
Chapter Twenty-Three 

THE DEBT 

Monday brought new reflections on both JoAnne and Herb. I 

was excited about the prospect getting to know JoAnne, but I was 

also worried about Herb. I went to work after school as usual and 

discovered that we had two cars in need of delivery that night. I 

wanted desperately to talk to Herb about the date with Stephanie 

and how it had turned out, but it would have to wait until the drive 

home, as we were in separate cars on the way up.  

Herb looked especially nervous that night, and I noticed that 

even Speed looked somewhat on edge. I spotted Speed using his 

bony finger to motion Herb into the back corner of the old garage 

for a secretive meeting between the two of them and wondered 

what was going on. I finished inspecting the 1960 silver 

Oldsmobile 88 I was going to deliver and walked back to break up 

the conversation the two were having and tell Herb I was ready to 

leave.  



“Speed say this Chevy here ain’t done, Chief,” Herb told me. 

“Ah kin take the Olds up an’ git the otha car at Schultz. You stay 

here an’ help Speed finish this here car and we kin take it back 

tomorra.”  

Before I could answer, he had spun around and sprinted over 

to the Oldsmobile. He jumped in and sped off.  

Speed looked at me and just shrugged his shoulders. “Guess 

he’s in a hurry-up, Mista Steven,” he said. “You don’ need to help 

Speed. Ah finish this one here. You work inna office if you want. 

Payday tomorra, bes’ get ready, Herb need his pay this week.”  

I thought it odd he cared about Herb’s pay more than his 

own, but I didn’t argue. I went directly into the office; it was cold 

in there, colder than it should have been. I turned on the old 

portable electric heater that belonged to Speed. He’d found it in a 

trashcan behind the shop and repaired the broken plug it had been 

thrown out for. It wasn’t very reliable, or safe, and it did not help 

with the chill I was feeling that day.  



Andy and his family finished up early and went home around 

four thirty. It was just Speed and I there at about five. Speed was 

polishing the chrome on an old Chevy and I was tallying up the 

jobs everyone had worked on that week in order to issue payroll 

the next day.  

A bright light reflected in my window as I sat at my desk and 

it blinded me for a moment. I stood and looked outside. The 

headlights pulled up and stopped close to the street corner. The 

lights went out, and then I could see; it was the Roach.  

I wasn’t in the mood to make excuses. I figured he could go 

talk to Speed and I would stay in the office, out of sight. Herb and 

I needed to talk this out, and soon. I didn’t like the guy, and I 

didn’t like his ominous cloud that was always hanging over us.  

He passed right by Speed and came to the door of the office. 

He held his hand to his forehead and looked through the window to 

see if I was there. I could see his malevolent face clearly through 

the glass. The door opened and he let himself in.  



“Mr. Steven!” he exclaimed with a wicked smile. “Or should 

I call you Chief ?”  

“Steven is good,” I answered. “What can I do for you, Mr. 

Roché?” “Eddie, Eddie is just fine. Mind if I sit down?” I sensed 

that he was up to something, and this would not be your typical 

visit. “Sure, pull up a chair. What can I do for you Mr.—uh, 

Eddie?” The Roach slid a chair out from the corner of the little 

office and sat in it backwards, but facing me, only a few feet away. 

He looked his usual slick self tonight; there was a black leather 

jacket covering a vest with a crisp white shirt underneath it all. 

Maybe it was the vest, but I thought he looked heavier than usual.  

He tipped the chair forward, his face then only a few feet 

from mine. I fixated on his pencil-thin mustache as it manipulated 

his unlit stogie around with his words. “You know, boy, ’scuse me, 

Steven. Yo’ friend Herb has got himself in some trouble. Do you 

know what kinda trouble?”  

“Well, if it has to do with you, Eddie, its got to be money 

trouble. One thing you have wrong, though, Herb is my employee, 



not my friend.” I felt badly after I said it, but I had to consider who 

I was dealing with. “Now, Steven, Ah know that ain’t exactly true. 

Maybe Herb ain’t your friend, but you shore is his. He thinks a lot 

of you, boy. Don’t know why he took a skinny white boy under his 

wing, but he shore did.”  

His slang was not as severe as I was used to, and he didn’t 

have much of an accent. I thought his diction more schooled than 

street-learned.  

