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 JoJo finished basic training at Fort Benning during World War II.  Baker down 

there was his best friend ever.   

 Fort Benning was The Infantry School, and he was in terrific condition, never 

better.  Three times he did the 20-mile hike with full field equipment.  Before he got to 

know him, he had to beat up Baker, twice his size, not so much in inches but in weight 

and muscle.   

 The iron rule at Fort Benning was no fighting.  “You fight the Germans, not your 

buddies,” the C.O. said.  But somebody told JoJo that Baker had said JoJo’s mother 

must have had the clap, words to that effect.   

 “Put on the gloves,” JoJo said to Baker.   

 If you wanted to fight somebody at Fort Benning, you had to get one of the 

noncoms to go with you to the gym over at the 4th Battalion.  It was a good idea.  You got 

three two-minute rounds, and everything’s settled. 

 Baker took off his glasses, and JoJo decked him four times.  Finally Baker just 

wouldn’t get up, sat there in the ring with 45 seconds left to go.  “I wasn’t talking about 

your mother,” Baker said.  “I was saying that, whoever named you JoJo, that person’s 

mind, or maybe her judgment, might have been affected by venereal disease.  I might 

have mentioned syphilis, on account of all the sex hygiene training films, but I definitely 

never said anybody’s mother had the clap.  I was talking about your Christian name.”   

 JoJo could see some logic in Baker.  “OK,” he said.  “We’ll forget it.”   
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 JoJo was his actual name, and he’d gotten used to it.  No Middle Initial——that’s 

what his dog tags said——“JoJo NMI Philpoint.”  Originally they’d made it a middle 

name——“Jo Jo Philpoint”—— but he’d kept on complaining to the First Sergeant until 

finally they got it right.   

 When his left lung partially collapsed during the Louisiana maneuvers after basic 

training, too bad he wasn’t sick enough to get discharged and a pension.  They sent him 

back to his outfit, which was up in Boston at the Port of Embarkation.  He’d found out at 

the hospital that his dog tags also had the wrong blood type.  

 “At least they got your religion right,” Baker said.  Somebody else was with them 

drinking 3.2 beer outside the PX at one of the picnic tables.  This other guy said, “In 

combat, if a guy with the wrong dog tags gets slightly wounded, they’ll give him a 

transfusion——then bang!  The next thing you know, you’ll be dead.”   

 “No,” Baker said, “you don’t have to worry about JoJo.”  He pulled JoJo’s dog tags 

from under JoJo’s shirt.  “See that H right there?  If one of those Nazi 88s hits you in 

combat, you’ll meet your maker, no two ways about it.  Think about this though.  How 

many six-pointed stars do you ever see in a military cemetery?  That H stands for Hebrew, 

the world’s oldest religion, and you can see for yourself that very few of them die in 

combat.  You know why there are no atheists in foxholes?  They’re all dead.  If your 

religion doesn’t protect you, nothing will.  You got to cherish it, JoJo.  Your H there, that’s 

your protection.”   

 JoJo said, “H.  I wondered what it is.”   

 The other guy said, “You must have changed your name.  I never heard of a Jew 

named Philpoint.  Never be ashamed of your name.”   

 JoJo didn’t like the other guy.  He was just a guy came over and started drinking 

with him and Baker.  JoJo didn’t recall having invited him.  First he thought he and the 

other guy should put on the gloves, but he doubted they had a gym at this base, the 

staging area for overseas.  So he just spit and kicked some dirt at the guy and said, “I 

never changed my name.”   
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 Later, after they’d shipped out and crossed the Atlantic on a troop ship, JoJo got a 

pretty big flesh wound in the Battle of the Bulge.  Baker was hit, too, but it was more 

serious.  They had to amputate his leg.   

 At first they put them in beds right next to each other at the 15th General Hospital in 

Belgium.  Baker said, “Can’t you see the humor in this?  The notorious Nazis shoot 88s at 

the two of us, and it’s the Jew who gets the mere flesh wound.”   

 JoJo’d been noticing a stink since he woke up at 4:00 a.m.  Baker began to notice 

it, too, around 11:00.  Baker said, “Well, I do believe that’s it.  I expect that’s my 

gangrene.”  JoJo yelled out for a nurse for Baker, or a doctor.   

 As they were wheeling Baker out at last, JoJo said, “I don’t know why it was me 

they gave that H.  I wish you had it.”   

 “Very simple,” Baker said.  “Whoever named you JoJo, that person must have been 

a Jew.”   

