered a dimly lit room
with a tall four-post bed in one of its darker corners, and a
straight-backed wooden chair against the brightest wall. Beside the
chair was a tidy vanity sink piled high with pressed white
towels.

She motioned for me to take a seat as she
slipped off her high heels and stepped barefoot onto the pale
carpet. Her silky pink cover-up whirled with her movements and I
simply couldn’t take my eyes off her. I felt as if I’d been given a
date-rape drug at the door. I just melted with her mannerisms.
Lord, she was beautiful.

“Talk to me,” I asked. This seemed to please
her and her smile was sincere this time. She was so hot.

With almost no warning, she shrugged her
shoulders and the cover-up slid to the floor leaving her completely
naked. Every slender bend of her body was milky-white and looked as
soft as the silk she’d worn. She was complete and utter perfection
from her toes to her soft smile. And still those eyes melted into
me.

With three glorious strides she moved to me,
reaching for my cheek with her palm. I thought heaven had sent an
angel. As her hand slid from my cheek onto the buttons of my shirt,
I stopped her.

“Please, no.”

Her eyes swelled with sudden tears and I
nearly fell apart with the transformation. Her face showed the same
emotions I’d seen when I first laid eyes on her.

“Me no pretty?” she asked pitifully as a tear
slid down her flawless cheek.

Her words shook me and then I was nearly in
tears, too. This woman was easily the loveliest, most tender
creature I’d ever seen, and I’d just broken her heart. I gave her
one of my patented smiles and said, “You are so beautiful! I
just can’t…”

“But you pay?”

“I did. Will you stay with me?”

She finally started to return to her happier
state once the meaning of my words sunk in. I knew she didn’t want
to leave because there’d be another lounge monster waiting in line
to paw away at her. I realized, I didn’t want anyone else bothering
her. “Please, stay and talk.”

Her beautiful smile was back. “Me wash
you!”



In that hour and a half I learned more about
Vietnamese culture than I ever thought I wanted to. Through very
few words, she said wondrous things that moved me. Slowly, I
understood her plight.

Through her halting speech I learned she’d
been brought to the states by an American man who had evidently
promised her the moon, then left her. I thought about how an
American woman would handle such a situation, and wondered why such
a splendid creature didn’t just simply move back home. As she
continued talking, I realized that home was awful, too. Her being
here made sense now. After all, how does a beautiful woman with no
schooling make money?

She’d been brought up with the Vietnamese
tradition that says the woman must please the man in every way. She
was taught to feel inferior and expected to be used to the point of
abuse. Vietnamese females are lesser people. Now I understood why
saying no upset her so much; I was insulting her beauty, the one
positive attribute she thought she had.

After she seemed more comfortable, I asked
her, “Why were you crying before?”

She pointed at the bed with that same look in
her eyes I’d hoped to never see again, “No love here.”

Damn, that hit home. I think she thought
stripping was an act of pleasure for the man, and lap dances were
tolerable for her because she was well paid, but that bed was not
in her heart. I knew immediately why she melted so when the frog
pulled me aside. It was obvious. No love here.

I suppose every man fantasizes about saving a
beautiful woman. I imagine most decent men would want to save this
girl; sweep her off her feet and take her away from this terrible
life. I needed time to think and to make sure she really wanted
saving. More importantly, right now I didn’t want anyone else
making her cry tonight.

“Come on, get dressed. We’re gettin’ out of
here,” I said.

“Me no can leave,” she said, but got dressed
anyway.

“Yeah, you can. Watch,” I said, taking her
hand and pulling her back down the hall.

“Hey, pal,” I said to the frog man. “She’s
coming with me tonight and tomorrow night.”

“Nice try, idiot. I’ll make two grand a night
on her easy.”

You know, money fixes everything for some
people. My buddy the frog was one of them. Actually, he responded
quite well to it. When I shelled out five grand, he got a whole lot
more cooperative. “Grab your coat and go, babe.”

Her astonishment and smile was worth twice
the price. “What’s your name, love?”

“Jein.”

“We got two days to talk, Jein. Now, let’s
get the hell out a here.”

Soon, we were walking in the fresh night air,
talking in halting sentences, but only talking.

 


It was the best five thousand dollars I ever
spent.

 


 


 


 


 


 


~ 6 ~

 


Since there wasn’t a Double Tree Hotel in
Marietta, Georgia, we chose a simple Hampton Inn on the edge of
town. It was pretty nice, and we both enjoyed a good night’s rest
and forgot the real world for a little while.

