OLD BOYS, OLD GIRLS

They caught him after he had killed the second man. The law would
never connect him to the first murder. So the vietim—a stocky fellow
Caesar Matthews shot in a Northeast alley only two blocks from the
home of the guy’s parents, a man who died over 2 woman who was actu-
ally in love with a third man—was destined to lie in his grave without
anyone officially paying for what had happened to him. It was almost as
if; at least on the books the law kept, Caesar had got away with a free
killing.

Seven months after he stabbed the second man—a twenty-two-year-
old with prematurely gray hair who had ventured out of Southeast for
only the sixth time in his life—Caesar was tried for murder in the sec—
ond degree. During much of the trial, he remembered the name only of
the first dead mén—Percy, or “Golden Boy,” Weymouth—and not the
second, Antwoine Stoddard, to whom everyone kept referring during
the proceedings. The world had done things to Caesar since he’d left his
father’s house for good at sixteen, nearly fourteen years ago, but he had
dene far more to himself,

So at trial, with the weight of all the harm done to him and because he
had hidden for months in one shit hole after another, he was not always

himself and thought many times that he was actually there for killing Golden
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Boy, the first dead man. He was not insane, but he was three doors from it,
which was how an old gitlfriend, Yvonne Miller, would now anffl again play-
fully refer to his behavior. Who the fuck is this Antwoine bitch? Caesar
sometimes thought during the trial. And where is Percy? It. was .onlj'/ “Thfan
the judge sentenced him to seven years in Lorton, D.C.’s prison in Virginia,
that matters became somewhat clear again, and in those last rnoments.before
they took him away, he saw Antwoine spread out on the grour-ld ou‘ts1de the
Prime Property nightclub, blood spurting out of his chest like oil fr.orn a
bountiful well. Caesar remembered it all: sitting on the sidewalk,'the 11q1‘10r
spinning his brain, his friends begging him to run, the clubjs muélc flooding
out of fhe open door and going thumpery-thump-thump against his hfaad. He
sat a few feet from Antwoine, and would have killed again for a cigarette.
“T'hat’s you, baby, so very near insanity it can touch you,” said Yvonne, w‘ho
believed in unhappiness and who thought happiness was the greatest trick
God had invented. Yvonne Miller would be waiting for Caesar at the end

of the line,

destined to die there—knew him from his Northwest and N?i'theast
days. They were about as big as you could get in Lorton at that time (the
guards called Lorton the House of Multrey and Cathedral), and tl;ey 'let
everyone know that Caesar was good people, “a protected body,” with

no danger of having his biscuits or his butt taken. .

A little less than a week after Caesar arrived, Cathedral asked him
how he liked his cellmate. Caesar had never been to prison but had spflant
five days in the D.C. jail, not counting the time there before and during
the trial. They were side by side at dinner, and neithe-r man l(?okc.d at the
other. Multrey sat across from them. Cathedral was done eating in three
minutes, but Caesar always took a long time to eat. His mother had

raised him to chew his food thoroughly. “You wanna be a old man livin
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on oatmeal?” “I love oatmeal, Mama,” “Tell me that when you have to eat
it every day till you die.”

“He all right, 1 guess,” Caesar said of his cellmate, with whom he
had shared fewer than a thousand words. Caesar’s mother had died be-
fore she saw what her son became,

“You got the bunk you want, the right bed?” Multrey said. He was
sitting beside one of his two “women,” the onc he had turned out most
recently. “She” was picking at her food, something Multrey had already
warned her about. The woman had a family—a wife and three children-——
but they would not visit, Caesar would never have visitors, either.

“It’s all right.” Caesar had taken the top bunk, as the cellmate had
alveady made the bottom his home, A miniature plastic panda from his
youngest child dangled on a string hung from one of the metal bedposts.
“Bottom, tap, it’s all the same ship.”

Cathedral leaned into him, picking chicken out of his teeth with an
inch-long fingernail sharpened to a point. “Listen, man, even if you like
the top bunk, you fuck him up for the bottom just cause you gotta let
him know who rules. You let him know that you will stab him through his
motherfuckin heart and then turn around and eat your supper, cludin
the dessert.” Cathedral straightened up. “Caes, you gon be here a few
days, so you can’t let nobody fuck with your humanity..”
He went back to the cell and told Pancho Morrison that he wanted the
bottom bunk, couldn’t sleep well at the top.
“Too bad,” Pancho said. He was lying down, reading a book published
by the Jehovah’s Witnesses. He wasn’t a Witness, but he was curious,
Caesar grabbed the book and flung it at the bars, and the bulk of it slid
through an inch or so and dropped to the floor, He kicked Pancho in the
side, and before he could pull his leg back for a second kick Pancho took
the foot in both hands, twisted it, and threw him against the wall. Then
Pancho was up, and they fought for nearly an hour before two guards,
who had been watching the whole time, came in and beat them about the .
head. “Show’s over! Show’s over!” one kept saying.



