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RL wasn’t no real man. A real man gits born, does what li’l he can, and then he dies. That’s it! You could remember a real man and say how he lived an’ how he died. But RL fooled you. He played the guitar when he shouldn’t’a been able to, an’ nobody knows how he died. Maybe it was the pneumonia, maybe a jealous man. Satan coulda come an’ made him bark like a dog ’fore takin’ him home.

But us po’ fools lookin’ fo’ his story is lost ’fore we begin. ’Cause Robert Johnson wasn’t never born an’ couldn’t die. He was Delta blue from the bottom of his soul. He was the blues; he is today. Ain’t no start to his misery. An’ death could not never ease his kinda pain.

Soupspoon Wise

Back Road to the Blues (1986)

Transcribed by Gerald Pickford


ZERO

Pain moved up the old man’s hipbone like a plow breaking through hard sod. So much pain he could barely think. He shit himself on the long walk from the shelter toward home and fell in the street more than once. No one moved to help him—passersby steered a wide path to get away from the smell. Soupspoon Wise staggered up Bowery toward the East Village imagining being home again, away from the dormitory of disheveled men. Those gibbering and farting men calling out to people who weren’t there.

Three blocks from the apartment he felt a crack come into the bone. A blood-black splinter that went so deep he cried out, “Oh, no!” His diaphragm trembled and the choked sobs came out in a broken whine. He went down on his left knee while trying to keep the right leg straight. He could have died on that frozen street, counting out the time between sighs—fingers drumming on his chest.

Music thrummed in his body; the rattles of death in the tortured song of his breathing. Soon he was moving his head to this rhythm; even the crackling pain in his hip pulsed in time. He got back to his feet and hobbled to the new music, reeling and rocking on a river of unsteady feet. Maybe he’d die before he got there. But he’d die singing and making music out of life the way real men did it a long time ago.

In the hot apartment the pipes still clanged and hissed steam even though it was spring. Soupspoon fell into the bed—soiling it. Even the feather mattress hurt him. Pain pulsed in his ears and leg until he longed to turn it off. His body shook with every heartbeat. He counted the beats until he forgot the pain and then, when the ache came back, he counted again. Soupspoon got to know Ms body weight so well that he could make minute shifts to keep the pain at bay. But he couldn’t make it to the toilet and he couldn’t sleep. Instead he conjured up a young man with short nappy hair and one dead eye. The young man didn’t care about Soupspoon’s plight but he didn’t mind stopping awhile to visit. He wore homemade overalls and no shirt, and smirked like a fox with a belly full of chickens.

In the afternoon the old man crawled from the fouled mattress. In the kitchen he clung to the sink and sucked water from the tarnished spigot the way he’d done at the well when he was a boy in Cougar Bluff, Mississippi. Then he pulled a five-pound sack of flour from the cabinet, letting it fall heavily to the drainboard. While eating the raw powder he considered going into the hall and lying on the cold concrete out there until someone took pity and killed him—or saved him.

Leaning over the kitchen sink, using his arms to keep his weight, he felt less pain. He let the water run until it had the cold bite of a deep well in winter, holding his hands under the flow until they were numb.

There were rat turds on the sink.

“Po’ rat gotta eat too. They’s more than enough flour for the both of us.”

When the doorknob jiggled he didn’t notice. Even when the door came open he wasn’t surprised. He turned, though, to see who it was. That’s when he realized that his arms had gone numb and he fell hard to the kitchen floor.


ONE

“Tanya!” a heavyset colored girl yelled as she jumped into the subway car. “You bettah git yo’ butt ovah here!”

She landed awkwardly, almost dropping her schoolbooks. Kiki eyed the fake rabbit fur and the lime-green hose that came up to the girl’s tight brown miniskirt.

An electronic bell chimed and the doors began to close.

Somewhere outside two girls screamed, “LaToya!”

Kiki felt her stomach tighten and then the jagged stitch of pain down her left side. LaToya pushed her shoulders forward and her butt back against the door. The door stuttered on its rails and then slid open again. A sneer of grim satisfaction passed across LaToya’s pear face.

