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CHAPTER 5

As Solomon stood on the hilltop, the weight of panic burdened his shoulders like 

a mound of bricks.  He staggered a few steps, then he tried to collect his thoughts and calm himself down.  He took in deep breaths and slowly let them out.  

Day turned into night.  Solomon had been sitting on the top of the hill for hours.  Before Bill, his mother’s illness, and his sister’s separation, he thought he knew everything.  After all, it was his father, his idol, and the bravest man he had ever known who had been his teacher.  

His father taught him how to be a man, how to care for his family, and how to 

survive in a sometimes sinful world.  He showed him the difference between right and wrong, good and bad, love and hate, honesty and deceit.  


Solomon sat on the bluff and recalled something his mother told him.  He remembered the story about his grandmother and how she could foretell the future.  Folks in their part of town claimed people like her had a second sight.  Solomon thought it silly to think about folks who could foretell the future.  Why should he believe in foretelling when he’d never witnessed it for himself?  All he seemed to know was hard times.  

Everyone went to Mamie Youngblood for answers, including Clare Lennox--a young newlywed who had bore a child by another man.

“Keep dat baby way from yo’ husband.  If you know what’s good for ya,” Mamie said after rolling a tobacco leaf and stuffing it in her pipe.  After taking a few puffs, she pulled the pipe out of her mouth and sucked in her jaws.  


Clare’s eyes were swollen and red.  “Why, Miss Mamie?”


“Why you come here fo’?” Mamie asked with a stern look.  “You know dat man is evil.  Like a snake he is.”


“A snake,” Clare spit out.


“Yes, like a snake, I tell you.  He’a watch you and when you make the wrong move, turn the wrong way, he gonna dig his teeth in you.”

“But where am I gonna go, Miss Mamie?  Where can I take my baby?” Clare whispered, holding the light-skinned, blue-eyed baby in her arms.


“Far away from here.  You hear me?  Far away.”


Clare caught the first train out of Mission that afternoon. Her husband Jimmy was run out of Ed’s Tavern later that day because he had consumed too much liquor.  He was drunk as a skunk and out of money.  

Jimmy was fuming with disgust when he left the bar and headed for his car.  He got in and sprung back on the seat.  When he slammed the door and reached down to start the car, he realized he had lost the keys somewhere between the bar and his car.  So he spun around and grabbed his shotgun from the back seat.  He stepped out of the car, kicked the door shut, and staggered a few feet.  He coughed up saliva and spewed it out on the ground.  He took a deep breath and slowly moved forward.  

He was going home to set his wife straight and fix the problem.  Everyone in town had been telling him “that his wife was making a fool of him and that no man in his right mind would let it go on.”

Jimmy headed home mumbling and cursing the entire way.  “I’m 

gonna kill ‘em both,” he said.  “She gonna pay for making me look like a jackass.” 

Jimmy was a housekeeper at the Virgoan Heights Hotel on the Adriatic peninsula.  Well-to-do white folks went there to eat dinner, but mainly they went to let loose at the Zodiac ballroom.  


Jimmy was dressed in his uniform--brown trousers and a brown shirt.  The shirt bore a beige inscription of his first name and the name of the hotel.  

When he got home he kicked opened the door and stormed in the house.  But once inside he moved covertly as a burglar.  He swung his head from side to side looking for them and held his rifle with his finger on the trigger.  He was ready to kill.

Suddenly Jimmy saw something move in the back room.  “Come out, bitch,” he yelled.  “I know you in there.”


Then something sped by him and he sprayed his rifle at random, firing shots into the back room.  Jimmy ran inside the room and stopped dead in his tracks.  Lying on the floor in a pool of blood and squealing in pain was his black German Shepherd.

Mamie Youngblood was always right.  She knew when the sun would come out, and when it would rain, hail, or sleet.  She knew who would die and who would live in any given year.  She knew if you were sick or in good health.  She knew whether you were lying or not.  She could foresee it all.

 
But even after the stories he’d heard about his grandmother and after that day at the market five months earlier, when he’d met a strange old man, Solomon still wouldn’t have believed anyone if they had told him what would soon take place in his life.  

The old man explained something to him that he would never forget.  At first Solomon didn’t notice the old man as he stood talking to his schoolmate, Emma Joe Jenkins.  But when her bag fell to the ground, Solomon rushed to pick it up, and that’s when he saw the well-polished leather shoes.  Solomon had never seen a black man wearing a brand new pair of shoes before.  