78 ALL AUNT HAGAR'S CHILDREN

They attended to themselves in silence in the cell, and with the- same
silence they flung themselves at each other the next day after dinner.
They were virtually the same size, and though Caesar came to battle
with more muscle, Pancho had more heart. Cathedral had told Caesar
that morning that Pancho had lived on practically nothing but heroin for
the three years before Lorton, so whatever fighting dog was in him could
be pounded out in little or no time, It took three days. Pancho was the
father of five children, and each time he swung he did so with the mem-
oty of all five and what he had done to them over those three addicted
years. He wanted to return to them and try to make amends, and he real-
ized on the morning of the third day that he would not be able to do that
if Caesar killed him. So fourteen minutes into the fight he sank to the
floor after Caesar hammered him in the gut. And though he could have
got up, he stayed there, silent and still. The two guards 1aughed. The
daughter who had given Pancho the panda was nine years old and had
been raised by her mother as a Catholic.
That night, before the place went dark, Caesar lay on the bottom
bunk and looked over at pictures of Pancho’s children, which Pancho
had taped on the opposite wall. He knew he would have to decide if he
wanted Pancho just to move the photographs or to put them away alt(‘>—
gether. All the children had toothy smiles. The two youngest stood, in
separate pictures, outdoors in their First Communion clothes. Caesar
himself had been a father for two years. A girl he had met at an F Street
club in Northwest had told him he was the father of her son, and for a
time he had believed her. Then the boy started growing big ears that
Caesar thought didn’t belong to anyone in his family, and so after‘he had
slapped the girl 2 few times a week before the child’s second birthday
she confessed that the child belonged to “my first love.” “Your first lo.ve
is always with you,” she said, sounding forever like a televiston adc?lct
who had never read a book. As Caesar prepared to leave, she asked him,
“Ygu want back all the toys and things you gave him?” The child, as if
used to their fighting, had slept through this last encounter on the couch,
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part of a living room suite that they were paying for on time. Caesar said
nothing more and didn’t think about his eighteen-karat-gold cigarette
lighter until he was eight blocks away. The girl pawned the thing and got
enough to pay off the furniture bill.

Caesar and Pancho worked in the laundry, and Caesar could look
across the noisy room with ali the lint swirling about and see Pancho
sorting dirty pieces into bins. Then he would push uniform bins to the
left and everything else to the right. Pancho had been doing that for
three years. The job he got after he left Lorton was as a gofer at con-
struction sites. No laundry in the outside world wanted him. Over the
next two weeks, as Caesar watched Pancho at his job, ks back always to
him, he considered what he should do next. He wasn’t into fucking men,
so that was out. He still had not decided what he wanted done about the
photographs on the cell wall, One day at the end of those two weeks,
Caesar saw the light above Pancho’s head flickering and Pancho raised
his head and looked for a long time at it, as if thinking that the answer to
all his problems lay in fixing that one light, Caesar decided then to let
the pictures remain on the wall,

- Three years later, they let Panche go. The two men had mostly stayed
at a distance from each other, but toward the end they had been talking,
sharing plans about a life beyond Lorton. The relationship had reached
the point where Caesar was saddened to see the children’s photographs
come off the wall. Pancho pulled off the last taped picture and the wall
was suddenly empty in 2 most forlorn way. Caesar knew the names of al
the children. Pancho gave him a rabbit’s foot that one of his children
bad given him. It was the way among all those men that when a good-
luck piece had run out of juice, it was given away with the hope that new
ownership would renew its strength. The rabbit’s foot had lost its elec-
tricity months before Pancho’s release. Caesar’s only good-fortune piece

was a key chain made in Peru; it had been sweet for a bank robber in the
next cell for nearly two years until that man’s daughter, walking home
from third grade, was abducted and killed.
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One day after Pancho left, they brought in a thief a.nd thre;—t;me
rapist of elderly women. He nodded to Caesar and tolfi him t'hath e w;s
Watson Rainey and went about making a home for hir.nself in the ‘;:e ,
finally plugging in a tiny lamp with a green shade, .whlch he placed on
the metal shelf jutting from the wall. Then he climbed onto the t(})lp
bunk he had made up and lay down. His name was all the wordplay he
had given Caesar, who had been smoking on the bottom‘bunk thr(ci)ui; -
out Rainey’s efforts to make a nest. Caesar waited ten minutes an ‘:bed
stood and pulled the lamp’s cord out of the wall socket and gral e
Rainey with one hand and threw him to the floor. H:a crushed tl.le amp
into Rainey’s face. He choked him with the cord. “You come mto. my
house and show me no respect!” Caesar shouted. The ‘only sound Ramt:i
could manage was a gurgling that bubbled up from his mangled mouth .
There were no witnesses except for an old man across ’the Wa?f, Wl .0
would occasionally glance over at the two when he wasn t reading his
Bible. It was over and done with in four minutes. When Ral-ney (.:ame toci
he found everything he owned piled in the corner, soggy with piss. An

in on the top bunk,

Cae’s;;::fa:vziizllive in thft cell together until Caes‘ar Wwas r.eleased, ﬁoulf
years later. Rainey tried never to be in the house durmg.wak,mg hours; 1
he was there when Caesar came in, he would leave. Rainey’s name spo-
ken by him that first day were all the words that would ever pass between
" vav:;tr so after Rainey got there, Caesar bought from Mu-}trey a;
calendar that was three years old. It was large and had n.o mark}n:gs }(1)
any sort, as pristine as the day it was made. “YOI'1 know this one ain’t ttet:
year we in right now,” Multrey said as one of his wo‘me: t:)ok a Euar i
from Caesar and dropped it in her purse. Caesar said, “It 1l do. N}Ilu ~f
trey prized the calendar for one thing: its top half had a photograp 0
a naked woman of indeterminate race sitting on a St00'1, her legs wide Ioplz:n(;
her pussy aimed dead at whoever was standing right in front of her. It ha '
been Multrey’s good-luck piece, but the luck was dead. Multrey rememn
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bered what the calendar had done for him and he told his woman to give
Caesar his money back, lest any new good-fortune piece turn sour on him.
The calendar’s bottom half had the days of the year. That day, the first
Monday in June, Caesar drew in the box that was January 1 a line that went
from the upper left-hand corner down to the bottom right-hand corner, The
next day, a June Tuesday, he made a line in the January 2 box that also ran in
the same direction. And so it went. When the calendar had all such lines in
all the boxes, it was the next June. Then Caesar, in that January 1 box, made
2 line that formed an X with the first line. And so it was for another vear. The
third year saw horizontal marks that sliced the boxes in half. The fourth year
had vertical lines down the centers of the boxes,

This was the only calendar Caesar had in Lorton. That very first
Monday, he taped the calendar over the area where the pictures of Pan-
cho’s children had been. There was still 2 good deal of empty space left,

but he didn’t do anything about it, and Rainey knew he couldn’t do any-
thing, either.