Two more black girls came running in. One screaming, one laughing and bumping from behind. In the reflection of the window across the aisle Kiki saw the elderly white lady seated next to her take a shopping bag from the floor and hug it to her bony, blue-bloused chest.

At the far end of the car a small brown man, dressed all in charcoal colors, looked up.

“Release the door in back. Another train is right behind us,” a woman’s voice commanded from the loudspeaker. The bell sounded again and the doors slammed shut. The hum of the engine died and the train started off, first with a jerk and then into the smooth glide of steel on steel. Kiki’s bruised stomach lurched along with the train.

The girls sat in a bunch across the aisle. They were all large. The two latecomers wore jeans and sat on either side of the girl with the big green legs. The one on Kiki’s left had on a bulky brown sweater from which her stomach and breasts bulged sensually. Her hair was combed and tied back the way Kiki remembered Hattie’s hair back home. The other girl’s hair was a mess; all ironed and half braided. Her jacket was a boy’s football coat; yellow and green with frayed cotton cuffs.

Nigger-bitches.

The voice seemed to whisper right at the back of Kiki’s neck.

Nigger-bitches ain’t worth a damn.

It was Katherine Loll, Kiki’s redheaded aunt from Hogston. She was skinny and sour-faced and hated coloreds for taking the food right out of her mouth. “… and them nigger-bitches the worst ones. Filthy, rotten, and low,” Katherine would say. That was when she could still talk, before the cancer took out her voice. The two years before she died, Aunt Katherine breathed out of a puckered hole in her throat.

Kiki hated Katherine. She hated the white trash attitudes. The names they used for Negroes and Jews; the jealousies and poverty. She hated how frizzy-haired Katherine smelled of beer and lard. But still the words went through her like electricity. A shudder of hatred for these girls.

“Dog,” the unkempt one said, her mouth hanging open. All three were gaping at the smutty paperback book open flat in a notebook on the center girl’s lap. The cheap paper was almost brown and the letters were so large it might have been an elementary school reader.

In the window Kiki saw the man in charcoal clothes get up and walk to within a few seats of the girls. He sat down delicately and stretched his neck, not to see what smut they were reading but to watch them reading it. His eyes devoured their young lips and breasts. His nostrils flared as if he were inhaling the breath of them.

Kiki wanted to get up and tell him to get away. But the thought of moving made her lay the palm of her hand against the soft flesh below her ribs—feeling for the dampness of blood.

When the brakes screeched the girls listed to the side; their eyes all remained glued to the page as the station filled the windows behind them. The girl in the sweater was grinning; the other two were wide-eyed in awe.

“Fifty-ninth Street, Bloomingdale’s,” the loudspeaker said.

The white couple came into the car looking at each other. “… with the wife. We’re going down to St. Croix for a week,” the chubby man, wearing a tan jacket made from some kind of synthetic blend, said. He looked like an eight-year-old that had been puffed up into man-size. The woman with him was young also, dressed in a fine maroon silk business suit. They didn’t look around to see who was in the car. They didn’t care about anything or anyone but him. He went on talking about his wife and his kids and his trip. She was smiling but it was that same smile of hatred that Katherine had for Negroes.

“…we go every year. The kids love it. They got a park for kids right on the hotel grounds….”

The doors slammed closed and the car went on.

“Dang,” the sweater-breasted girl intoned. “Roger said Marie did that.”

The sliding door banged open in the back of the car. The women all looked up. A Chinese man came by carrying a pile of hand-painted bamboo calendars over his left arm. He showed them first to the chubby man and maroon lady, then to the old woman and Kiki. There was a billowing yellow-and-red dragon, a tea garden with serving girls, and Hokusai’s great wave. He didn’t bother showing his wares to the girls or the little man.

The girls were crouched low over the book like kittens licking from a bowl. Above their heads Kiki could see the murky image of herself, no longer a girl in her twenties. Pale with crinkled red hair limp from days without washing. She traced the dark shadows under her eyes, thinking that she looked as if someone had beaten her.