I realized I couldn’t turn to her for help
with addresses and road names while I tried to navigate this
strange city. Jein seemed embarrassed by her accent and limited
English so she barely spoke, plus she knew nothing of the city
outside of the sleazy part of town where she lived and worked. Her
section of town boasted a laundry mat and a doughnut shop, the rest
was all about selling sex and only sex. I kinda liked the place,
but that didn’t help with the task at hand .

I bought a local map at the greasy-rag
service station in sex city, then proceeded to wander across the
many little streets of the town. When I finally rolled to a stop
outside a dilapidated clapboard house, I scanned the area to sort
of get the lay of the land. It was daylight, but this clearly
wasn’t a happy place to let the kids play and the family dog run.
There wasn’t a hubcap in sight, despite all the vehicles parked
everywhere. I wasn’t exactly excited to get out and go knock on the
door.

I finally found the courage and knocked. As I
stood on the doorstep waiting for someone to answer, I heard a
series of clickety-clack sounds as the many locks were released on
the other side. Click, thunk, slap, pop, tock-tock. I’m surprised
the hinges held the weight of all ’em. When the door was finally
unsealed, I was face to face with an older, pale woman peering
through a tiny crack in the door. She looked like she carried the
weight of the world on her shoulders.

“Ma’am, you don’t know me. My name is Daniel
Vines—you don’t have to open the door. I just wanted to talk with
Juanita Holman for a few minutes.”

“I’m Juanita.”

“I…I don’t know where to start. All I have is
your name and the fact that I am supposed to meet you.”

“Why?” Her confused glance spoke volumes.

“I honestly don’t know. Does the name Julia
Vines ring a bell?”

“No,” she said and started to close the
door.

“Ma’am, please! I really need to tell you
another name or two.”

The door pushed closed and I heard the first
lock slide home. As I stood there completely disappointed, I
shouted the one thing I thought would shake her, “Henry Blake.”

Dead silence. No shuffle, no steps, no
nothin’. I counted to ten. Nothing. Twenty. Nothing. Then, thunk.
The door was again unbolted, opened, and the timid little woman I
would come to know as Juanita Holman stood in the doorway staring
at me.

 


* * *

 


“I miss Henry so much.” Her sorrow seemed to
make the wrinkles on her face deepen as I watched. When she looked
at me, the pain in her pale blue eyes made my heart ache. We were
all sitting quietly in her living room, and it was her turn to ask
me a question.

“Have you seen him?” she asked, her voice a
seemed a little desperate. I think Juanita wanted answers even more
than I did.

I hesitated before answering, not wanting to
shed light on Henry’s true condition. “I spoke with him yesterday,
ma’am, but I have no idea why.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Well, that makes three of us.” I looked over
at Jein, and she gave me a delicate smile as encouragement. I’d
talked all of this over with her the night before. She was
perceptive, and I think maybe she understood what I was doing
better than I did.

I assessed the woman before me, trying to
find a way to make sense of things. She appeared to be
sixty-something, and seemed like life had knocked her around. She
had an understanding smile, despite the burden I sensed she
carried. She seemed inviting, yet careful in her statements. She
also listened closely as I stated my case.

“My grandmother gave me this list of people
to meet. I have no idea why, but she did. For some reason, your
name is on the list…and so is Henry Blake’s.”

“I still don’t understand.”

I gave her the best assessment of my
grandmother’s challenge. It’s hard to describe what you don’t
know…hard to evaluate what you don’t understand, but I tried. She
asked me more.

“So you have seen him?” she asked,
moving to the edge of her seat in anticipation of my answer.

“I did. I talked briefly with him over the
last couple of days. He is a man of few words.”

That statement brought a quiet smile to her
face and a distant look to her eyes as she thought about him.
“What’s he like?”

I struggled for kind words, knowing that few
would be found. “He…he is talented. He gives … demonstrations on
percussion in Nashville.”

“You have nice words, Mr. Vines, but I know
what you mean to say. Henry has always been a street performer. He
plays spoons in the dark alleyways of downtown Nashville. You don’t
have to hide your evaluations of him.”

Damn, there I sat. Some woman I didn’t know
had just chopped my conversation down to its bare bones in about
six seconds. She was a cool gal, I must say. Intrigued, I kept
talking.

“Well, then…you might as well know. He is no
different than what you already know. He’s a street bum…a bit of a
drunk, too. I’m sorry.”