- g he calendar did right by Caesar until near the end of his fifth year

-%4. in Lorton, when he began to feel that its juice was drying up. But
he kept it there to mark off the days, and, too, the naked woman never
closed her legs to him.

Inx that fifth year, someone murdered Multrey as he showered. The kill-
ers—it had to be more than one for 2 man like Multrey—were never found.
The Multrey woman who picked at her food had felt herself caring for a
recent arrival who was five years younger than het, a part-time deacon who
had killed a Southwest bartender for calling the deacon’s wife “a woman
without one fuckin brain cell.” The story of that killing —the bartender was
dropped headfirst from the roof of a ten-story building—became legend,
and in Lorton men referred to the dead bartender as “the Flat-Head In-
sulter™ and the killer became known as “the Righteous Desulter.” The De-

sulter, wanting Multrey’s lady, had hired people to butcher him. It had
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talked to him had the authority of a million loving mothers. He had long
ago forgotten his own birthday,

had not even bothered to ask someone in
prison records to look it up.

There had never been anyone or anything he wanted commemo-
rated on his body. Maybe it would have been Carol, his first girlfriend
twenty years ago, before the retarded girl entered their lives. He had
played with the notion of having the name of the boy he thought was his
put over his heart, but the lie had come to light before that could hap-
pen. And before the boy there had been Yvonne, with whom he had lived
for an extraordinary time in Northeast. He would have put Yvonne’s
name over his heart, but she went off 1o work one day and never came
back. He looked for her for three months, and then just assumed that
she had been killed somewhere and dumped in a place only animals
knew about. Yvonne was indeed dead, and she would be waiting for him
at the end of the line, though she did not know that was what she was

doing. “You can always trust unhappiness,” Yvonne had once said, sit-

ting in the dark on the couch, her cigarette burned down to the filter,
“His face never changes. But happiness is slick, can’t be trusted. It has
a thousand faces, Caes, all of them just ready to re-form into unhappiness
once it has you in its clutches.”

So Caesar had the words “Mother Forever” tattooed on his left bicep.

Knowing that more letters meant a higher payment of cigarettes or
money or candy, the tattoo fellow had dissuaded him from having just
plain “Mother.” “How many hours you think she spent in labor?” he asked
Caesar. “Just to give you life.” The job took five hours over two days,
during a snowstorm. Caesar said no to angels, knowing the man’s ability
with happy ones, and had the words done in blue letters encased in red
roses. The man worked from the words printed on a piece of paper that
Caesar had given him, because he was also a bad speller,

The snow stopped on the third day and, strangely, it took only an-

 other three days for the two feet of mess to melt, for with the end of the

: Storm came a heat wave. T'he tattoo man, a good {riend of the Righteous
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Desulter, would tell Caesar in late April that what happened to him v&.fas
his own fault, that he had not taken care of himself as he had bfl:en in-
structed to do. “And the heat ain’t helped you neither.”” On the mf.ght of
March 31, five days after the tattoo had been put on, Caesar woke in the
night with a pounding in his left arm. He couldn’t return to s}ec?p fo he sat‘

* on the edge of his burlk until morning, when he saw that the “e”s in “Mother
Forever” had blistered, as if someone had taken a match to them.

He went to the tattoo man, who first told him not to worry, then pat-
ted the “e”s with peroxide that he warmed in a spoon with alma:[ch.
Within two days, the “e”s seemed to just melt away, each di?isoivmg‘l‘n,t,o
an ugly pile at the base of the tattoo. After a week, the diseased “¢ ’s
began spreading their work to the other letters, and Caesar cox.xldn t
move his arm without pain. He went to the infirmary. They gave him as-
pirin and Band-Aided the tattoo. He was back the next day, the day the
doctor was there. |

He spent four days in D.C. General Hospital, his first trip back to

Washington since a court appearance more than three years before.
His entire body was paralyzed for two days, and one nurse confided to
him the day he left that he had been near death. in the end, after the
infection had (ione its work, there was not much left of the tattoo ex-
cept an “0” and an “1,” which were so deformed they could never pass
for English, and a few roses that looked more like red mud. When he
returned to prison, the tattoo man offered to give back th-e cigarettes
and the money, but Caesar never gave him an answer, leading the ma,n
to think that he should watch his back. What happened to Caesar’s
tattoo and to Caesar was bad advertising, and soon the fellow had no
customers at all.

Something had died in the arm and the shoulder, and Caesar was
never again able to raise the arm more than thirty-five degrees. He had
no enemies, but still he told no one about his debilitation. For the next
few months he tried to stay out of everyone’s way, knowing that he was