“You’re very pretty,” the little man said in a slight Jamaican accent, He was talking to the girls.

“Mmmmmmmmmmmm,” the girl to the left hummed. LaToya slammed the book shut and shoved it back into her folder. Then they all leaned their heads together and laughed.

The train was moving fast, rocking from side to side as it rushed on. The old woman held a string of garnet rosary beads in her left hand. The maroon-silk woman lost her smile as she gazed up into the great moon face of the chubby man. And he talked and talked. Kiki watched his mouth move but all she could hear was the black girls’ laughter. Laughter like hard fists. Kiki half-closed her eyes and held on to the rim of her seat through the storm of laughing fists in a haze of queasy pain.

One of the girls said something to the little man, but Kiki couldn’t make it out. They laughed and rubbed shoulders. The man stared intently at the girl in the sweater, the one who had her hair like Hattie’s. But she didn’t look like Hattie. Hattie’s skin was so dark that it was actually black. And all of her teeth had spaces between them. And even though Hattie was large her stomach never stuck out like that. And when she laughed it was a bass holler that tickled Kiki’s neck from across the room.

A priest and a man in a gray suit got on together at the next station. When the train stopped again the conductor announced Fourteenth Street.

Kiki reached for the small cloth bag under the seat. The bag that the orderly had given her when she told him that she didn’t have a suitcase.

It hurt to stand up. She could feel every stitch pull against torn skin.

The girls were ahead of her going out the door.

“Thank you,” the little brown man said as they filed past him. When nobody answered he touched the last girl’s arm.

“Thank you,” he said again.

“What?” the girl in the football coat shouted. “What you want?”

“You should say thank you when you get a compliment,” he said.

Maybe he was really hurt, Kiki thought.

“Come on, Clarice,” her friends said.

Kiki could feel every step on the inside where the doctor said that the stitches would dissolve on their own. Some kind of plastic thread melting right up inside her.

The local train was waiting across the track. The girls were there, also the old lady with the shopping bag.

At Astor Place everybody got out. All of them, even the old lady, walked faster than Kiki. She watched them go, the girls laughing about what they had read and the lady struggling with her bag. Kiki had to take the stairs one at a time. Every step up jabbed into her. Sweat was trickling down her neck by the time she’d reached the top stair. There the frozen wind blew through her clothes, right down to her skinny frame.

Four hooded boys were standing at the corner. They were smoking cigarettes and bobbing their heads to the beat of loud hip-hop that blasted from a boom box set on the ground near them. They were young, twelve or thirteen. All wore tennis shoes, unlaced. Three of them had on jeans so loose that they threatened to fall off their skinny boy hips. The largest one wore satiny purple-and-pink-striped running pants. They were talking tough, making gestures like full-grown black men with little-boy grins. Kiki turned her back to them and went quickly through the crowds down to Broadway and around the block. She hated them too. Nausea rode on the wave of hatred. Kiki leaned against the store window at Astor and Broadway and threw up all the neatly cut carrots and green beans they’d fed her for lunch at the hospital. She went down on one knee and her side felt as if it had ripped open.

“Honey! Honey, what’s wrong?” The cold fingers at the back of her neck felt good. Really good. Strong hands in her armpits and a feeling of weightlessness. The mature woman’s face brought Kiki back to when she had the intestinal flu and Hattie took her home to care for her because her mother was too weak, and daddy never did know how to take care of little girls.

“Thanks, Hattie,” Kiki said, more in a dream than on that cold March corner.

“What? Who did you call me?” The woman was short and pecan-colored. She had on a big red cotton hat and a zigzag quilted coat of many greens, blues, and yellows. Her bag was black patent leather, her shoes hospital white. “Look at what you done here. Here,” she said, taking a large white handkerchief from her bag. “Clean the mess off your sweater.” Then she began to wipe the cloth against Kiki’s chest. Kiki leaned into the pelting blows, a girl again, so sad that she had thrown up.

“You okay, honey?”

The rush-hour crowd flowed around them. Some people would stop to stare a moment before moving on—like she was some kind of sideshow for them to snigger at.