 Last he saw was this huge Negro orderly, wet handkerchief over his mouth and 

nose, lifting Baker up, putting him in the cart.   

 After the war JoJo said goodbye to his mother in West Virginia, outskirts of 

Morgantown, and hitchhiked up to Pittsburgh.  He got on a Pennsylvania Railroad train 

and rode coach to Chicago to look up Baker.   

 Baker had sent him a letter, mentioned a possible job.  JoJo had done some auto 

mechanic and some lawn care stuff but hadn’t saved any money for a Pullman.  At least in 

the army, when he was in the States, they always shipped him by Pullman, upper berth.   

 He took one look at Baker but didn’t say anything.  Baker must have got TB or 

something equally serious, all skin and bones——reminded him of “4/11/45.”  Couple 

years ago JoJo watched one of the Jewish guys carve 4/11/45 into his rifle butt the day 

their unit entered Buchenwald, the concentration camp.  The guy said, “This is what it’s all 

about.”   

 Baker was selling Zenith TVs in his own store, which he got with a veteran’s loan, 

just a little hole-in-the-wall place in what Baker called the Black Belt on the South Side of 
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Chicago.  Baker had a light-skinned Negro manager, named Lizbeth.  Lizbeth had a nice 

big rear end and equally big twin 50s.  That’s what he and Baker used to call them.    

 After dark the three of them locked up the store.  They pulled down a flexible curtain 

made of long steel bars and fastened it at the bottom with a big Yale padlock.  Then the 

two of them took JoJo to Club DeLisa off 55th Street and State.   

 Baker said, “You’ll want to start moving.  Go ahead and do it.  It’s perfectly OK and 

expected.  This is jazz.  I never knew this music.  Lizbeth introduced me.”   

 She said, “Sometimes we go to the Savoy Ballroom, Rhumboogie Cafe, sometimes 

Club Alabam.  Chicago’s the home of jazz and the blues as well.  We’ll see whoever’s in 

town, whoever shows up tonight.  They all come here.”   

 Baker and Lizbeth began kissing each other at the table, spent about five minutes.  

Soon as they finished they got up and started moving, looked like dancing.  You’d never 

know Baker had a wooden leg.  He’d showed it to JoJo back at the store, opened a little 

pocket knife and kept sticking it in, here and there, right into the wood.  Baker said, “You 

never saw me since I got this.  Nowadays they got some new types, lots of lightweight 

plastic, but I’m satisfied with this one.  I’m used to it.  You can get used to anything.”   

 “Yeah,” JoJo said, “anything at all,” but now he was thinking about that huge Negro 

guy who carted Baker away.  Not in Morgantown, but in some other parts of West Virginia 

or maybe Virginia or more likely Mississippi, down around Biloxi, there’d definitely be a 

lynching.  Lizbeth would be hanging from a tree.  He’d seen pictures in Life Magazine and 

in the movie newsreels.   

 When they came back from moving, both of them sweating, Baker kissed her again, 

a quick one, took a swig and said, “Nothing against your god or your religion, but my TV 

distributor’s an H.  I’ve got to check and then recheck every invoice.  I’m not saying you’re 

the same.  In fact, I’m convinced no two people are the same.”   

 Lizbeth stuck out her tongue and swatted his hand, pretty hard it seemed.  Baker 

pretended he was hurt.  Then he leaned over and said, “She’s one half H.”  She swatted 

him again. 
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 JoJo said, “After we put on the gloves and you spotted that protection on my dog 

tags, I called my mother, Is JoJo some kind of Hebrew name?  She said, You had this 

smile, reminded me of a certain clown I know.  I said, I don’t mind being JoJo, but I’m 

asking, This got anything to do with any of your ancestors or my father?  Know what she 

told me?”   

 Lizbeth said, “I can’t guess.”   

 JoJo said, “She said, ‘Now that you mention it’——but that’s all she said except she 

also said, ‘Someday I believe we’d better talk about it.’”   

 Baker said, “Proof that he’s an H.  What did I tell you?” 

 Lizbeth said, “You’re crazy.  Just look at his features.  He’s no more H than you 

are.”    

 JoJo said, “That’s right,” but he wasn’t sure about his father.    

 About 2:00 a.m. they all walked to the store and got in through the triple-locked 

steel door in the back.  Baker showed JoJo the storage room upstairs.  He said, “You can 

stay here long as you like.”   

 JoJo said, “All those locks——this part of town OK?”   

 Baker said, “It’s the same as everywhere.  You get used to it.”   