“Now you see, Steven,” he continued, “you and me got a 

problem. This man, the one that’s not a friend a yours, he run up a 

big tab, an’ he ain’t payin’ it. Long ago his credit run out. I been a 

patient man, Steven, but time’s up. He got to pay the piper, and the 

piper is me.”  

“How is that my problem, Eddie? It’s not my debt, it’s 

Herb’s.” “Cause,” he said, “Ah say so.” I looked down; there was a 

pool of sweaty condensation forming on the desk. It came from my 

hands that were resting on it. “How much are we talking about, 

Eddie? I can take a little out of his paycheck each week. I can even 



loan him a few hundred for a while up front. Can’t we work 

something out?” “Eighty-five hundred dollars.” “Eighty-five!” I 

yelled out. “How could he possibly owe that much money?” “How 

many times I been here and you tol’ me he was gone, Steven?  

Each week that money, it rolls over, he bets more, he lose 

more. Then, then they is the interest. You know, I got ta make 

interest if I loan him the money. Eighty-five hundred large, Chief, 

and I want it now.”  

“Look, I, Herb, or any of us around here can’t come up with 

that kind of money, Eddie. You know that. You’re wasting your 

time trying to collect it all at one time.”  

“I think Herb is a man that can get that kind of money. He 

has friends, and God knows he has a silver tongue. He gonna get 

that money and give it to me, tonight. What he really needs is a 

motivation. Amazin’ what a man can do when he is mo-ti-vat-ed.”  

“Well, what did you have in mind?” I said, not wanting to 

know the answer.  



“Well, Steven, that’s something I think we should discuss. 

Just you and me Steven; men, lookin’ for a motivation. You like 

meatloaf, Steven?”  

“Meatloaf?”  

“Yeah, meatloaf. Your momma made meatloaf, didn’t she, 

Steven? You like it or not?”  

“Yeah, it’s OK, I guess.”  

“Tina makes the best meatloaf in the county, Steven. Ah 

love’s Tina’s meatloaf. Le’s you an’ me go on down to Tina’s 

Diner and get us some meatloaf. Two men, eatin’ meatloaf, 

discussin’ what motivates another man. Whatta ya say, Steven? 

Meatloaf?”  

“Nah,” I told him, “not really hungry, Eddie, I think I oughta 

go home now. My mom might get worried.”  

“Aw, she won’t care. You a grown man, got your own 

business, come and go as you please. Ah think you and me gonna 

go get us some meatloaf.”  



And with that, he pulled his vest open just enough to expose 

a brown leather holster that held what looked like a real live pistol.  

Now, I had seen plenty of toy guns in my time, but never a 

real one. Hunting and gathering were not exactly on our family 

crest. If we’d had a crest, it would have shown a briefcase below 

an open mouth that symbolized the long lineage of salesmen who 

were handed down to me.  

It was big. It was no popgun, and it was real.  

With that he stood up, smiled out of character, and opened 

the door for me. I did as I was told and walked in front of him on 

the way to his car. He opened the passenger door for me.  

 

  

“Get in,” he said.  

As I got in, I looked back at Speed. His head barely stuck out 

over the top of the Chevy, but he was looking at us. At least I knew 

someone had witnessed my predicament.  

***** 



Tina’s Diner was on the same street as my shop, about a mile 

down the road. It was a classic oval-shaped diner that had been 

around forever and looked its age. The neon sign that said 

“DINER” had always remained the same, but the hand-painted 

portion in front of it that spelled out “Tina’s” had changed many 

times over the years.  

Tina was a large, loud, rude, just-past-middle-age woman 

who ran a tight ship. She had no time for loud customers, rude 

customers, customers who weren’t sure what to order, or, worst of 

all, customers who wanted the food cooked their way. She also had 

one rule for hiring waitresses: they had to look and act just like her. 

You didn’t go to Tina’s for a cheerful, pretty, young waitress. 

What you did go there for was the food.  

Years ago Tina had hired a cook, known to everyone only as 

Bean. Bean was a good-looking young black man who at the time 

had just gotten out of the navy. Tina was smart enough to 

recognize Bean’s extraordinary gastronomical skills and made him 

a partner in her little cafe. They made a great team, and despite 



Tina’s efforts to drive customers away, people came from all over 

for the food.  