“Yes, Hattie, m’okay.”

“You sure?”

“Uh-huh.” Kiki remembered another black face. The hard-faced little boy hating her so much that he seemed to hurt. He could hardly wait to do some harm.

“Thank you,” Kiki said, not knowing whether she was going to throw up or cry. “Thank you, I’m okay now.”

“You live near here?” the woman asked. “You need a taxi?”

“I’m real close, honey. Don’t you mind,” Kiki said. Her own words soothed her. The boy’s face now far off, lurking somewhere in the crowds. His memory like the ache in her side: if she kept very still it remained at bay.

“Here.” The woman pushed the handkerchief on Kiki. “You take care of yourself, honey. Take care.”

Kiki watched her move away in the crowd. She pressed her bare cheek against the cold glass of the display window and watched the woman, dressed like a patchwork parachute, weave away. She could have almost gone to sleep there amid the droning motors and scuffling feet.

Even two blocks away she could see the yellow of the cold-fingered lady’s coat.

The Astor Café was all glass and Formica. Kiki ate there every morning at seven-thirty before taking the subway down to Marshall & Pryde. It was crowded in the late afternoon. She held the hospital bag over the stain on her sweater and walked right to the ladies’ room before anyone could say no.

They kept the heat up high in the rest rooms at the Astor. Sitting on the toilet, she wanted to sleep again. The heat and the running tap lulled her.

Kiki took off her sweater and got barefoot. She sat there letting the dry steam heat sink into her shoulders and feet. Then she unbuttoned her blouse, draping it over the pile of sweater and shoes. In the mirror she could follow the lines of freckles across her chest. She caressed her shoulders lightly with her fingers grazing the skin. She was happy, almost stupid with the heat.

The face in the mirror belonged to the same girl who lived in a shotgun shack next to Nigger Town in Hogston, Arkansas. That was before her daddy made it rich. They had a Plunkett water heater on the back porch. She’d go back there with Riley Mathias and Brewster Collins and lay up against the tank with a day blanket and oranges stolen from Aunt Katherine’s basket….

If her parents were out she’d give the boys kisses for nickels; but it cost a quarter if they wanted some tongue. If it was just Brewster, sometimes she wouldn’t even collect, just let him owe her for someday when she was broke.

She closed her eyes, remembering one rainy day when Riley ran home because he didn’t want to get wet. It was summer and still hot in spite of the rain. Kiki and Brewster didn’t mind, though. They played in the rain until they were soaked to the bone and then they crawled up next to the water heater. She let him steal lip kisses and even stuck out her tongue now and then.

The gas jet through the grating was blowing blue flame. Their clothes made soft sucking sounds which Kiki associated with sex. Katherine hacked on and off from the couch at the front of the house, but they didn’t worry that she’d find them; Katherine was too sick by then to get around on her own.

“Bite me right here, Brewster.” Kiki had pulled up her calf-length plaid skirt to reveal her skinny right thigh. “Bite me or I’ll never be your friend again.”

She closed her eyes so that all she knew was the clamping teeth on her skin.

“Harder… harder.”

She put her hand on Brewster’s head and patted it just like he was her dog.

“Harder, li’l boy,” she said.

When the pain got to be too much she counted up to ten and then said, “Okay, stop! Right now! Stop it!” And she hit Brewster on his neck and on both sides of his head.

Later on she made him look at the dark bruise he’d caused. She put his fingers on the hot lump it made. Brewster’s light blue eyes turned into lanterns of fear.

“If I ever show my daddy, you’re dead, Brewster.”

Loud knocking made her open her eyes on the emaciated image in the mirror.

“Are you okay, miss?” somebody asked through the door.

“Just a minute.”

Kiki shoved the blouse and socks into the hospital bag and turned the light gray sweater inside out, tearing the tag from the back. Then she put the sweater back on, threw water in her face, and smiled her fierce tiger-smile into the water-stained mirror.

Randy was selling his magazines from a small folding table on St. Mark’s Place. He had Stroke and Vixens splayed out in a double fan shape and a box full of back-issue X-Men and Spider-Man comic books on the side.