far more vulnerable than he had beeg before the tattoo. Alone in the ceil,

Old Boys, Old Girls 85

with no one watching across the way, he exercised the arm, but by No-
vember he knew at last he would not be the same again. He tried to bully
Rainey Watson as much as he could to continue the facade that he was
still who he had been. And he tried to spend more time with Cathedral.
But the man Cathedral had killed had become a far more constant
visitor. The dead man, a young bachelor who had been Cathedral’s next-
door neighbor, never spoke. He just opened Cathedral’s cell door inward
and went about doing things as if the cel] were a family home—straight-
ening wall pictures that only Cathedral could see, turning down the gas
on the stove, testing the shower water to make sure that it was not too
hot, tucking children into bed. Cathedral watched silently,
Caesar went to Cathedral’s cell one day in mid-December, six
months before they freed him. He found his friend sitting on the hot-
tom bunk, his hands clamped over his knees, He was still outside the cell
when Cathedral said, “Caes, you tell me why God would be so stupid to
create mosquitoes, I mean, what good are the damn things? What's their
function?” Caesar laughed, thinking it was a joke, and he had started to
offer something when Cathedral looked over at him with a devastatingly
serious gaze and said, “What we need is a new God. Somebody who
knows what the fuck he's doing.” Cathedral was not smiling. He re-
turned to staring at the wall across from him. “What's with creatin bats?
I'mean, yes, they eat insects, but why create those insects to begin with?
You see what I mean? Creatin a problem and then havin to create somethin
to take care of the problem. And then comin up with somethin for that
second problem. Man oh man!” Caesar slowly began moving away from
Cathedral’s cell. He had seen this many times before. It could not be
cured even by great love, It sometimes pulled down a loved one, “And
roaches. Every human bein in the world would have the sense not to create
roaches, What’s their function, Caes? I tell you, we need a new God, and
P'm ready to cast my vote right now. Roaches and rats and chinches. God

was out of his fuckin mind that week. Six wasted days, cept for the

~ human part and some of the animals. And then partyin on the seventh
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day like he done us a big favor. The nerve of that motherfuckfr. And all
your pigeons and squirrels. Don’t forget them. I mean really. .
In late January, they took Cathedral somewhere and then brolught him
back after a week. He returned to his campaign for a new God 1anebru—
ary. A ritual began that would continue until Caesar l-eft: d'etermme that
Cathedral was a menace to himself, take him away, bring him back, then

take him away when he started campaigning again for another God.

‘

- ?‘ here was now nothing for Caesar to do except try to cc')ast -to the
. endona reputation that was far less than it had been in his first
years at Lorton. He could only hope that he had built up enough good-
will among men who had better reputations and arms that worked a
hundred percent. |

In early April, he received a large manila envelope from his attor:ey.
The lawyer’s letter was brief. “I did not tell them where you are,” he
wrote. “They may have learned from someone that I was your attome?r.
"Take care.” There were two separate letters in sealed envelopes from his
brother and sister, cach addressed to “My Brother Caesar.” Dead people

come back alive, Caesar thought many times before he finally read the

W €
letters, after almost a week. He expected an announcement zbout th .
bl

death of his father, but he was hardly mentioned. Caesar’s younger
brother went on for five pages with a history of what had Fapp‘::ned to
the family since Caesar had left their lives. He ended by s?ymg, Maybe
I should have been a better brother.” There were three pictures as w.ell,
one of his brother and his bride on their wedding day, and one showing
Caesar’s sister, her husband, and their two children, a gir.l of four or so
and a boy of about two. The third picture had the girl sittllng .on a couch
beside the boy, who was in Caesar’s father’s lap, looking with mter‘cst o.ff
to the left, as if whatever was there were more important than having his
picture taken. Caesar looked at the image of his father—a man on the

i is si in it than the
verge of becoming old. His sister’s letter had even less
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lawyer’s: “Write to me, or call me collect, whatever is best for you, dear
one. Call even if you are on the other side of the world. For every step
you take to get to me, I will walk a mile toward you.”

He had an enormous yearning at first, but after two weeks he tore
everything up and threw it all away. He would be glad he had done this
as he stumbled, hurt and confused, out of his sister’s car less than halfa
vear later. The girl and the boy would be in the backseat, the girl wearing
ared dress and black shoes, and the boy in blue pants and a T-shirt with
a cartoon figure on the front. The boy would have fallen asleep, but the

girl would say, “Nighty-night, Uncle,” which she had been calling him
all that evening, '

n ex-offenders’ group, the Light at the End of the Tunnel, helped
him to get a room and 2 job washing dishes and busing tables at
a restaurant on F Street. The room was in a three-story building in the
middle of the 900 block of N Street, Northwest, a building that, in the
days when white people lived there, had had two apartments of eight
rooms or so on each floor. Now the first-floor apartments were uninhab-
itable and had been padlocked for years. On the two other foors, each
large apartment had been divided into five rented rooms, which went for
twenty to thirty dollars a week, depending on the size and the view.
Caesar’s was small, twenty dollars, and had half the space of his cell at
Lorton. The word that came to himn for the butchered, once luxurious

apartments was “warren.” The roomers in each of the cut-up apartments
shared two bathrooms and one nice-sized kitchen, which was a pathetic
place because of its dinginess and its fifty-watt bulb, and because many
of the appliances were old or undependable or both. Caesar’s narrow
room was at the front, facing N Street. On his side of the hall were two
other rooms, the one next to his housing a mother and her two children,

He would not know until his third week there that along the other hall
was Yvonne Miller.
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There was one main entry door for each of the complexes. In the big
room to the left of the door into Caesar’s complex lived a man of sixty or
s, a pajama-clad man who was never out of bed in all the time Caesar
lived there. He could walk, but Caesar never saw him do it. A woman,
who told Cacsar one day that she was “a home health-care aide,” was

always in the man’s room, cooking, cleaning, or watching television with

him. His was the only room with its own kitchen setup in a small al-
cove—a stove, icebox, and sink. His door was always open, and he never
seemed to sleep. A green safe, three feet high, squatted beside the bed.

“T am a moneylender,” the man said the second day Caesar was there.

He had come in and walked past the room, and the man had told the
aide to have “that young lion” come back. “I am Simon and I lend

money,” the man said as Caesar stood in the doorway. “I will be your

best friend, but not for free. Tell your friends.”