The Roach led me to a greasy, white Formica table in the far 

corner of the diner. Tina was working that night; she poured two 

cups of coffee without being asked.  

“Eddie,” she greeted us, “a little early for ya, ain’t it? Stevie, 

--- a little late for ya, ain’t it?”  

Tina knew me; I had been going there since I was a kid and 

recently I would come and pick up sandwiches for everyone at the 

shop. Everyone loved Bean’s corned beef sandwiches.  

Eddie answered for both of us.  

  

“Bus-ness meetin’. You know, Tina, this young man here 

owns his own business. You got to respect that. Jest like you, Tina; 

business owner. Got a nice ring to it, don’t it?”  

“Only thing I respect, Eddie, is your order,” she replied as 

only Tina could. “Whaddya ya want?”  



“Why Tina, Bean’s special meatloaf, of course.” – Bean took 

a slice of meatloaf and fried it on the griddle in bacon grease until 

it was crusty on the outside, that’s what made it so special. – 

“Make that two, and Tina, hurry-up. The boy here is hungry.”  

“I ain’t hurryin’ for him or nobody else, Eddie,” she yelled 

out so everyone in the diner could hear and not make the same 

mistake. “When Bean gets it ready, that’s when it’s ready.”  

“You my special girl, Tina. Don’t really care for the food 

here. Come for the service.”  

She huffed and puffed and walked away.  

We both took a sip of the dirty brown coffee and looked at 

each other trying to decide who would speak first.  

I did; “So, you think Herb is gonna miraculously come up 

with the money if you threaten me?”  

“Maybe. Herb likes you. My bet, he not gonna let anything 

happen to you if he can help it, an’ I think he can help it.”  



“Think you’re wrong on both counts, Eddie. Can’t imagine 

he can come up with the money, and really, I’m not like family, 

I’m just the guy he works for.”  

My face betrayed me; he knew that wasn’t true.  

“Ah know Herb got a pretty wife an’ a cute little daughter, 

but ya see, Ah’m a fam’ly man maself. Fam’ly is always last 

resort. Not saying Ah rule it out, just last resort. Speakin’ a which, 

you got fam’ly, Steven, you know what it’s like. Nice fam’ly ova 

there in Fullerton. Sycamore, that’s a nice street, nice place to 

grow up with your fam’ly. No matter all that, Ah think you is goin’ 

to do the trick. You the next best thing to fam’ly.”  

I was considering my options now. I could run; he would 

never hurt me in a crowded place. Or I could go to the bathroom 

and try to slip  

 

out the back. Those options, however, wouldn’t solve the 

problem. He knew where I lived, and he knew about Herb’s 

family. I could go to the police, but I couldn’t prove anything and I 



wasn’t sure which side of the law Herb was sitting on right now. 

My only option was to try and talk my way out of it.  

“What exactly is your business, Eddie?” I asked him. “Is it 

taking illegal bets on horse racing? Are you a bookie?”  

“Naw, naw, you got me all wrong. I’m a businessman, like 

you. You sell a product or give a service to people that need it, 

and, maybe, you make a profit. My product is money. I lend 

money to people that need it. What they use it for is their business. 

Herb, he uses it to bet on the ponies. He might just as well buy 

groceries with it, but he don’t. He bets on the ponies.”  

“But you take bets on those ponies, that’s a bookie.”  

“Naw, wrong again. Ah just takes Herb’s order and gives it to 

the man. Then I cover Herb’s bet. Ah just doin’ what my customer 

needs done. My money comes from in-terest. You borrow money 

you got to pay in-terest. You know all them banks you drive by 

every day? Ah’m jest another bank, that’s all, Steven. An honest 

businessman, just like you.”  



“Yeah, well, I don’t carry around a gun and threaten people. 

Neither do the banks, Eddie.”  

“Oh, you wrong, boy. Them banks, they threaten people 

every day. They threaten to take homes away, leave a man 

homeless, take his furniture, everything he got. See, I cain’t take 

all that. Ah got to use per-suasion instead. Like I said, motivation 

is the key here to success. Ah’m motivated to put a hurt on 

someone if’n Ah don’t get my money; Herb, he be motivated to get 

the money if he know that. Business, Steven, business, just like 

yours.”  