“No need to be sorry,” she chuckled. “He’s
always been what he is…its just that I nearly changed him…nearly
gave him a goal in life. But my sweetheart swirled his way back
into the gutter.”

What the hell do you say to that? Henry was
gutter-life. He was certainly no tried and true upstanding member
of society. He was just a simple spoon man treading water in the
musical sea of Nashville, Tennessee. He certainly wasn’t a pillar
of society.

“He was so wonderful when he chose to be,”
she said, fondly. “He was so playful and kind, fun and happy. I
wish you could’ve seen him as I did.”

“When did you last see him?” I asked.

Her bittersweet smile told the story. “I
don’t know why I’m telling you this, but I guess it doesn’t matter
all these years later. Maybe not now…but he was once a striking and
wonderful man, and I loved him. We just had a few problems.”

“You?” K, Dan…place foot in mouth.

“Yes… I’m white and he’s black … very black.
Any other questions?”

“Yeah…five hundred or so.”

 


She shrugged and said, “I got Bingo at
five.”

 


 


 


 


 


 


~ 7 ~

 


The next two hours had me alternating between
awe and tears. I could tell that Jein only understood bits and
pieces, but she too could read between the lines. Her eyes filled
with tears as Juanita spoke.

“You wouldn’t know it to look at him, but
Henry was a dashing young man. He was so playful and fun…and he
truly cared for me. I wasn’t very pretty, but he always treated me
like I was. He was so wonderful. I remember the first day I met
him.

“He stepped off the plane in Atlanta … the
same plane as my brother. They were the first troops returning from
Vietnam during the war, and both had their scars.

“The two of them had known one another, but
weren’t really friends. Seems like soldiers are either very close,
or not at all. I didn’t get that whole thing, I was just
seventeen.

“There was so much energy in him the first
time I saw him! When he bounced from the plane, I thought he was
going to kiss everybody there! I’d never been attracted to a black
man before, but when he walked past me and smiled…I found myself
wishing he would kiss me, too.

“It must’ve showed. Two weeks later when he
met me on the street — I was carrying bread home to mother — he
talked to me and his words shook me. ‘Miss Juanita,’ he said, ‘I
swore I’d kiss the first girl I saw climbin’ off the plane. I swore
if I finally made it home, I’d kiss that girl. You was the first I
saw.’

“I’d never even kissed a boy before, and here
was this fanciful man treating me so kind and making me feel
special. No other boy had ever given me the time of day. And you
know what … he made me feel beautiful. Our first kiss was
heavenly! He was so soft and gentle with me, like he cared.
It was wonderful.”

I could see both happiness at the memory and
sorrow for loss reflected on her face. I found myself wondering why
my grandmother wanted me to meet this person and relive this part
of her life.

I wanted to ask more questions, but I let her
take her time in the telling. She was clearly still emotionally
attached to Henry Blake, and I was learning the tidbits of her
makeup.

“It was a wondrous night—the night we made
love. It was the single greatest and happiest night of my life. I
became a woman … and even though it never worked out … Henry is the
one and only person to ever make me feel that way.”

Jein, being fifty times smarter than me,
understood exactly what this woman was saying. I noticed that she
dropped her head…almost in dread of what Juanita was about to say.
Me … I just sat there and listened like a complete and total
dumbass. I wish I’d seen it coming.

“I suppose it’s only fitting that on such a
special night a child was created.”

Jesus, my jaw nearly hit the
floor.

“It was the sixties, though. People ’round
here didn’t exactly like blacks. And a black man getting a white
woman pregnant was about the worst thing that could’ve
happened.

“When I told them, my parents exploded and my
brother went berserk. No one cared that I loved the man. He was
simply black and a hardened criminal because he impregnated a
little white girl. He never knew what hit him when my brother found
him.”

My head dropped as far as Jein’s. I dreaded
hearing the rest of the story, but I knew it was coming.

As tears rolled down her face, Juanita’s
stifled voice continued. “The b…b…baseball bat broke three ribs
with the first swing. Both legs broke next. The hit at the base of
his skull almost killed him.”

She continued to sob while we both struggled
with the emotions her tale had created. Poor Henry never knew
what hit him.

“As you can imagine, I was forbidden to see
him ever again. I learned small bits and pieces about him from
friends, but none of my friends understood or cared about my
love for him. They all watched me grow and said the worst things
about me. I was the village whore. People I didn’t even know hated
me.”

