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Chapter 3

Bobby lived in a six-story, twenty-four-unit apartment build-
ing near NYU overlooking the magnificently manicured 

Tompkins Square Park. The trees and shrubbery were fashioned 
into various animal and geometric shapes, which cast peculiar 
shadows on the tables and benches, and on the chess players who 
visited there.

His parents supported his dreams but worried about him 
moving away—and closer to the South, no less. Massachusetts 
had been a haven for runaways, as was most of New England. 
And though the threat of forced bondage was diminished, their 
trepidation of crime in the city of a million residents stayed just 
below the surface of their consciousness. The Harrises’ frightful 
concern was soothed with the knowledge that Bobby had a true 
friend, and was no longer a solitary soul in the sea of humanity 
that New York City had become.

“Check. Good move,” the chess master commented to Jabob, 
and then he went on to the next players.

As James and Bobby compared their boards and the chess 
master’s latest moves, they discussed strategy.

James said, “Since you got the ‘good move’ comment, I’m 
looking at your board first, Bobby. We got about five minutes 
before he comes back.”

“Okay. I noticed he likes to give up pieces early. He wants me 
to take this pawn, even though he won’t get anything for it—now.”

“Yeah, I play more cautiously than you. He’s offered me a piece 
already, but I didn’t take it.”

“Well, then, why did he tell me ‘good move’?” Bobby asked.
“Huh, I’m not sure.”
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“I think I know. Ever play poker?”
“The card game? I’ve watched some of the guys at home play. I 

work too hard for my money to risk it on a game. Why?”
“His style of play—it’s deception. He wants me to keep on 

playing the way I’ve been playing. Quickly taking what he gives 
me—or what he appears to give me.”

“I wonder if it’s even more than that, Bobby. He said it to you 
in front of me, knowing that we talk. He’s trying to set me up to 
take his knight in a trade with one of my pawns.”

“A guy like him can see six, seven, even eight moves ahead. 
We’re two or three ahead, on a good day. We don’t stand a chance.”

“I don’t know, Bobby. We’re learning how he’s trying to trick 
us. We don’t know what his ultimate goal is yet, but we’re better 
off than before. We’ve gone from being the first ones losing, to 
now two of the last ones still playing.”

“Checkmate! Checkmate!” the chess master announced, six 
tables away from Jabob.

“I like that. We’ll use that as a guide to see how much better 
we’re getting. Man, he’s moving faster!”

“There’s less players. Okay, I’ll move my pawn past his knight 
instead of taking it.”

“All right. I’ll move my rook here, to tie up his bishop. If he 
moves it, he will lose his queen. I don’t think he wants to do that.”

The chess master arrived, gazed at their boards, and cracked a 
grin. “What do we have here? A couple of thinkers, huh. Check 
and check.”

3

Jabob’s bond grew stronger through their faith and the value 
they both placed on education. They understood how far both 
could take them. They were Engineering majors, and they both 
had a passion and admiration for Frederick Douglass. They reg-
ularly pored over his writings, and understood the pain in Mr. 
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Douglass’s prose. Bobby provided historical context, while James 
added real-life perspectives.

“. . . This is how a friendship should be forged—because you 
want to,” James later wrote in a draft of the friendship assignment. 
“You have more things in common. More than just being slaves. 
Isaac helped me and will always have a special place in my memo-
ries. He was definitely the ‘smart one.’ I will never forget what he 
did for me, both physically and emotionally.

“But when you can choose anyone—or not choose someone—to 
be a friend, and you continue to choose this person. When you can 
disagree and get frustrated with them and still be friends—that’s 
what it’s all about. That’s my idea of a true friendship. Bobby helps 
me with the social skills I lack and with Geography, and I help him 
with Statics and his writings. And I’ve given up trying to keep him 
focused, since I have a more complete picture now. It’s not that he 
wasn’t focused; it was that his focus was different from mine. And 
for different reasons. We are both coping, just in our own ways. 
I understand that now. We are unified but not uniformed. . . .”

3

“C’mon, James. Go ’head and move, so I can complete this 
schoolin’,” Bobby said on a Saturday afternoon in James’s apart-
ment. His sixth time there, Bobby always looked forward to seeing 
what new writing, article, or paper James had added to his walls.

“Okay, here. How about this move?” James replied, glanced at 
Bobby admiring his writings on the walls, then returned his gaze 
to the chessboard.

Bobby’s mind returned to the game as he studied the board; 
then he replied with a wrinkled brow, “What’s on your mind, man? 
That wasn’t a good move.”

James sat there for a moment gazing at the chessboard and its 
pieces. He looked over at the four pawns, two bishops, the knight, 
and the rook Bobby had captured from him. Then he looked down, 