The meatloaf arrived; Tina threw it on the table in front of us, 

saying nothing. She then took a well-worn ketchup-stained rag out 

of her apron pocket and began to wipe the French fry grease and 

spilled 7 Up off of the table next to us. Her head tilted towards us; 

she was eavesdropping on our conversation. Was it curiosity, or 

was she worried about me? Would she help? I couldn’t tell.  



She shuffled awkwardly back to our table. “Well,” she said, 

“did you two businessmen agree on anything?” “Yeah,” the Roach 

replied, “we certainly did.” He smiled at her, that  

rare, thin, evil smile of his. She filled our cups and looked 

into my eyes. “Is your business---all right, Stevie?” The Roach 

stared right through me. “Yeah, it’s all right, Tina,” I told her. 

“Everything’s OK.” She was suspicious, but she turned and left us 

alone. The meatloaf was tasty, but I couldn’t eat any. My stomach 

was in as much turmoil as my mind. I was pretty good at figuring 

things out, but this was out of my league. Herb was the only one 

who could get us out of this, and I had no idea where he was.  

“You know, Eddie,” I said, “I can’t tell ya where Herb is or 

how to get a hold of him.”  

“Not a problem, son, Speed knows where he is. We’re gonna 

meet him at eight o’clock. He’ll have the money.”  

He had this all planned out. It was out of my control now; I 

could only hope this ended well and Herb would come through 



somehow. The Roach then pulled out a fat roll of twenty-dollar 

bills and paid the check at about a quarter to eight.  

“Let’s go,” he said.  

We drove in silence; there was little else for me to say. He 

pulled the Caddy into the driveway of the shop. A dim light was 

shining in the office.  

The Roach followed me as we walked over and found Herb 

sitting in my chair behind the desk. He looked tired, very tired. 

Hard work could wear him out, but not like this. He looked up at 

me with big sad eyes.  

“Herb,” I called out to him, “man, am I glad to see you! You 

need to make a deal here and get us outta this.”  

“Steven,” he said slowly, “Ah’m so sorry. Didn’t know 

would come ta this. Didn’t know the nasty low-down son-bitch Ah 

was dealin’ with.”  

He wouldn’t look at the Roach, only at me.  

  

The Roach wasted no time. “Got the money, Herb?”  



“Naw,” he replied, “Ah tried. Ah really did. Ah went afta 

ever’body Ah know. Even called some women I shouldn’t a. I got 

three hunert dollars and I give yah half my paychecks till it’s paid, 

but they ain’t no way nohow I got, nor can git, that kinda cash 

raght now.”  

“Half paychecks!” Roach yelled at him. “It would take you 

ten years to pay me off. I warned you, Herb. I warned you about 

them ponies. You done brought this on yourself, and what one 

brings on hisself he brings on his fam’ly and his friends. I done 

told you to borrow that money. You got fam’ly back east, you 

coulda got it from them.”  

“Nosah,” Herb replied, “tha’s ma wafe’s fam’ly, done burned 

that bridge long tame ago. They give me nothin’, an Ah don’ 

blame em. My fam’ly, they all dead’n gone away. No suh, jes the 

’Erb. This boy ain’t got no money, my frens ain’t got no money, an 

I sure ain’t got nothin’s worth nothin’. You got ta do to me what 

you got to do, Eddie, but you leave this heah boy outta this. This 

betwixt you an’ me.”  



“No, Herb, you ain’t gettin’ off that easy. I told you a long 

time ago, you bet with me, the stakes be high, you, your family, 

and ever’body you know. You ain’t gettin’ off with no second-

class beatin’. That’s jest too easy.”  

Now I was worried. We were at an impasse. Somehow I’d 

thought Herb would come up with part of the money and talk his 

way out of the rest. That wasn’t going to happen; it was now the 

Roach’s move.  

“You made this nasty bed, Herb,” he said. “Now you gotta 

sleep in it. I tell you what. I’m thinking you kin do better. How 

‘bout I let the boy stay with me tonight and you get the cash 

tomorrow. You don’t have the money tomorrow, the boy and I go 

visit that nice wife a yours and we all have a little talk. One day, 

Herb; then you right about one thing, Ah got to do what Ah got to 

do.”  

Herb’s head was in his hands, hiding his face. His chin was 

wet from the few tears that made it through his fingers.  