Even during this horrible story, I still
found myself wondering why my grandmother wanted me to hear
this. It was horrible! This whole gut-wrenching story was
heartbreaking. There was nothing I could do to make Juanita feel
better, and nothing I could do to fix a problem that started before
I was born. It was just the three of us all crying together, even
though we didn’t know each other.

“They tell me it was six months before he
could walk. I felt responsible and guilty, but in the years that
followed, I was able to rationalize that it was the hatred of
others that did it…not me, but it took years. I still miss him.

“A few years later I met Jim. He was much
older than me, but treated me nice. Neither one of us was truly in
love, but we cared for one another. He sent me through college, and
me—I helped keep him company. He was so lonely when we met. In the
end, I went to work for his music company in Atlanta. I did some of
the bookwork and public relations stuff. We did pretty well in
life.

“When Jim died ten years ago, I sold the
business. Ever since, I’ve been bored…and lonely, much like Jim was
when I met him.”

“Why didn’t you find Henry?” It was a stupid
question, but I asked it anyway.

“I did.”

Those two words felt just about like that
baseball bat forty years earlier.

“He was afraid of me…and I think maybe at the
time he hated me for letting it all happen. I didn’t know what they
would do to him when they found out I was pregnant. I just wanted
to keep him and love him…hold him near me. I loved him. Honestly, I
still do.”

Jesus, what a mess. My mind still
continued to go through the story as she talked. Watch me
grow?

“Wait a minute…they let you have the baby!?!”
I know my terminology wasn’t the best. Someone a little smoother
than me would’ve found a tender way to say it—but that’s not
me.

Her eyes drifted and she tried to swallow
several times before she could speak. “I don’t know where my son
is.”

Well, if she didn’t have me broken before
that statement, she certainly did after. There was nothing we could
say or do. She must feel horrible everyday.

“But where could he be?” I asked. Stupid
question number fifty-something.

When she spoke, it blew my mind.

 


“Africa.”

 


* * *

 


“Ma’am,” I continued after we all got our
emotions under control, “I’m no special person. I hate this damn
list. I’m just a high school graduate trying to do what I have to
do to get my college money. I’m sorry if I caused you any pain. I
feel awful.”

“Not at all …” Her smile through the tears
was radiant. “…you’ve told me Henry’s still alive. That was worth
anything I can do to help you.

“Recite your list once more for me.”

Puzzled, I repeated my list out loud.
“Henry, You, Mara, Min Seu, Arlis.”

And for the hundredth time that day, I was
blown away.

“You need to know about Min.”

Here we go again.

 


* * *

 


Juanita could talk for ten days straight and
I’d listen. I wouldn’t even take a pee break. She just mesmerized
me with all she had to say. Jein sat beside me and just like she
was my best friend ever. It’s damn weird, but Jein’s just that way.
I wish I could be more like her.

Juanita kept talking.

“Min came along even before me.”

“Who is this guy?” I asked.

“Daniel, you should know there’s a time to
talk and a time to listen. Shut up, k?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Remember that Henry was in Vietnam. He was a
common soldier. He fought hard, and well…he played pretty hard,
too. He was a soldier who could die any minute, so he took his
pleasure where it could.

“I don’t think he was too proud of what he
did, and it took a lot of prying to get him to talk about it.
Henry…well…he sowed his seeds. A little Vietnamese lady struck a
chord with him while he was there. Her name was Min.

“Eventually I got enough information out of
him to track Min down. It wasn’t easy. When I finally found her, we
had to have an interpreter when we talked. The whole thing was
uncomfortable because Henry wouldn’t talk to her. We only spoke a
few times.”

“Jesus…you really found her and talked to
her?” Is there no way to clamp my stupid mouth shut?

She paused and gave me a look that said
shut up, then she continued. “I felt really bad for Min,
because Henry never wanted to see their child. I think maybe he
just wanted to forget everything connected to the war, and
unfortunately that meant Min and the baby. How sad and lonely it
must’ve been for her to bare his child and know she was destined to
raise it alone.”

I found myself wanting to hug this poor lady.
She was the only one who knew the real story of Henry Spoon Man
Blake.

“Why wouldn’t he acknowledge the child, or at
least offer to help take care of it?”

Juanita was less than impressed with my long
string of stupid questions. “How would he be able do such a thing,
Mr. School Boy? At that time, Henry was just a little older than
you and Min and the baby were on the other side of the world. They
might as well have been on the moon, that and I don’t think they
were ever quite real to him.”

Jeeze. I hadn’t realized the whole age
bracket thing and I certainly didn’t know anything about war or
what it felt like to be in one. Dang, this was a complicated
puzzle. I needed time to think.