"I e worked as many hours as they would allow him at the restai-
_rant, Chowing Down. The remainder of the time, he went to
ows closed and then sat in Franklin Park, at 14th and-

A

movies until the sh
K, in good weather and bad. He was there until sleep beckoned, some-

times as late as two in the morning. No one bothered him. He had killed

two men, and the world, especially the bad part of it, sensed that and left
him alone. He knew no one, and he wanted no one to know him, The
friends he had had before Lorton seemed to have been swept off the face
of the earth. On the penultimate day of his time at Lorton, he had awo-
ken terrified and thought that if they gave him a choice he might well
stay. He might find a life and a career at Lorton.

e had sex only with his right hand, and that was not very often. He
began to believe, in his first days out of prison, that men and women
were now speaking a new language, and that he would never learn it. His

lack of confidence extended even to whores, and this was a man who had

been with more women than he had fingers and toes. He began to think
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that a whore had the power to crush a man’s soul, “What kinda languége
you speakin, honey? Talkk English if you want some.” He was thirty-
seven when he got free,

He came in from the park at two forty-five one morning and went
quickly by Simon’s door, but the moneylender called him back. Caesar
stood in the deorway. He had been in the warren for less than two
mf)nths. The aide was cooking, standing with her back to Caesar in a
crisp green uniform and sensible black shoes. She was stirring first one
pot on the stove and then another. People on the color television were
laughing:

“Been out on the town, I'see,” Simon began. “Hope you got enough
poontang to fast you till next time.” “I gotta be goin,” Caesar said. He

“had begun to think that he might be able to kill the man and find a way
to get into the safe. The question was whether he should kill the aide as
well. “Don’t blow off your friends that way,” Simon said, Then, for
some reason, he started telling Caesar about their neighbors in that
complex. That was how Caesar first learned about an “Yvonny,” whom
he had yet to see. He would not know that she was the Yvonne he had
known long ago until the second time he passed her in the hall. “Now
our sweet Yvonny, she ain’t nothin but an old girl.” Old girls wert;
whores, young or old, who had been battered so much by the world that
they had only the faintest wisp of life left; not many of them had hearts
of gold. “But you could probably have her for free,” Simon said, and he
pointed to Caesar’s right, where Yvonne’s room was, There was always a
smali lump under the covers beside Simon in the bed, and Caesar sus-
pected that it was 2 gun. That was a problem, but he might be able to
leap to the bed and kill the.man with one blow of a club before he could
pull it out. What would the aide do? “P've had her myself,” Simon said

“so I can only recommend it in a pinch.” “Later, man,” Caesar said, and,

he stepped away. The usual way to his room was to the right as soon as

he entered the main door, but that morning he walked straight ahead

and within a few feet was passing Yvonne’s door. It was slightly ajar, and
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he heard music from a radio. The aide might even be willing to help him
rob the moneylender if he could talk to her alone beforechand. He might
not know the language men and women were speaking now, but the fan-

guage of money had not changed.

% t was a cousin who told his brother where to find him. That cousin,
.£.Nora Maywell, was the manager of a nearby bank, at 12th and F
Streets, and she first saw Caesar as he bused tables at Chowing Down,
where she had gone with colleagues for lunch. She came in day after day
to make certain that he was indeed Caesar, for she had not seen him in
more than twenty yeats. But there was no mistaking the man, who looked
like her uncle. Caesar was five years older than Nora. She had gone
through much of her childhood hopiﬂg that she would grow up to marry
him, Had he paid much attention to her in ail those years before he dis-
appeared, he still would not have recognized her—-she was older, to be
sure, but life had been extraordinarily kind to Nora and she was now a
queen compared with the dirt-poor peasant she had once been.
Caesar’s brother came in three weeks after Nora first saw him. The
brother, Alonzo, ate alone, paid his bill, then went over to Caesar and
smiled. “It’s good to see you,” he said. Caesar simply nodded and walked
away with the tub of dirty dishes. The brother stood shaking for a few
moments, then turned and made his unsteady way out the door. He was
a corporate attorney, making nine times what his father, at fifty-seven,
was making, and he came back for many days. On the eighth day, he
went to Caesar, who was busing in a far corner of the restaurant. It was
now early September and Caesar had been out of prison for three months
and five days. “I will keep coming until you speak to me,” the brother
said. Caesar fooked at him for a long time, The lunch hours were ending,
so the manager would have no reason to shout at him. Only two days
before, he had seen Yvonne in the hall for the second time. It had been

afternoon and the dead lightbulb in the hall had been replaced since the
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first time he had passed her. He recognized her, but everything in her
eyes and body told him that she did not know him. That would never
change. And, because he knew who she was, he nodded to his brother
and within minutes they were out the door and around the corner to the
alley. Caesar lit a cigarette right away. The brother’s gray suit had cost
$1,865.98. Caesar’s apron was filthy. It was his seventh cigarette of the
afternoon. When it wasn’t in his mouth, the cigarette was at his side, and
as he raised it up and down to his mouth, inhaled, and flicked ashes, his

hand never shook.

“Do you know how much I want to put my arms around you?”
Alonzo said.

“I think we should put an end to all this shit right now so we can get on
with our lives,” Caesar said. “I don’t wanna see you or anyone else in your
family from now until the day I die. You should understand that, mister, so
you can do somethin else with your time. You a customet, so I won’t do what
T'would do to somebody who ain’t a customer.”