 JoJo thought the room was pretty nice and more economical than any hotel, had a 

mattress and a toilet down the hall and also a tiny tub that was quite a bit rusty.  In the 

morning he’d see if there was any point in trying to scrub it.  Any case, in combat it was 

worse, shaving and taking a bath out of your steel helmet in sub zero.   

 Baker and Lizbeth left, and JoJo sat on the mattress and decided, no problem.  He 

didn’t like it here or he didn’t feel safe, he could always move out. 

 Next day Baker gave him the job he’d mentioned.  “You open the store every 

morning, Sundays included, at 7:00.  Weekdays lots of folks on their way to work like to 

check out that round TV screen.  Sundays they do it on their way to church or back home.  

Zenith’s the only one with a round picture tube.  You lock the burglar bars at 9:00 p.m., 

and you get a 5% commission on everything you sell.”   
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 He and Baker shook hands, and Baker said, “OK, you’re on your own.  I’ll bring you 

back some coffee.”   

 When Lizbeth came out of the washroom, JoJo said, “I’m surprised what he looks 

like.  I’ll bet he drinks instead of eating.  Not that he’s an alcoholic.”   

 She said, “Somebody’s got to convince him to go to a doctor.”   

 Lizbeth didn’t sound like any Negro he’d ever met.  She must have known what he 

was thinking.  She said, “Born and raised in Chicago.  Northwestern graduate, marketing 

and advertising.  Check out my ads in the Daily News and the Trib.  You’ll make a fortune 

on your 5% commission.”   

 JoJo said, “I hope so.”   

 She said, “All human beings will want TVs.  Just don’t talk down to the folks.  They 

sound stupid, but they’re not.  They’re from Louisiana or Mississippi.  If they’re smart 

enough to get themselves out of there and come up here on the Illinois Central Railroad, 

they’re smart enough to pick out a TV of their choice.”   

 If it wasn’t the ads, then something else brought in the customers.  First day on the 

job JoJo made $35.  Most of them seemed like normal human beings.   

 After two, three days Baker and Lizbeth didn’t hang out with him except 

occasionally.  He never knew which place they’d go to after work.  He began to wonder, 

Did Lizbeth have a sister?  But he’d never crossed the line and wouldn’t start now.  When 

necessary, he’d go downtown.  They had strip joints, Wabash Avenue and State Street 

south of the Loop.   

 At the store, whenever 9:00 o’clock came, he’d wait a while for Baker and Lizbeth, 

but then he’d pull down the burglar bars and walk a mile or a half mile down 55th Street, 

have a beer, sitting at a bar with nobody to talk to, but scouting out the situation to the right 

and the left and over his shoulder.  He kept reminding himself, This isn’t combat.  You’re 

OK.   

 Over a period of time, sometimes customers from the store would recognize him 

and start up a conversation.   
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 When Baker had his bleeding ulcer and died, a good number of musicians paid 

their respects, knowing Baker from various places.  Everybody always liked to talk with 

Baker.  JoJo was sorry he’d decked Baker way back and sorry he didn’t call the nurse 

seven hours sooner for Baker’s gangrene.  

 Lizbeth took over the store.  She said, “That sweet son of a bitch made a will and 

made me the owner.  I’d just as soon he was still around and still owned it.”   

 JoJo felt a little strange, working for a woman who’s a Negro.  He said, “Me, too.” 

 After two weeks she threw in the towel, said to JoJo, “I hate memories so I took a 

job downtown on Michigan Avenue in the Tribune Tower, the advertising department.  Just 

a desk, mind you, not an office, and I’m their first Negro other than janitors and delivery 

personnel.  I persuaded them I’ll bring in business from the South Side.  I’ll write the ads.   

We’re going to tap that great big market out there.”   

 JoJo was afraid to ask but was wondering would she want him to stay on at the 

store.  With her usual way of reading his mind, she said, “You’re the new manager.  I’ll still 

do the ads, of course, and the books.  No salary, but I’ll give you a hundred-a-week draw 

against 25% of the net profit.”   

 JoJo sent some money home to his mother every week after that and bought 

himself some new clothes from a store he liked to window shop on 55th Street.  He moved 

to the Chicago Paramount Hotel over on the west side of Cottage Grove, where he was 

the only white guy.  Felt real strange but at least he had a bigger room, a bed and a 

shower and furniture.  Also there was a lobby.  He’d sit there and strike up conversations.   

 Maybe once or twice every month Lizbeth would come by, after she finished work, 

check the books and the inventory, and take him out for dinner and then over to Club 

DeLisa.  Now that he had money, sometimes he went there by himself.  Lots of white folks 

came there, too, for the music, but mostly Negroes.  “You’re right,” he told Lizbeth once.  