 


Damn, two kids with two girls — that Henry
got around…
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“Rupert, you arrogant mother-fucker. I wanna
know how all this shit ties together.” I never minced words with
Rupert.

“Master Snot-nose … I suspect you’ve met Ms.
Holman.”

“Fuck you, you goddamned bastard! You knew
what I was walking into, didn’t ya?”

“Not exactly, Snotty. It’s been a long time
since we discussed this list, your grandmother and I.”

“I don’t need my damned heart broken every
time I meet somebody. It’s not my life, and fuck this shit of
bawling like a girl. I don’t need it.”

“No one needs tears, Master Snot-nose.
Perhaps these persons have touched you in some way.”

“So?…fuck it! Tell me what I’m supposed to
learn and I’ll be out of your hair. I’m done with this shit.”

“No, you are not.”

“Fuck you! I’m done!”

“Yes, Snotty. Need a tissue?”

Goddamn, he pisses me off. “You and your
fucking game can fly a goddamned kite.”

“It isn’t my game and there are no kites,
Master Snot-nose.”

“You get off on this shit, don’t cha? You
like dancing me around like a fucking puppet?”

“No, Daniel, I do not.”

“Then why the hell do you do it?”

“Because your grandmother asked me to. And if
she had asked me to fly to the moon … I’d still be searching for a
way to get there. I suggest you, too, should search for your
way.”

That fucking bastard always had the words.
Shit! “What the hell am I supposed to do now?”

“I don’t know Daniel. I really don’t. But I
will help where I can. What is your most important question
at this point?”

“Mara Jeunclo. Who the hell is she?”

Even over the phone I could tell Rupert had
shrugged his shoulders. His voice changed tone and his demeanor
settled into a quieter mode. He had never given me any information
without extreme provocation. He’d never offered help without a
barrage of smart ass comments. This time … this one and only time …
he blew me away.

 


“Daniel. Mara is my daughter.”
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That fucking bastard Rupert makes me so mad I
could just strangle him. Why the hell didn’t he tell me Mara was
his daughter when he gave me the list? Now, I’m an asshole
and an idiot. His daughter. Sheesh.

I still didn’t understand where this shit was
going. I just couldn’t fathom why I needed to meet all these
people. Hell, I didn’t like Rupert, why should I meet his daughter?
Bet she is one smart-assed bitch. I can’t wait to stumble into this
damn meeting. Maybe me and Jein could cry there, too! Yay!
Ugh.

 


It was day two of my Jein purchase and I was
savoring my time like it was precious air to breathe. There was
something so damned perfect about her. I felt unworthy of her time.
I knew she was someone I wanted to keep near me, which was odd
since I didn’t usually give a shit about anyone but myself. I
wanted her around, even if Rupert had to pay dearly to keep her
here.

“Jein, why don’t you stay with me a while and
get out of that damn mess you live in?” God, I want to kiss
her. She’s most interesting woman who’d ever bothered to give
me the time of day. Maybe it was because she was still mostly a
mystery. Like why this fantastic woman continued to work as a
prostitute. I got the feeling she could be so much more.

I knew the answer to my next comment would be
pivotal in our lives… “Hey … ever want to see the other side of the
world?”

She placed her hand upon my face (God, that
kills me!). “Me live there.”

“Then come with me. The hell with that frog
bastard! Just come with me.”

It felt so right being with her, even though
it had been such a short time. I couldn’t explain it, I just wanted
her around. It worried me a bit that she’d been a “working girl,”
but not enough to make me want to go on without her.

I felt good when I was with her. It was like
she made me a better person just by being there. I actually worried
about what she thought of me. And those eyes…they looked right
through my heart with every glance. Oh, I wanted to kiss those lips
a hundred times a day. I needed time to think and this was the best
way to test the waters. I wanted her away from that mess and living
a better life.

I guess I expected her to fall into my arms
with a thank you. I expected her to be elated. I expected joy and
happiness to explode in her. Unfortunately, what I got was a
troubled look and distant eyes. She didn’t exactly say no, but she
didn’t seem all that happy either.

“I must get my things…”

Hell, that’s easy. Pick up her shit and
head out! “Let’s go.”
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“Well, damn it, Rupert…which one do I go
find, Min or your daughter?” I was trying to make my plans as I
drove across downtown Marietta.

“Master Snot-nose, I keep telling you
I don’t know.”

“Which is it? Is your daughter going to tell
me where to find Min Seu? Juanita lost touch with her and has no
clue where I should start.”

