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for…

Judith Moore,
 who used her sweet, soft heart to break the cruelest of all chains.

You were never a fat girl to me, beautiful.




I got to the job site a couple hours early. The kind of work I do, you show up too late, sometimes you don’t get to go home when it’s over.

Gigi was already planted in his spot, his enormous body mass taking up most of a wooden bench, a half-empty pitcher of beer on a little table to his right. The behemoth had a perfect sight-line on the front door, but his tiny eyes were too deeply flesh-pouched for me to tell where he was looking. Wrapped in a faded gray jersey pulled over drawstring pants of the same material, he looked like a moored battleship.

I found a stool at the far end of the bar. The guy behind the stick had a little slice of forehead and less chin. His eyes showed signs of life—I guessed somewhere around geranium level.

I ordered a shot—nobody does brand names in a joint like this. The inbred blinked a couple of times, then brought me some brown liquid. I asked him for a glass of water. He stared at me for a minute. You could see his mind working—it wasn’t a pretty sight. Finally, enough tumblers fell into place. He reached under the bar and came up with a glass the EPA wouldn’t allow you to dump without a permit.

The TV set was suspended from the ceiling by cables at the opposite end of the bar from where I was sitting. Some baseball game was on. I was too far away to hear the sound, or even make out who was playing, but I watched the moving images. Reminded me of being Inside. They rig the TV in the dayroom the same way, probably for the same reason. Most guys want to be outdoors every chance they get, but there’s cons who know their soaps better than any housewife.

Usually, I drink the water, slip the whiskey into the water glass, let the ice melt into it, and then ask for another. If I think anyone might be watching close, I transfer by mouth. I was raised in places where you learn to do that with meds you don’t want, watched by “staff” who hoped you’d refuse—restraints and hypos were more fun for them.

Eventually, the bartender takes away both glasses, brings me a “same again,” and everybody’s happy. Any regular interested in the stranger sees a man drinking solo, dedicated to his work. In a place like this, you sit by yourself not drinking, it’s like a red neon arrow pointing at you. Down at you.

But I watched how other guys at the bar had to practically scream to get the inbred’s attention. He mostly just stood there, in the Zen state of just being the mouth-breathing genetic misfire that he was. So I nursed my drink the way a crack-addict mother nurses her kid—if it could figure out how to drink itself, fine.

Forty minutes later, a man in a bone-colored leather sports coat shoulder-rolled in and sat down in an empty booth. Late thirties, with a tanning-bed complexion. He sported a hundred-dollar short haircut—gelled, not spiked. His wristwatch was crusted with diamonds; a three-strand loop of eighteen-karat draped against a black silk collarless pullover.

The battleship slowly broke loose from its mooring and started across the room. From behind me, two torpedoes cut across his wake. As the first passed by where I was sitting, I slid the length of rebar out of my sleeve, gripped the taped end, and took out his knee from behind. The other whirled at his partner’s scream, but I was already swinging. His collarbone snapped under the ridged steel whip.

The guy in the bone-colored jacket never made it out of his booth.

I was one of the men who flowed around Gigi like river water around a big rock, all of us heading for the door. The sidewalk was empty, except for a squat-bodied man in a wheelchair. He had a begging cap on the ground next to him, one hand under the army blanket spread across his lap. Nobody gave him a second glance.

         





The battleship was docked at a pier overlooking the Brooklyn Navy Yard, behind the wheel of an ancient black Caddy. He covered more than half of the front seat; the steering wheel was hidden somewhere under his upper body. A thick skullcap of wiry black hair covered his bowling ball of a head. I was standing next to him, talking through the opened window. I’d done time with Gigi—keeping something solid between you and him is always a good play.

“Didn’t expect you,” Gigi said. “Never saw you before.”

I shrugged, wasting fewer words than he had.

“I did time with your boss. Thought he’d be sending Herk to watch my back.”

I shrugged again. “Herk” was short for “Hercules,” named for his hyper-muscled physique. Everyone but Gigi called him “Big Herk,” but Herk’s 275 pounds of prison-sculptured, Dianabol-boosted chassis made him a middleweight in Gigi’s league.