“They’re human beings, and lots of them are good musicians besides being smart.”   
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 Then day before Christmas, 1960, his mother died in West Virginia.  He called 

Lizbeth at the Tribune and said, “Looks like I need some emergency leave.  Can you 

handle the store, or should I just lock it?  We could close for tomorrow.  Also it’s Sunday.” 

 Lizbeth said, “Is this what I’ve been afraid of hearing, that your Mama’s gone?”  

He’d told Lizbeth all about his mother’s kidneys and her diabetes and overweight.   

 He said, “I wish she wasn’t.”   

 She said, “Well, don’t worry about me.  I’ve got off days coming, if needed, so I can 

handle the store.  Sunday, that’s our biggest day, and I’ll just be there.”   

 When his Greyhound bus got back Wednesday afternoon, he called Lizbeth to say 

he could be at the store tonight or at 7:00 a.m. tomorrow, Which one did she want?  She 

said, “I’m here.  I might as well close up, and then I’ll see you.”   

 She came over to his room at the Chicago Paramount about 9:30.  She said, “So 

this is where you’ve been holing up.  You OK, JoJo?”   

 He said, “Yeah, how’s it going here?”   

 “I’m thankful you’re back.”   

 He said, “Got something to show you I doubt you’ll believe.  I still don’t believe it.  

My mother was from Biloxi, Mississippi.  You knew that, but I didn’t know she moved out 

when she got pregnant with me, age 16.  So go on ahead, take a good look at this 

photograph of her.  Those are her folks over there, seeing her off at the bus depot, before 

her diabetes.  Isn’t she beautiful?”   

 Lizbeth said, “I just can’t believe what I’m seeing.  If these are her folks, your 

mother looks all but pure white, and she’s at least four months showing.  So that clears up 

everything.  You’re the reason she took herself out of Biloxi.  She was a smart kid, and the 

last thing she wanted was you growing up in the kind of climate they have down there.  

Also a 16-year old, she’d be exactly the one to christen you JoJo.”   

 JoJo was sitting on the bed, Lizbeth on the one chair.  It was wonderful to have a 

chair.  Upstairs at the store he’d had just the wooden boxes and never had a guest.   



              Green - The Old Kentucky - 9 
  

 JoJo said, “She left me one letter.  I finish studying it, I’ll let you read it.  Seems my 

father was a Jewish guy, local haberdasher named Plotkin.”   

 Lizbeth said, “So Baker was right.  Well, he usually was.  I certainly do miss him.” 

 JoJo said, “That must be why I like nice clothes.  I always thought just divorce or 

desertion, but turns out I’m JoJo the second.  She says he’d telephone from Biloxi and 

she’d call him JoJo and tell him stories about JoJo, Jr.  So I wonder did he ever lay eyes 

on me.  Maybe she mailed him some pictures.  I wish I had a picture of him.” 

 Lizbeth said, “To put it bluntly, he knocked her up, and then good riddance.  I 

happen to know that’s what those white men usually did.”   

 JoJo said, “Then why did he give her $500 every so often?  Why did he telephone 

her and get her a bookkeeping job up in Morgantown, with H folks, like Baker used to 

say?  I’ll bet the reason she left Biloxi, she knew she’d be lynched.  In Mississippi, 

probably him, too, since he’s an H.  He sent her support for me every month as well as 

the $500 for the incidentals.  Don’t take my word.  I’ll let you read it yourself.  Anyway he’s 

dead now, good year and a half, and she died and still had lots of his insurance.” 

 Lizbeth said, “Sounds possible, I guess.  Seems like she was passing the whole 

time you grew up, and you never realized it.”   

 JoJo said, “I’d have to say you’ve got that right.” 

 Lizbeth took the bus depot picture and said, “Weren’t any of these folks at your 

Mama’s funeral?”   

 “Like you said, she was passing and probably didn’t want them, or maybe they 

decided not to come.  I talked to them on the telephone but didn’t ask.”   

 Lizbeth said, “I’m trying to get used to this.  I have to tell you, JoJo, I make it that 

you and I are both Negro and both one-half H to boot.” 

 He had to laugh.  “No,” he said, “the way I make it, we’re human beings.  I like that 

phrase.”   

 A couple of years later, when Lizbeth quit the Trib and was finally getting married, 

she made JoJo a proposition for a ten-year lease.  He went for it and repainted the whole 
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downstairs and upstairs, including his old sleeping room and the toilet, ripped out the rusty 

tub, put bright fluorescent lights all over. 