"The brother said, “I'll admit to whatever I may have done to you, I
will, Caesar. I will.” In fact, his brother had never done anything to him,
and neither had his sister. The war had always been between Caesar and
their father, but Caesar, over time, had come to see his siblings as the
father’s allies. “But come to see me and Joanie, one time only, and if you
don’t want to see us again, then we'll accept that. I'll never come into
your restaurant again,”

There was still more of the cigarette, but Caesar looked at it and
then dropped it to the ground and stepped on it. He looked at his cheap
watch. Men in prison would have killed for what was left of that smoke.
“I gotta be goin, mister.”

“We are family, Caesar. If you don’t want to see Joanie and me for
your sake, for our sakes, then do it for Mama.”

“My mama’s dead, and she been dead for a lotta years.” He walked

toward the street.

“Iknow she’s dead! I know she’s dead! I just put flowers on her grave
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on Sunday. And on three Sundays before that. And five weeks before
that. I know my mother’s dead.”

Caesar stopped. 1t was one thing for him to throw out a quick state-
ment about a dead mother, as he had done many times over the years. A
man could say the words so often that they became just another mean-
ingless part of his makeup. The pain was no longer there as it had been
those first times he had spoken them, when his mother was still new to
her grave, The words were one thing, but a grave was a different matter,
a different fact. The grave was out there, to be seen and touched, and a
man, a son, could go to that spot of earth and remember all over again
how much she had loved him, how she had stood in her apron in the
doorway of a clean and beautiful home and welcomed him back from
school. He could go to the grave and read her name and die a bit, be-
cause it would feel as if she had left him only last week.

Caesar turned around. “You and your people must leave me alone,
Mister.”

“Then we will,” the brother said. “We will leave you alone. Come to
one dinner. A Sunday dinner. Fried chicken. The works. Then we'l
never bother you again. No one but Joanie and our families. No one
else.” Those last words were to assure Caesar that he would not have to
see their father. _

Caesar wanted another cigarette, but the rr{eeting had already gone

on long enough.

% 7 vonne had not said anything that second time, when he said “Hello.”
y She had simply nodded and walked around him in the hall. The
third time they were also passing in the hall, and he spoke again, and she
stepped to the side to pass and then turned and asked if he had any
smokes she could borrow.

He said he had some in his room, and she told him to go get them

and pointed to her room.
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Her room was a third larger than his. It had an icebox, a bed, a
dresser with a mirror over it, a small table next to the bed, a chair just
beside the door, and not much else. The bed made a T with the one
window, which faced the windowless wall of the apartment building
next door. The beautiful blue-and-yellow curtains at the window should
have been somewhere else, in a place that could appreciate them.

He had no expectations. He wanted nothing. It was just good to see
a person from a special time in his life, and it was even better that he had
loved her once and she had loved him. He stood in the doorway with the
cigarettes.

Dressed in a faded purple robe, she was looking in the icebox when
he returned. She closed the icebox door and looked at him. He walked
aver, and she took the unopened pack of cigarettes from his outstretched
hand. He stood there,

“Well, sit the fuck down before you make the place look poor.” He
sat in the chair by the door, and she sat on the bed and lit the first ciga-
rette. She was sideways to him. It was only after the fifth drag on the
cigarette that she spoke. “If you think you gonna get some pussy, you are
sorely mistaken. I ain’t givin out shit. Free can kill you.”

“I don’t want nothin.”

“‘I don’t want nothin. I don’t want nothin.’” She dropped ashes
into an empty tomato-soup can on the table by the bed, “Mister, we all
want somethin, and the sooner people like you stand up and stop the
bulishit, then the world can start bein a better place. It’s the bullshitters
who keep the world from bein a better place.” Together, they had rented
a little house in Northeast and had been planning to have a child once
they had been there two years. The night he came home and found her
sitting in the dark and talking about never trusting happiness, they had
been there a year and a half. Two months later, she was gone. For the
next three months, as he looked for her, he stayed there and continued
to make it the kind of place that 2 woman would want to come home to.

“My own mother was the first bullshitter I knew,” she continued.
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“That’s how I know it don’t work. People should stand up and say, I
wish you wére dead,’ or ‘I want your pussy,” or ‘T want all the money in
your pocket.” When we stop lyin, the world will start bein heaven.” He
had been a thief and a robber and a drug pusher before he met her, and
he went back to all that after the three months, not because he was heart-
broken, though he was, but because it was such an easy thing fo do. He
was smart enough to know that he could not blame Yvonne, and he never
did. The murders of Percy “Golden Boy” Weymouth and Antwoine
Stoddard were still years away,

He stayed that day for more than an hour, until she told him that she
had now paid for the cigarettes. Over the next two weeks, as he got closer
to the dinner with his brother and sister, he would take her cigarettes
and food and tell her from the start that they were free. He was never to
know how she paid the rent, By the fourth day of bringing her things,
she began to believe that he wanted nothing, He always sat in the chair
by the door. Her words never changed, and it never mattered to him.
The only thanks he got was the advice that the world should stop being
a bullshitter.

gf‘gn the day of the dinner, he found that the days of sitting with
&%\W,‘ ?YVOI]I’IC had given him a strength he had not hgd when he had
said yes to his brother. Ie had Alonzo pick him up in front of Chowing
Down, because he felt that if they knew where he lived they would find
a way to stay in his life,

At his sister’s house, just off 16th Street, Northwest, in an area of
well-to-do black people some called the Gold Coast, they welcomed
him, Joanie keeping her arms around him for more than a minute, cry-
ing. Then they offered him a glass of wine. He had not touched alcohol
.since before prison. They sat him on a dark green couch in the living
room, which was the size of ten prison cells. Before he had taken three

sips of the wine, he felt good enough not to care that the girl and the boy,

Old Beys, Old Girls 95

his sister’s children, wanted to be in his lap. They were the first children
he had been around in more than ten years. The girl had been calling
him Uncle since he entered. the house,

Throughout dinner, which was served by his sister’s maid, and dur-
ing the rest of the evening, he said as little as possible to the adults—his
sister and brother and their spouses—but concentrated on the kids, be-
cause he thought he knew their hearts. The grown-ups did not pepper
him with questions and were just grateful that he was there. Toward the
end of the meal, he had a fourth glass of wine, and that was when he told
his niece that she looked like his mother and the zirl blushed, because
she knew how beautiful her grandmother had been.