“Please, Eddie, Ah’m beggin’ ya, tell me somethin’ Ah kin 

do ta make it raght, but let the boy go. Ya got ta let him go an’ 

leave my faml’y alone. Ain’t raght, jest ain’t raght.”  

“No, Herb, twenty-four hours, that’s it. Let’s go, boy.”  

My heart was racing now. It was crazy to think I could go 

with him, but I had to.  

He put his hand inside his vest. “You hear me, boy, le’s 

go!” Suddenly, the passage door from the office to the shop 

exploded open with a loud bang. The Roach and I flinched 

backward, away from the explosion. There, staring at us, was 

Andy. Speed had gone to his house and given him the heads-up. 

He had sneaked into the back of the shop and kicked the office 

door open in order to surprise the Roach. Cradled in his arms was a 

rusty old double-barreled shotgun that he now had pointed at the 

Roach’s head. Randy and Sandy stood behind him on either side, 

pointing a couple of twenty-two-caliber rabbit guns in the same 

direction.  



“Best put thet handgun o’ yor’n on the desk there, Eddie,” 

Andy said. “Don’t try nothin’, Ah shot a man afore an’ Ah’ll do it 

ag’in if it comes to thet. Jest cleaned the old scattergun yestaday, 

works jes fane, it do, jest in case you curious.”  

The Roach did not change his expression; he seemed to 

accept his fate. He gently pulled the revolver out of its holster and 

laid it on the desk. Andy nodded to Randy, who came over and 

retrieved it. When the gun was safely tucked away, Andy gave the 

shotgun to Sandy, leaving the two boys to stand guard.  

“Maybe you got me now,” the Roach said, “but that don’t 

change the situation. We still got a problem, and it ain’t goin’ 

away.”  

“Thet could be true, sir, but Ah sees it diff-rent. Now, you 

got a bone ta pick with Herb here, I unnerstan’. He owes you 

money; he got ta figger out how’s ta pay it back. This here boy, 

howsomever, ain’t got no debt to you, and ain’t done nothin’ to 

you. You settle with Herb, you leave the boy out of it.”  

“I can always get to the boy, Calhoun, if I want to,”  



“Wail, now there’s truth to thet, Eddie, but like Ah said, the 

boy done nothin’ wrong. Now, we a fair people, us Calhouns, you 

be fair with us, we be fair with you. Boy here, he ain’t fair, an’ us 

forty-three  

Calhouns all look out for what’s fair and what ain’t, if’n you 

see what Ah mean.”  

The Roach thought about that for a minute before he came up 

with his answer. “All right, Calhoun, the boy stays out of it.” He 

turned to Herb. “That doesn’t change our deal, Herb; I want the 

money tomorrow. I have other ways to collect.”  

He turned to leave, then turned once more, back to Andy. 

“My gun,” he said.  

Andy nodded at Sandy. Sandy took the gun, popped it open, 

dumped the bullets on the floor, and then handed it back to the 

Roach. I had the feeling the boys had done this before.  

The black Caddy screeched off in a cloud of Roach’s nasty 

dust; it was over.  

Herb sat back in the chair and let out a big sigh.  



“Andy, you done saved us,” he said, “Ah don’ know how ta 

thank ya. That Roach, he a dangerous man.”  

“Ah saved the boy,” Andy replied, “but yo’ ass is a still a 

hangin’ out the kitchen window. You got a one-day re-prieve, 

partner. Ah don’ know how ya gonna git thet money, but ya better 

git it. Ah cain’t pro-tect you an’ yer fam’ly too. You got to figger 

somethin’ out.”  

Herb was ashen-faced as he thought through the 

consequences. He’d always had the right answer, until now.  

“What are you going to do?” I asked him.  

“Ah don’ know,” he replied. “Ah’ll think o’ somethin’. Ah 

got a day ta save my fam’ly somehow, thet’s what I got ta do.”  

“Herb,” Andy said, “we can pull together ’bout a thousand, if 

thet helps.”  

“I think I can get together a few hundred if I borrow some 

from my dad,” I put in.  

“You men,” Herb replied, “all; you great frens. I thank you, 

but this a big de-cision. I got to figure out how to end this thang or 



the Roach be aroun’ a corner looking fo’ me an’ ma fam’ly the rest 

o’ ma lafe. Ah let you all know tommora what is the plan. Le’s go 

home now, I got some figurin’ out to do.”  

 