The man Gigi thought was my boss was me, the Burke he knew years ago. My face had changed—bullet wounds and trainee surgeons will do that for you—but the payphone that rang in the back of Mama’s restaurant still took my calls. And my voice was still the same…when I wanted it to be.

“He still in your crew, Herk?”

I gave him the look.

“What?” he said, insulted. “You think I’m a fucking cop? They wanted to wire me up, they’d have to use a motherfucking bale of the stuff.”

I shook my head.

“You’re a dummy? You can’t talk, that it? Look, pal, I can see you’re not Herk, but I sure as fuck know you ain’t Max, either.”

Gigi meant Max the Silent, a Tibetan combat dragon. Max can’t speak, but that’s not how he got his name.

“I’m not a dummy,” I said, softly. “But I know when to dummy up.”

“Not everyone does,” he said, a tinge of nostalgia in his guttural voice. “Things ain’t the same. These days, you got to pay a man to watch your back even when you get hired just to do a simple job like pounding on that mook. But with these punk kids taking over now, fucking bosses they are, you never know when they’re gonna watch too much TV, start thinking all plots and shit.”

“Those two guys, you don’t think they were his?”

“Mario’s? The guy in the pretty white coat? Yeah, they were his, all right. Even a fucking stugotz like him knows when he’s been put on the spot, marked down for some serious pain. But he’s still got to do business, got to make his rounds, show some face. It was just a matter of time. Wasn’t me, it would have been someone else.

“Besides, if those guys you took out were from the…people who hired me, they would have been shooters. Those guys, they were just dumbass muscle.”

I nodded agreement. If they’d been experienced bodyguards, one look at Gigi would have had them heading for the back exit. Probably a pair of strip-club bouncers, used to flexing their gym muscles at drunks.

“Mario could’ve got himself some shooters, but he’d have to go to the yoms, get someone to do that for the kind of chump-change money he’s holding now. Can you imagine a nigger walking into that place? It’d be like one of them wandering onto our range, Inside.”

I shook my head.

“You know what, pal? This is seriously fucked. I get paid to do some work on a guy, I got to pay a piece of that just to make sure my back don’t get cold. Turns out, I wasted the money.”

“You could have handled both of those guys, too?” I said, pretending mild surprise. I’d seen Gigi waddle up to whole groups of men Inside, then go through them like an enraged kid busting up balsa-wood model airplanes. He had all the speed of a fire hydrant, and about the same pain tolerance. Gigi wasn’t any good at chasing you down, but that’s the thing about prison…nowhere to run.

“Ask your boss,” the battleship said.

I didn’t say anything.

“Hey, fuck you, you don’t want to talk. Here’s the other half of your money. Tell Burke I still owe him a glass of vino.”

         





Going back home to New York is like going back to an old girlfriend just because you remembered how great the sex had been. The minute you come, you remember all the reasons you’d decided to go the last time.

It wasn’t that bad, not really. Being away from my family had hurt more than I’d ever imagined, but I had them back again. All the ones left, anyway.

I didn’t have my old place, but the new one was better, once you got past the first couple of floors. I didn’t have my dog, but I could go for days without thinking about her now.

What I didn’t have was my old ways.

I couldn’t go back to scamming-and-stinging. I had always specialized in fleecing the kind of humans who couldn’t run to the Law, but the Internet boys had the freak market sewn up now. Promising kiddie porn I was never going to deliver was one of my bill-payers back in the day, but that’s all done—Cyberville’s full of places where freaks can sample the product for free before they buy.

Selling info on how to become a mercenary is another dry well. Worked fine back when “mercenary” meant government-funded, no-risk slaughter—machine guns against machetes, that kind of thing. Every master-race moron with heavy experience killing paper targets wanted to get in on the fun. That’s a different game today, too. The real merc work is in overthrowing governments, and that takes specialists with track records, not fantasy-fueled freaks whose fetal alcoholism convinced them that they were the last hope of the White Race.