When he slowly looked up, the old man winked at him.  Solomon thought he was a sissy.  His Uncle Eugene had warned him about men like that.  The old man smiled, showing off his healthy-looking pearly white teeth.  He quickly walked over toward Solomon and Emma Joe.  

They carefully watched him, checking him out from head to toe.  He was dressed in a freshly cleaned and pressed blue striped suit.  Emma Joe’s eyes widened as this man, who smelled as if he wore a woman’s fragrance, came close to Solomon and grabbed his hand.  Solomon jerked his hand away and tucked it in his pocket.  But the old man was persistent and tugged at his arm.  

Then he leaned over and whispered in Solomon’s ear.  “A real man never fears the night because it is the night that gives him strength.  It is the night that provides freedom.”  


Emma Joe snatched her bag from Solomon, said good-bye, and walked away, wanting nothing to do with their goings-on.  

Solomon thoroughly looked the old man over again.  The aged eyes glared at him in a strange yet inviting way--as if they were moving him.  

At five-six, the old man had a neatly trimmed goatee and long, straight silver hair.  He had a thin, feminine face and walked with his head high and a wide smile beaming pride.  The old man motioned his hands in the manner of young girls, casually waving them in the air.  Then he awkwardly moved his slender body close to Solomon.  His breath smelled of liquor.  

Solomon backed away, not out of fear, but because he heard his mother call his name.  She was ready to head home.  When he turned his head toward her, the old man-who greeted folks with a simple Good evening and who boasted that he was once a professor at the Tuskegee Institute--grabbed Solomon’s arm firmly. He wanted Solomon’s attention.  

“Don’t worry about me, son,” he said, giggling.  “I’m not drunk.”  Then he came close and shook his head.  He tried very hard to sound serious.  “I won’t hurt you.”  

The old man winked, reassuring Solomon that he was indeed sober.  Solomon thought otherwise but was too startled to react. He continued to look down at the old man’s small hand and the tight grip it had on him.  He prayed he would let go, but the old man simply stared him in the eye again and said in a soft, low tone, “Son, the night can never singe the flesh of a familial bond.  The cord can only be destroyed under the sun.” 

 “Flesh… cord… sun…” Solomon mumbled.  What is this man talking about?  

Solomon smiled--it was a nervous smile—as he tried to comprehend the old man’s words.  He wanted to know why the old man was holding him with such force and priding himself on the information he just shared.  

Still the old man studied Solomon with a straight face, wondering if he had gotten through to him.  He held onto Solomon’s arm with all his energy.  For such a petite man he was very strong, much stronger than Solomon.  And Solomon was a hefty teenager.  The old man’s refined appearance concealed his uncanny strength.

The old man pressed his lips against Solomon’s sweaty face and said in an almost robotic tone, “Sometimes the one you think you love, and the one you know you can trust, is the one person that will break you into a thousand pieces, leaving you on that sizzling road for the vultures.”

Solomon was puzzled.  His heart raced and his breathing intensified.  Now he was simply frightened of the man.  He slowly turned his head away from the old man’s lips.  The old man’s body trembled like someone who had done something good--something brave.  


Solomon wanted to jerk his arm free but he felt as though he owed the old man something--approval maybe.  He stayed still and listened to him babble on.

When the old man finally released his arm, Solomon considered running toward his mother, but the old man whispered in his ear, “Sometimes what you cannot see won’t hurt you.  It’s what you can see that poses the danger.”

Solomon glanced up and met his gaze.  The old man eyes were the color of dark cherries as if they had been bleeding.  They weren’t sad eyes but were the eyes of a man who knew about pain all too well.  They were eyes of a man who wanted to help a young boy.  Those bloodstained eyes seemed to warn Solomon to watch out for the people around him.  The people he trusted.  The people he loved.

The old man somehow had lifted some of Solomon’s burden, passing some important knowledge to him.  As he walked away, he gazed up at the light blue sky, nodded his head, and grinned.  “He knows now,” he said.  “I can go home.”

So on that warm evening as Solomon sat on the hill looking down at his home, he thought about the old man’s words.  He wondered who had sent him.  Was it God?  Was it his father?  

He sat cross-legged and stared at the sky, unafraid of the darkness because he understood its greatness and that it would never hurt him.  Then he observed the bright stars and couldn’t help thinking about the old man and his prophecy.