“I don’t think my daughter knows Min
Seu.”

“What do ya think, asshole? This game
sucks and I’m getting it done ASAP. I got two weeks before school
starts, and I want this scavenger hunt out of my hair, pronto.”

“You have the rest of your life, Daniel. Why
hurry?”

“Because I hate this shit, man. I have better
things to do than listen to the world’s problems. I ain’t learning
shit here. I got a date with Princeton, dude.”

“And what about the lovely Ms. Jein?”

“I ain’t got that far yet. I’m working on
it.”

“If my watch is correct, your time with her
is dwindling fast.”

“Don’t you worry about her, pal. What you
need to do is tell me an address, k?”

“I can tell you where my daughter lives and
get you contact information. As for Min Seu…you’re on your
own.”

“Great, Genius. Book two flights out of
Nashville airport tomorrow morning. Get me some cash, too. I guess
I’ll go meet your daughter … damn … in Africa?”

“Yes. It’s not quite that easy, though.”

“For Christ’s sake, old man, now what?”

“She doesn’t have an address either.”

“What the hell is this, damn it? You don’t
even know where your damn daughter lives?”

“Mara lives in a remote village in Tanzania.
No phone, no address, no paved roads. Take your bug spray.”

 


* * *

 


As you can imagine, I didn’t exactly want to
drag Jein into the Malaria capitol of the uncivilized world. I sure
as hell didn’t want to go there myself, but I was on a mission. Two
more names after Mara, and that would be the end of it. Rupert
could kiss my ass and as could the rest of the sob-story world.
Princeton was waiting…and me and Jein were going there together if
I had any say in it.

 


“Two flights to the coast of the Indian
Ocean, Rupert. We can handle this. We’ll be back in two days.”

Call me crazy, but I really thought we didn’t
need passports.
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“Master Snot-nose. You should have applied
for passports long ago.”

“I didn’t know I was going to fucking
Tanzania, dipshit.”

“…or that you’d carry along a lovely Asian
lady?”

“I don’t need your bullshit, Rupert. What I
need are passports.”

“It’ll take a few weeks.”

“Weeks? Damn it.”

“A valuable education you are receiving, huh,
Master Snotty?”

Man, I hate that bastard.

 


* * *

 


Turns out, Jein’s passport hadn’t expired, so
it was considerably less difficult to set the whole thing up. After
pulling some strings, Rupert began working on mine even as I drove
across Marietta. I was glad he was handling that, because I had
more important problems brewing.

We chose to go back and pick up Jein’s stuff
during the day and hopefully avoid a visit with Mr. Frogman and his
froggy crew. I fully expected a major scene with him and hoped it
wouldn’t come to blows … especially since I’m better at running my
mouth than my fists. Princeton offers a boxing program, but I
obviously hadn’t made it there yet. Damn, Grandma.

What I found at Babes was not at all what I
expected. As we waltzed into the pinkish glow of its halls, Frogman
met us halfway. He was much calmer than I expected.

“Your shit’s by the door, bitch.”

Someone had already thrown all Jein’s meager
belongings into two cardboard boxes and set them near the main
entrance. They were ready for her, almost like she’d called ahead.
I wasn’t sure what was going on, but a sense of dread had come over
me. Now what?

This sort of fit with the odd vibe I’d been
getting from Jein before we got here. She was dreading it, and I
suspected she didn’t want to face the toad. I figured it’d be an
awkward situation for her, but she needed to get past it and move
on. We’d have some fun overseas and she could see the world with
me. It would be a good system that should benefit us both. I
couldn’t wait to spend more time with her…and those eyes!

Trouble is, I was damn well right about the
dread vibe… I just didn’t know how right I was until the
toad’s next comment.

“Where’s my money, bitch?”

Fuck. Here we go…the money game. I
could feel my wallet shrinking even before I looked over at
Jein.

I gave her a disgusted glance as I sized up
the situation. She knew she owed money long before we waalked in
the door…but didn’t tell me. I was feeling more than a little used
by the time the frog finally grunted again.

“Well, bitch?”

I tried to look Jein in the eye, but she had
trouble looking back at me. Something was more than a little fishy.
Does she owe him money or is she playing me?

“How much, Jein?” I demanded.

“So, how you like your little tramp now,
Motherfucker?” Frogman’s chimed in. “Bitch owes me ten grand, and
she ain’t leaving without paying.”