I used to middleman arms deals, selling ordnance to…whoever. But that’s a no-touch ever since 9/11. The buyers could be Saudi-financed robots, or one of those neo-Nazi crews whose idea of “screening” is skin tone. And some of those are the kind of scum-sucking swine whose idea of a part-time job is being an informant for the federales.

One surefire sting had been offering kids for sale, then strong-arming the exchange—the old badger game, cranked up to big-number payoffs. Who were the ripped-off buyers going to complain to, the Better Business Bureau? But, today, the human-traffickers have so much genuine product in their pipelines that the price keeps dropping. What you could sell twenty years ago for a hundred grand wouldn’t get you five today. Not worth the time and trouble to set up the mark, never mind the mess you sometimes make when they get all aggressive the second they find out what they really just bought.

I heard there was good money selling electromagnetic shields to poor souls who were sure they were being targeted by psychotronic weapons, but I couldn’t make myself go there. Same reason I could never pluck the ripe alien-abductee fruit, even when it dangled so close to the ground.

Can’t even rip off the dope men, anymore. They used to just truck the weight around, open for any hijacker with accurate info and the right skills. I’d done one of my stretches for a move like that. Had everything figured out: steal it, sell it back to the owners. Only thing is, they did call the cops. Their cops.

Anyway, that’s all changed, too. Just read this whole frantic piece in the News about a new drug hitting the streets. Heroin cut with fentanyl. Supposed to have killed a few people already.

Reading stuff like that always makes me sad. Not because of a few dead dope fiends, but I can’t figure out why anyone thinks that’s news, or why it matters. This “new” stuff isn’t new at all—it’s been killing addicts in Chicago and Detroit for a long time now. What kind of chump thinks hard-core addicts read the papers for street news, like yuppies checking their mutual funds? For the dealers, a few deaths are good for business. Proves they’ve got the real thing, not some stepped-on lemonade that won’t even buy you a mild buzz.

A junkie worries about only three things: finding the money to fix, finding a seller with righteous stuff, and finding a vein to slam it home. Death? You try that ride every time. Part of the deal. That’s why the top dogs brand their stuff.

Maybe they’ll make a movie about it.

         





I used to find people. Kids mostly. I was good at it—the best tracker in the city, the whisper-stream said. But I’d finally learned that bringing kids back to the people who paid me didn’t always make me a hero.

And the last job I’d done had changed that forever. The man who used to send me tracker work would never be calling me again, either.

I scratch around now. Helping people go and stay gone, that’s something I know how to do. But there’s not a lot of that kind of work around. And most of it just vibrates with danger, like the hum in an electric fence.

The thing about doing crime for a living is that you have to keep doing it. And, every time you do, the odds shift…in the wrong direction. I’m not going Inside again. Not for all the usual reasons—although every one of those is a good one—but because I can’t play that hand anymore. At my age, with my record, any sentence would come with a lifetime guarantee. So when I do violence-for-money, like covering Gigi’s back, I make sure I’m nowhere near the fallout zone.

Still, in my world, being “sure” is just another way of saying you had cut down the odds. Nobody was supposed to die in the job Gigi had hired me for, but accidents happen. What I was sure of was that nobody was going to talk. Not because of some bullshit “code,” but because it was the smart play. The only play.

Nobody was even going to call the cops, much less talk to them. And if some passing citizen had a cell phone, good fucking luck interrogating that bartender—he wouldn’t be playing dumb.

With all that, I still should have passed. Anytime you cover Gigi while he’s working, you could end up watching a homicide.

I’ve got some money. That last job had turned out to be worth a lot more than I’d thought it could be. Cost me a lot more than I thought I had, too.

No reason why I couldn’t go the rest of the way on that one score. I live small. I have the whole top floor of a flophouse that’s been scheduled for the wrecking ball for years, but the bribery they call “paperwork” in this town had prolonged the process through two administrations already. In the meantime, I don’t pay rent. Or utilities.

I don’t have a phone. For outgoing, I use an ever-changing batch of cloned cells the Mole puts together for me. For messages, there’s the same number the underground has been using for years. The same one Gigi had called.