“Kiki! Where’ve you been? I called every day last week.” Randy came around the table, pushing his long stringy dreadlocks back over his shoulder.

“I got stabbed,” she said, putting her hand up to ward off his touch.

“What?”

“Goddamn little niggers all over this woman on Chrystie. You know? Prob’ly a schoolteacher. I don’t know what she was, because she ran after they stuck me.”

“What happened?” The concern on Randy’s face accented his hybrid features. The broad nose and sad gray eyes. He had a long and angular face, like the Swedish actor Max von Sydow. His egg-shell-brown skin and twiny dreadlocks marked him as a Negro, but Randy had a tight walk and way of talking that Kiki associated with northern whites.

He’d once taken her to a room over the Chinese laundry. She asked to see where he kept all the magazines and then they were on the little cot in the comer. She still couldn’t inhale the odor of old magazines without thinking of that peculiar bony weight on her chest and the shock of Randy’s small black cock buried in thickly coiled pubic hair.

“You surprised?” he’d asked with a wide grin.

“Yeah,” Kiki said as she grabbed the thing and squeezed it.

“Uh… big, huh?”

“Ain’t so big really, but it sure is black.”

Even now, on the cold streets, she remembered how sweet he was. The memory bringing that jagged ripping feeling inside.

“They were messing with her,” Kiki said. “And I came up, you know, to help her. I mean, they were just kids. But this one boy, this one boy…” The boys were all over the schoolteacher, pushing at her and grabbing at her bag. The fool was playing scared, and those boys, those boys were on her like flies on shit. They were little boys. Some of them seven or eight and not one over ten. But there were lots of them. Nine maybe. Then the teacher started to scream. Kiki tried to protect her from the little attackers, but there was this hard-faced little boy. He hated Kiki He screamed and it would have been funny if she hadn’t seen the knife. He swung once and Kiki slapped his face in return, but weakly, and then he did it again and again. She was on her knees. Somebody was screaming.

“Kiki! Kiki!” Randy shouted. He was shaking her. “What’s wrong, honey? Oh shit. You’re bleeding.”

Kiki looked down to see the spots of blood that had stained the inside of her sweater.

“I was on my knees,” she said to some point beyond Randy’s eyes. “But I stood up to him. He mighta killed me, but I wasn’t scared.” She shook her head slowly—denying the pain of any blow that she’d ever been dealt. “I’m not really bleedin’. They got these tubes comin’ out to drain it. It’s not too bad.”

When Kiki realized that Randy was holding her she pulled away.

“I gotta go home, I’m really dead,” she said.

“Hold up a minute, sugar,” Randy said, not letting her go. “Hey! Man-well, Man-well.”

A small Puerto Rican man selling art books a few feet down turned to look.

“Watch my stuff for half an hour?”

The pock-faced little man nodded.

“I don’t need your help.” Kiki heard her father’s voice in hers—slurred and lopsided like when he’d been at the Thunderbird and they were all locked in for the night.

She tried to pull away, but Randy just held on and began to walk. They went down St. Mark’s. Past the bookstore window and dozens of young women and men who sported pink spiked hairdos and safety-pinned flesh, many with peekaboo tattoos under torn clothes that exposed every possible color of skin. Past the outside game machines and the boys who played them. The wind kicked up and Kiki felt cold everywhere except her side. That was hot and cramped.

“I don’t need you to help me, Randy,” she said, but she leaned against him when he put his arm around her and she didn’t struggle when he took her bag.

He smelled of patchouli oil and sweat, of old magazines.

“I just wanna take you home, honey. That’s all.”

“You ain’t gettin’ any with the way I been butchered, so you might as well give it up.”

“You’ve been saying that for months anyway. If that’s what I was after I wouldn’t even say boo.”

“It hurts, honey,” Kiki said as she watched St. Mark’s pass by through his swinging dreadlocks.

“We’ll be there soon, Kiki.”

And they walked down to the park with its fires and shanty tents. All the people living through the cold snap in the New York spring. Down to Sixth Street and over toward the Beldin, past Avenue C.
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