I looked at Jein, but she just stared at the
floor. Nothing. No explanation, not one word. She glanced sideways
at her things by the door, then return her glance to the floor.

“Jein?” Still nothing—no “I’ll pay you back
or I need the money for this or that.” Nope. I got squat.

At long last after several grunts from
Frogman, she finally turned to me with those same fucking sad eyes
and said, “I make you happy tonight.”

Jesus, what a fucking con job.
Offering to do me for big money. Nice. Very classy. “I can’t
believe you just said that.” I nearly screamed at her. After paying
dearly for a lay I never received, I was getting hammered for
another! What a fucking sham. When the money walks in, every
fucker wants some.

“Convenient number, huh Jein? How much money
is in my pocket?”

Again she looked down and away. She knew how
much cash I had on me. It was too fucking convenient.

“How ’bout it, huh? Do you owe him money or
are you just splitting it with him and taking me for a ride? I
would’ve taken you anywhere in the world.”

She never looked up. That was the pisser.
Sure, I had ten grand in my pocket, and I could afford to lose it.
There’s more where that came from. Plus, I could finally lay the
fucking bitch. Or did I just leave her here to settle back into the
life? Christ. This was all such bullshit. I’m sure she didn’t
expect what I did next. Pissed as I was, I played ball my way.

“Here.” I tossed my wad of bills at the fat
fucking toad. He caught it with a smile. My glance at Jein was only
slightly less disgusting than my words.

“Go fuck yourself.”

 


And I walked away from the most beautiful
woman I’d ever met.
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I drove myself back to Nashville, pissed and
sad and completely confused by how I’d been conned. It wasn’t the
money. It was the fact that my favor was not returned. I helped
her. And for what? I got to walk the damn streets of Marietta and a
chance to cry with a Vietnamese gal and some other chick I didn’t
know. Only fifteen grand, fuck it.

I sat down in my room at the Double Tree in
Nashville, furious with myself for my recent actions. What made me
madder still was that I missed Jein. How the fuck could she do that
to me? I could’ve been a total jerk and used her in every way. But
I didn’t. Maybe I’m better for it, who knows? She’s not the only
piece of ass I ever lost before I got it. We idiots lose as much as
we find.

But, damn, her eyes. I may never be over
them. They kept crossing my mind every few seconds. How did things
get so messed up?

Beep.

My cell brought me back to reality. I glanced
at the screen, wrinkled my nose and answered it, “Fuck you,
Rupert.”

“Master Snot-nose.”

“I need cash.”

“What happened to the last ten thousand?”

“I was conned. Shut the fuck up about
it.”

“Your lovely Asian prostitute?”

“Fuck you, Rupert. She screwed me in the
wallet only.”

“Alas, poor Master Daniel.”

“How many times do I have to say fuck you,
anyway?”

“Not all our offerings in life, Master
Daniel, are taken as we intend. Sometimes we are bitten.”

“Blah, blah, blah, fucker … get me some
money.”

“Yes, Master Snot-nose. But I must say that
your first five thousand seemed better spent.”

“Fuck you, Rupert.”

That annoying chuckle of his grinds my every
damned nerve. That bastard is something. His next words pissed me
off even more.

“Shall I cancel one of your tickets to
Africa, Master Snot-nose?”

“No, ass-wipe. Some chick will be with me
regardless. And this time it won’t cost fifteen grand.”

“Ah, Master Daniel…perhaps you are
learning.”

“Fuck you, Rupert. Fuck you so very damn
much.”

“Much obliged…” Click.

What an arrogant bastard.

 


 


I spent the next eight days treading water in
downtown Nashville waiting for my flight. I’d revisited my favorite
titty bars and consumed more wings at Hooters than a red fox in hen
house heaven.

I was just plain tired of Nashville. And
truthfully, I didn’t have the energy to find a hot little number to
fly with me to Africa. I think I just didn’t want to babysit while
I was there. I was pretty sure it wouldn’t be a nice place to be
anyway, and fuck, I just wanted to get it all done…get to Africa,
get to some chick named Mara, then some chick named Min Seu, find
Arlis whoeverthefuck, and get home. Piss on it. Princeton will be
my best flight.

The whole time I was chillin’ in Nashville, I
still wondered why the hell I needed to meet these people. Every
person I met had a heartbreaker story. And besides—what the hell is
a snot-nosed little fuck up going to do with a bunch of sad sacks
from across the globe? Hell, I can’t even buy a prostitute
right.

Damn, I miss her.