I’ve even got cable, a feeder line from the ground floor of the flophouse. I see whatever I want on the screen, but I never see a bill.

Thanks to my sister Michelle, I don’t pay retail for clothing. Except when she gets in one of her “You need this now!” moods. Then I end up paying through both nostrils and a few assorted veins.

My car is as maintenance-free as an I-beam, a ’69 Roadrunner two-door post. It looks like a derelict from the outside but underneath is an all-new chassis, complete with a transplanted Viper IRS, and a bulletproof, injected Mopar wedge, hand-assembled for torque. Purrs on pump gas, never uses a drop of synthetic between changes, and wouldn’t overheat in a Saharan summer.

I shoot pool, but for nickels and dimes. I play cards, but only with my family—my brother Max is into me for over a couple hundred grand, but we agreed we’d settle up when we both reach the Other Side. He’s my partner in our two-man betting syndicate, too, but we’ve never gone more than a few hundred plus-or-minus there.

I don’t drink. Even when I did smoke, I only bought Dukes—meaning straight from North Carolina, without those pesky New York tax stamps. Later on, I used one of those hundred-foot Indian reservations they have on Long Island, the ones they built to display the government’s deep respect for its favorite Native American tribe: the Casino Indians.

I don’t use drugs for the same reason I don’t drink. Some kids who come up the way I did use stuff like that to get numb. Others, the ones like me, take hyper-vigilance as a sacred vow.

No woman who ever loved me cost me money. But none of them are still with me. Some are dead; all are gone.

Max has his family. His wife, Immaculata; his daughter, Flower. The Prof, my only true father, has another child—a young gun he had picked up and lifted up, like he had done with me. I was way older than Clarence, but I’d never felt replaced; I felt added-to. He calls us both “son,” but, to the Prof, I’d be “Schoolboy” forever.

He and Clarence had a crib together over in East New York. Michelle had the Mole; together they had Terry. I had snatched him from a pimp in Times Square years ago, before Giuliani cleared up midtown and left the boroughs to rot. Mama had all of us, but Flower, her granddaughter, was the pick of the litter, and none of us had a moment’s doubt about that.

It wasn’t so much that they all had one another—I had them, too, and they me. It was that they all had something to do.

         





I walked in the glass door with the taped-over cracks, found myself facing a man in a wheelchair, sitting behind a wide wooden plank that holds a register nobody ever signs.

“Gateman,” I said.

“Hey, boss. You had a call.”

That meant someone had called me at Mama’s and she had left word with Gateman. I wouldn’t carry a cell on a job like the one I just did, and none of us would ever use an answering machine.

I nodded, then handed him an envelope.

“Thanks, boss.”

“Count it.”

“For what? We didn’t set no exact price.”

“Yeah, we did. Remember?”

“For real?”

“Count it.”

“There’s—fuck me!—five large here. What’d that humongoid pay?”

“Ten. Knowing Gigi, he probably got twenty-five, minimum.”

“He’s worth it,” Gateman said, reluctantly respectful. “That monster motherfucker never misses. And he don’t even know how to spell ‘rat.’”

“True,” I said, remembering a conversation I’d had with Gigi on the yard, a long time ago.

“I’m kind of like a whore,” the monster said, shocking me into silence. “I mean, we both rent our bodies, right? You know what makes me different?”

I made an “I wouldn’t even guess” gesture, afraid to say anything out loud.

“We got different values,” the monster said, solemnly. “There ain’t a whore in the world you can trust to keep her mouth shut. And there ain’t a thing on this earth that can make me open mine.”

“Nobody rats on him, neither,” Gateman said. “You know I was at a trial of his once, over in Brooklyn?”

“Yeah?”

“Square business. It was hilarious, bro. The whole courthouse was cracking up. See, Gigi rolled up these three jamokes who got behind in their payments. Probably three separate jobs, but you know that whale-scale bastard—he does them all at the same time, save himself a few steps maybe. So, anyway, while they’re in the hospital, probably flying on morphine, they all give statements, and Gigi gets taken down.