At the end, as Caesar stood in the doorway preparing to leave, his
brother said that he had made this a wonderful year. His brother’s eyes
teared up and he wanted to hug Caesar, but Caesar, without smiling,
simply extended his hand. The last thing his brother said to him was,
“Even if you go away not wanting to see us again, know that Daddy loves
you. It is the one giant truth in the world. He’s a different man, Caesar.
I think he loves you more than us because he never knew what happened
to you. That may be why he never remarried.” The issue of what Caesar

had been doing for twenty-one years never came up,

Mgmgis sister, with her children in the backseat, drove him home. In
-8 .Zfront of his building, he and Joanie said good-bye, and she kissed
his cheek and, as an afterthought, he, a new uncle and with the wine
saying, Now, that wasn’t so bad, reached back to give a playful tug on the
children’s feet, but the sleeping boy was too far away and the girl, laugh-
ing, wiggled out of his reach. He said to his niece, “Good night, young
lady,” and she said no, that she was not a lady but a little girl. Again, he
reached unsuccessfully for her feet, When he turned back, his sister
had a look of such horror and disgust that he felt he had been stabbed.
He knew right away what she was thinking, that he was out to cop 2 feel
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on a child. He managed a good-bye and got out of the car. “Call me,” she
said before he closed the car door, but the words lacked the feeling of all
the previous ones of the evening. e said nothing. Had he spoken the
wrong language, as well as done the wrong thing? Did child molesters
call little girls “ladies”? He knew he would never call his sister. Yes, he had
been right to tear up the pictures and letters when he was in Lorton.

He shut his eyes until the car was no more. He felt a pained rum-
bling throughout his system and, without thinking, he staggered away
from his building toward 10th Street. He could hear music coming {rom
an apartment on his side of N Street. He had taught his sister how to
ride a bike, how.to get over her fear of falling and hurting herself. Now,
in her eyes, he was no more than an animal capable of hurting a child,
They killed men in prison for being that kind of monster. Whatever
avuncular love for the children had begun growing in just those few
hours now seeped away. He leaned over into the grass at the side of the
apartment building and vomited. He wiped his mouth with the back of
his hand. “U’li fall, Caesar,” his sister had said in her first wecks of learn-

ing how to ride a bicycle. “Why would 1 let that happen?”

T e ignored the aide when she told him that the moneylender
. . wanted to talk to him. He went straight ahead, toward Yvonue’s

room, though he had no intention of seeing her. Her door was open

enough for him to see a good part of the room, but he simply turned
toward his own room. Fis shadow, cast by her light behind him, was thin
and went along the floor and up the wall, and it was seeing the shadow
that made him turn around. After noting that the bathroom next to her
room was empty, he called softly to her from the doorway and then
called three times more before he gave the door a gentle push with his
finger, The door bad not opened all the way when he saw her half on the
bed and half off. Drunk, he thought. He went to her, intending to put
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her full on the bed. But death can twist the body in a way life never does
and that was what it had done to hers. He knew death. Her face was’
pressed into the bed, at a crooked angle that would have been uncom-
fortable for any living person. One leg was bunched under her, and the
other was extended behind her, but both seemed not part of her body,
awkwardly on their own, as if sorneone could just pick them up and wal!;
away.

He whispered her name. He sat down beside her, ignoring the vomit
that spilled out of her mouth and over the side of the bed. He moved her
head so that it rested on one side. He thought at first that someonc had
done this to her, but he saw money on the dresser and felt the quiet
throughout the room that signaled the end of it all, and he knew that the
victim and the perpetrator were one and the same. He scrcwed the top
on the empty whiskey bottle near her extended leg.

He placed her body on the bed and covered her with a sheet and a
blanket. Someone would find her in the morning, He stood at the door.
preparing to turn out the light and leave, thinking this was how thf:
world would find her, He had once known her as a clean woman who

would not steal so much as a needle. A woman with a well-kept house. She
had been loved. But that was not what they would see in the morning,

He set about putting a few things back in place, hanging up clothes
that were lying over the chair and on the bed, straightening the iampﬁ
shade, picking up newspapers and everything else on the floor. But when
he was done, it did not seem enough.

He went to his room and tore up two shirts to make dust rags. He
started i a corner at the foot of her bed, at a table where she kept her
brush and comb and makeup and other lady things. When he had dusted
the table and everything on it, he put an order to what was there, just as
if she would be using them in the morning, ’

Then he began dusting and cleaning clockwise around the room,

and by midnight he was not even half done and the shirts were dirty
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with all the work, and he went back to his room for two more. By three,
he was cutting up his pants for rags. After he had cleaned and dusted the
room, he put an order to it all, as he had done with the things on the
table_-the dishes and food in mouseproof canisters on the table beside

 the icebox, the two framed posters of mountains on the wall that were
tilting to the left, the five photographs of unknown children on the bu-
reaw. When that work was done, he took a pail and a mop from her
closet. Mice had made a bed in the mop, and he had to brush them off
and away. He filled the pail with water from the bathroom and soap pow-
der from under the table beside the icebox. After the floor had been
mopped, he stood in the doorway as it dried and listened to the mice in
the walls, listened to them scurrying in the closet.