I kept replaying what went down at Babes. It
was all too easy. She knew I had ten grand. She had to. Why else
would toady boy name that figure out of the blue? If she hadn’t
said, “I make you happy tonight…”

That one—man, that one bites my ass. I was
trying to save her from that shitty life, not promote both it and
Mr. Happy-Frog’s cheesy ventures.

I make you happy tonight. Damn.

If she really wanted to make me happy, all
she had to do was say, “I need the money for whatever.” That’s all.
Instead, I think it was a nice little way to make some quick cash.
I should’ve checked those damn cardboard boxes by the door. They
were probably just the damn garbage from the club. At least I’d
feel a little better about the sham if that were the case.

But…I had a plane to catch in a few hours.
Blow this place and Marietta, GA, too. Time to get this shit
done.

Little did I know—Rupert had been on a trek
of his own…

 


And it wasn’t to Africa.
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A large black man in a neatly pressed,
expensive business suit walked through the front door of Babes
Night Club. He was unquestionably out of place, but strode through
the door with a confident flare. It took the staff about three
seconds to smell a fish, and they all scattered like marbles
dropped on concrete. When the toad sauntered up, two other sleazy
men from the club stepped to the door, one casing the outside, the
other barring the door.

Frogman spoke up. “Something about you
bothers me. We don’t get your kind often. What do you want from
Babes?”

The gentleman’s reply was simple. “I would
like to speak with the one known as Jein.” His deep voice boomed
from every wall.

The toad still wasn’t comfortable with the
situation. He looked to the door and shouted. “Whadda we got,
Johnny?”

A distant voice came from somewhere outside.
“One limo…one backer…”

The frog returned his attention to the
visitor. “We run a proper business here, mister. We pay all our
taxes and abide by all the rules.”

The man never wavered. “I would like to speak
with Jein.” The man showed no facial expression whatsoever and
continued to stare into the frog’s bulging eyes.

“We run a legal business here, Pal. We don’t
need no damn government smart asses messing with us. We pay our
taxes like everybody else.”

The man’s shoulders drooped, and he groaned
and rolled his eyes in disgust. He reached into his pocket and
pulled out a single one hundred dollar bill. He extended his arm,
bill in hand, as if to shake froggie’s hand. “I want an hour, and I
care not about your taxes.”

By now, even the frog’s hired thugs outside
had eased in to listen, equally concerned about what was playing
out. The frog was apprehensive as he extended his hand.

“Why Jein?” he asked, grasping the handshake
and money.

“My business is my own,” the man replied,
taking hold of the frog’s grip.

“I think Jein’s busy tonight…maybe another
lady could…”

But even as the frog spoke, his words were
stifled, and the grip on his hand tightened. He tugged frantically
but couldn’t pull his hand away. Within a one-second time frame,
two suited men mashed the door guards against the wall, pinning
their heads with the cold metal of handgun silencers.

In that same instant, the frog twisted onto
the floor, his arm wrenched behind his back with yet another
silencer pressed against his temple. As he winced in pain, he
whimpered, “What do you want from me?”

“You idiots make things so difficult.” His
words seemed so refined, yet so dreadfully powerful. Again he
repeated himself. “I’d like a visit with Ms. Jein.”

The frog still whimpered and wiggled on the
carpet. He cast a glance at one of the trembling dancing girls
backed against the wall. A nod of his head was enough to get the
point across and send one of them scurrying to the back of the
building.

The stranger’s words followed her down the
hall as he growled into the pinkish light of Babes...

 


“Tell her Rupert’s here.”
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“You…you are Rupert?”

Her eyes are just as deep as Daniel
said. Rupert had picked up bits and pieces about Jein from
Daniel over the past few days. Few subtleties reached the heart of
Daniel Vines, and Rupert knew it. Even through Daniel’s rapid phone
rants, Rupert noted tie being formed between this unlikely lady the
young Mr. Vines. Knowing this, he chose his words carefully.

“I want to know what happened between you and
Daniel.”

“We no…no…be together…in bed!”

Her words seemed desperate—as if she had
broken some law or insulted someone of high status. Rupert was
quick to settle her. “I know…I know. What I want to know is why he
left you here.”

Her eyes met Rupert’s, and immediately he saw
what Daniel had seen days earlier. Even though her name was not on
any list…not on anyone’s must-meet docket…he could tell that she
was a lesson in life for just about anyone willing to look.

“Me no know how to tell him…” Tears swelled
and fell onto her cheeks. “The one he calls Frog…he…he send money
home for me.”
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