“But comes time for trial, one by one, the three witnesses get up on the stand, point over at Gigi sitting there, and swear that he wasn’t the one who did them.

“The DA, some kid probably a week out of law school, one of those Daddy’s-got-connections clowns the DA’s always hiring, he’s fucking screaming at his own witnesses: ‘Are you trying to tell this jury that you were beaten by another four-hundred-and-fifty-pound white male with a red lightning-bolt tattoo on his right forearm!? That is the exact description of your assailant that you gave the police, isn’t it?’ And the witness, each witness, mind you, stares him straight in the eye, says, ‘That’s right. All’s I know, it wasn’t him.’”

“Yeah. Gigi’s a few hundred pounds over the ninja limit, but he can sure disappear right in front of your eyes.”

Gateman high-fived that, said: “Five large, boss. Damn! So this is—”

“Half. Like we agreed.”

“Ah, come on, man. I didn’t think you was—”

“I said partners, Gate. Partners don’t cut pieces, they split. Equal shares.”

“You don’t just talk it, man.”

I tapped fists with one of the city’s deadliest shooters, and headed up the stairs to my place.

         





“You know, when people say ‘scared to death,’ they don’t mean it,” the skinny brunette said. “Not for-real mean it. They’re afraid of doing something, maybe. Or of getting caught at it. A woman like me, if she said something like that, she might be talking about getting a beating. But not about dying. She’s just being dramatic. You’ve seen that, right?”

I made a gesture that could mean anything.

“He’d do it,” she swore, as fervently as a preacher selling lies.

I made another gesture.

“So I don’t have any choice. Don’t tell me about putting a restraining order out on him. He told me, I ever did that, they’d find it in my purse, lying next to my body.”

I hadn’t been going to say anything about restraining orders. I’m not a counselor. Or a citizen.

“I’ve got kids,” she kept on, relentlessly trying to find another button to push. “Two kids. They’re terrified of him. If I don’t get away—”

She reacted to my raised eyebrows like I’d slapped her.

“Hey! I can’t just go, all right? What am I going to do? This is real life, not TV. People don’t just disappear. Specially people with kids. It costs a lot of money to do something like that.”

I let the right corner of my mouth twitch, knowing her eyes were on me like prison searchlights when the escape alarm goes off.

“So where am I going to get the money for what I want you to do, right?”

I shrugged.

“He’s got a life insurance policy. It comes with his job. I’m the beneficiary. You want to see it?” she said, reaching toward the purse where she probably also had the tape recorder.

I shook my head “no.” The guy she wanted hit was a prison guard—a “CO” is what she’d called him. Even if I’d bought her story about the life insurance, no prison guard’s union policy was going to buy her a sure-to-be-investigated murder.

How the live-in girlfriend of a prison guard got involved with a convict was more than I wanted to know. Why the convict wanted the guard dead probably had nothing to do with anything he was doing to the woman, but that didn’t interest me, either. How the con got my name was no mystery—any one of a couple of dozen lifers up there could have dropped it.

Only thing was, not one of them had ever reached out to me himself, just to give me the heads-up.

“You’ve got the wrong man,” I told the brunette.

Her dark eyes teared right up. “I can get more—”

“No. I mean, you’ve got me confused with someone else. I don’t do the kind of work you’re talking about getting done.”

“But I was told—”

“By who?”

“I’m not supposed to say. And when I give my word, that’s it. I’d never give up someone who tried to do me a favor.”

“I’m sure you’re a righteous, stand-up woman. You sound way too good for the guy you talked about. I wish you the best of luck finding a solution to your problem.”

“But—”

“I think whoever referred you to me—and I do respect you for not saying their name—was thinking about you going away. Disappearing. Starting over. There’s a group I know that could help you with that. After they checked out your story, of course. That’s all that happened, I think. Wires got crossed.”

“I don’t want to disappear. I want him to disappear.”

“You should be careful who you say things like that to. You never know who’s listening.”