At about four, the room was done and Yvonne lay covered in her
unmade bed, He went to the door, ready to leave, and was once more
unable to move. The whole world was silent except the mice in the
walls.

He knelt at the bed and touched Yvonne’s shoulder. On a Tuesday
morning, a school day, he had come upon his father kneeling at his bed,
Caesar’s mother growing cold in that bed. His father was crying, and
when Caesar went to him his father crushed Caesar to him and took the
boy’s breath away. It was Caesar’s brother who had said they should call
someone, but their father said, “No, no, just one minute more, just one
more minute,” as if in that next minute God would reconsider and send
his wife back. And Caesar had said, “Yes, just one minute more.” 7he
one giant truth . . ., his brother had said.

Cacsar changed the bedclothing and undressed Yvonne. He got one
of her large pots and filled it with warm water from the bathroom and
poured into the water cologne of his own that he never used and bath-oil
beads he found in a battered container in a corner beside her dresser.
The beads refused to dissolve, and he had to crush them in his hands.
He bathed her, cleaned out her mouth, He got a green dress from the

closet, and underwear and stockings from the dresser, put them on her,
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and pinned a rusty cameo on the dress over her heart. He combed and
brushed her hair, put barrettes in it after he sweetened it with the rest of
the cologne, and laid her head in the center of the pillow now covered
with one of his clean cases. He gave her no shoes and he did not cover
her up, just left her on top of the made-up bed. The room with the dead
woman was as clean and as beautiful as Caesar could manage at that time
in his life. It was after six in the morning, and the world was lighting up
and the birds had begun to chirp. Caesar shut off the ceiling light and
turned out the lamp, held on to the chain switch as he listened to the
beginnings of a new day.

He opened the window that he had cleaned hours before, and right
away a breeze came through. He put a hand to the wind, enjoying the

coolness, and one thing came to him: he was not a young man anymore.

.TT‘ e sat on his bed smoking one cigaretie after another, Before find-
%ﬁﬁ ing Yvonne dead, he had thought he would go and live in Balu-
mote and hook up with a vicious crew he had known a long time ago.
Wasn’t that what child molesters did? Now, the only thing he knew about
the rest of his life was that he did not want to wash dishes and bus tables
anymore. At about nine-thirty, he put just about all he owned and the
two bags of trash from Yvonne’s room in the bin in the kitchen. He
knocked at the door of the woman in the room next o his. Her son
opened the door, and Caesar asked for his mother. He gave her the hun-
dred and forty—seven dollars he had found in Yvonne’s room, along with
his radio and tiny black-and-white television. He told her to look in on
Yvonne before long and then said he would see her later, which was
perhaps the softest lie of his adult life.

On his way out of the warren of rooms, Simon called to him, “You
comin back soon, young lion?” he asked. Caesar nodded. “Well, why
don’t you bring me back a bottle of rum? Woke up with a taste for it this

mornin.” Caesar nodded. “Was that you in there with Yvonny last
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night?”” Simon said as he got the money from atop the safe beside his
bed. “Quite a party, huh?” Caesar said nothing. Simon gave the money
to the aide, and she handed Caesar ten dollars and a quarter. “Right
down to the penny,” Simon said. “Give you a tip when you get back,” “I
won’t be long,” Caesar said. Simon must have realized that was a lie,
because before Caesar went out the door he said, in as sweet a voice as

he was capable of, “I'll be waitin.”

E 1 e came out into the day. He did not know what he was going to do,
i‘i ?&as;de from finding some legit way to pay for Yvonne’s funeral,
The D.C. government people would take her away, but he knew where
he could find and claim her before they put her in potter’s field. He put
the bills in his pocket and looked down at the quarter in the palm of his
hand. It was a rather old one, 1967, but shiny enough. Life had been
kind to it. He went carefully down the steps in front of the building and
stood on the sidewalk, The world was going about its business, and it
came to him, as it might to a man who had been momentarily knocked
senseless after a punch to the face, that he was of that world. 'To the left
was 9th Street and all the rest of N Street, Immaculate Conception
Catholic Church at 8th, the bank at the corner of 7th. He flipped the
coin. To his right was 10th Street, and down 10th were stores and the
house where Abraham Lincoln had died and all the white people’s pre-
cious monuments. Up 10th and a block to 11th and Q Streets was once
a High’s store where, when Caesar was a boy, a pint of cherry-vanilla ice
cream cost twenty-five cents, and farther down 10th was French Street,
with a two-story house with his mother’s doilies and a foot-long porce-
lain black puppy just inside the front door. A puppy his mother had
bought for his father in the third year of their marriage. A puppy that for
thirty-five years had been patiently waiting each working day for Cae-
sar’s father to return from work. The one giant truth . . . Just onc minute

maore. He caught the quarter and slapped it on the back of his hand. He

0ld Boys, Old Girls 101

had already decided that George Washington’s profile would mean going
toward 10th Street, and that was what he did once he uncovered the
coin.

At the corner of 1(th and N, he stopped and considered the quarter
again, Down 10th was Lincoln’s death house. Up 10th was the house
where he had been a boy, and where the puppy was waiting for his father.
A girl at the corner was messing with her bicycle, putting playing cards
in the spokes, checking the tires. She watched Caesar as he flipped the
quarter. He missed it and the coin fell to the ground, and he decided
that that one would not count. The girl had once seen her aunt juggle six
coins, first warming up with the flip of a single one and advancing to the
juggling of three before finishing with six. It had been quite a show. The
aunt had shown the six pieces to the girl—they had all been old and
heavy one-dollar silver coins, huge monster things, which nobody made
anymore. The gir! thought she might now see a reprise of that event.
Caesar flipped the quarter. The girl’s heart paused. The man’s heart

paused. The coin reached its apex and then it fell.
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