 He was thinking about what name to use.  When he decided “Plotkin’s Emporium,” 

he called and ordered a great big neon sign, red and green letters.  He kept on thinking 

and first thing next morning phoned the sign company.   “I’m changing the name to JoJo 

Baker’s Emporium, not that there’s anything wrong with Plotkin.  And please be sure JoJo 

is just one word.”  They said, “OK, but we already did Plotkin, so this will cost an extra 

$150.” 

 “That’s OK.”  Pretty soon people started calling him Mr. Baker.   

 One year the Emporium started selling refrigerators and then later on new and 

repossessed furniture.  He was taking out excellent money.   

 When Martin Luther King died, a bunch of kids pulled down the steel burglar 

curtain, tore it right off its moorings and then used the steel bars to smash through the 

plate glass window, taking everything that could be carried, smashed the neon sign, little 

tube pieces all over the sidewalk.   

 Lizbeth called him.  “You never had insurance, did you?” 

 JoJo said, “On 55th Street?  From who?”   

 Over at the Chicago Paramount, sitting downstairs in the lobby and reading the 

Sun-Times, including a picture of the Emporium on fire, he concluded there’s no point in 

starting again.  He had enough money saved, plus his veteran’s disability payments for his 

collapsed left lung, which still hurt, and whatever was left of JoJo, Sr.’s insurance.  It was 

plenty.   

 So he flew to Pittsburgh, his first airplane ride ever, and then, down home in 

Morgantown, bought a little house, very reasonably priced, just two bedrooms, a living 

room, good-sized kitchen and a lawn.  Paid all cash, took title as JoJo Plotkin.  After all 

those years in the Chicago Paramount, he had a lawn to water.  Every day he could go 

outside and cut the grass and plant some rose bushes, or else he could shovel the snow 

from his front walk. 
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 It took a while, but he finally located his mother’s Morgantown boyfriend, old guy 

used to be around all the time, sort of his stepfather, very quiet guy JoJo always called 

“Uncle Ben.”  JoJo saw him just that one last time at the funeral and now found he was 

totally senile and heard he’d been living mainly on the streets, no known family.   

 JoJo took him in, fixed up the other bedroom and cooked meals for him.  Whenever 

they’d take their long walks up and down the hills, once even during a blizzard, JoJo would 

describe Chicago.  He liked to talk about Baker but didn’t tell Uncle Ben that he’d beat 

Baker up.  He talked about Lizbeth, too, everything she accomplished at the Tribune and 

that she was his landlord and Baker’s girlfriend, but he never mentioned anything really 

specific about her.  He told Uncle Ben about JoJo Baker’s Emporium and also the blues at 

Club DeLisa and even the strip joints he’d go to on Wabash Avenue, whatever he could 

think of.  Uncle Ben understood less and less, but it was good to have somebody to talk to.   

 JoJo would call Lizbeth at least once a week, or she’d call him.  Sometimes she’d 

say, “Just remembered another Baker story.”  When he told her Uncle Ben got himself 

lost, wandered down by the Monongahela River and some kids found him dead three days 

later, Lizbeth, and also her girl ten and her boy eight and her husband, flew in, rented a 

car and came to the funeral home. 

 Lizbeth had a good bit of gray but looked exactly the same, hadn’t gained even one 

ounce of weight.   

 She said, “JoJo, you OK?”   

 “I guess I’ll definitely miss him.”   

 A couple people, seeing him and Lizbeth holding hands and hugging and kissing 

each other, wanted to know, “Who are they?”   

 JoJo said, “She’s my ex-boss, and he’s her husband.  He’s my lawyer from 

Chicago,” which might be partly true if he ever needed a lawyer and if he ever wanted that 

particular guy. 

 When it was all over and time for them to go, Lizbeth hugged him again and said, 

“We’re talking of fetching you back to Chicago.  You’ll be too lonesome here.”   
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 He said, “Last few months, I started taking him to his synagogue, every other week 

or so, basically to provide him companionship, and had a good time myself.  I can go over 

there whenever I want.  They think I’m an H.”   

 The husband and Lizbeth and the kids got in their car and started to drive away, but 

they stopped when Lizbeth rolled down her window.  She reached out, squeezed his arm 

and said, “I still own the real estate, leased it out.  Every time I check it, I picture you and 

that JoJo Baker sign you put on it.  That was respectful.” 

 He said, “Yeah, those were really the days.”   

 She said, “Makes me sad.  Now it’s just a Kentucky Fried Chicken.”  