“I came a long way.”

“Me, too,” I lied. “That happens a lot, I think. People travel to meet their expectations, and they turn out to be disappointed when they arrive.”

         





If that woman had been telling the truth—and if she’d had the money—I could have helped her go and stay gone. I’ve got a whole stash of identities. Not ID, identities. Different planets. Today, any amateur can get photo ID—all you need is broadband, the right software, a color laser printer, and a laminator. But that’s just pictures on documents, not an identity.

A real identity takes years to establish. You need credit cards, and you need to use them. Buy things, pay them off. Travel. Make a nice paper trail.

Driver’s licenses get renewed. Taxes get paid. Phone numbers stay listed. Answering machines pick up.

If you’re going to use a sham identity to work a score, it helps to have a Web presence, too. Not an actual site, just tracks—enough of a “trail” for chumps who think “Googling” makes them an investigator. Like a few posts to newsgroups, or even a blog. Faking a newspaper or magazine story is probably the safest—anything you plant on the Net will metastasize so quickly that tracing it back to the original becomes impossible for anyone less than a real pro.

All this costs money. An investment, the way I see it. Takes years to ripen on the vine, but when you harvest, it’s a sweet crop. A cash crop.

I’d been stockpiling ID ever since I learned how to do it. Each new one is better than the last. Since 9/11, they’re worth fifty times what they were, an inflation-proof asset. It isn’t that I knew the government’s license to invade privacy it has today was coming—but I always assume something bad is.

That’s one bet I’ve never lost yet.

Today, my walk-around ID is Scott Thomas. Scott—or is it Thomas? Hard to tell with names like that—is a good citizen. He owns my car—that rust-bucket ’69 Roadrunner with dog-dish hubcaps and a single, sorry exhaust pipe poking out the back—pays the insurance on time, keeps the registration up to date.

Scott pays his taxes, too. Of course, the poor guy doesn’t make a lot of money, working as a kitchen helper. But he’s lucky; the rent where he lives hasn’t gone up in ten years. You could ask the landlord, but his building is owned under a corporate name it would take a team of forensic accountants a decade to unravel. They’d have to be fluent in Chinese as well.

Still, the brunette worried me. She’d called Burke’s number, and she could have gotten it from anywhere. Some of those places are more reliable than others, so it was possible she’d been told Burke did contract jobs.

That rumor had been as much a part of the city as judgeships-for-sale since forever—but then Wesley had checked out so explosively that it made the front page of every tabloid in the city. He left behind a suicide note—being Wesley, it read like a threat—taking the weight for a whole string of killings that went back a long time. Some of those were mine. Wesley’s suicide was anomic, but his confession was my inheritance. My brother, the iceman nobody could touch, still touching me.

Nobody doubted Wesley’s note. Not the cops, not the people who live down here. That was what Wesley did, make people dead for money. He never asked why, just told you how much.

Years ago, my compadre Pablo told me about a contract Wesley had on a Puerto Rican dope dealer uptown. The dealer knew the contract was out. He went to a Santería priestess, begging for voodoo heat against the glacier coming for him. The priestess told him Chango, the warrior-god, would protect him. For a price.

The priestess was an evil old demon, feared throughout the barrio. Her crew was all Marielitos. Zombie-driven murderers. They set fires to watch the flames. Ate the charred flesh. Tattoos on their hands to tell you their specialty. Weapons, drugs, extortion, homicide. Their executioner’s tattoo was an upside-down heart with an arrow through it. Cupid as a hit man.

The priestess called on her gods. Killed chickens and goats. Sprinkled virgin’s blood on a knife. Loosed her death-dogs into the street looking for Wesley.

The dealer hid himself in her temple. Safe.

Blazing summer, but the kids stayed off the streets around her temple. They knew winter was coming.

A few days later, a UPS driver pulled up outside the temple. The Marielitos slammed him against his truck, pulling at his clothes. Eyes watched from beneath slitted shades. The killers took a small box from the driver, laughing when he insisted someone had to sign for it.

Experienced assassins, they held the box under an opened fire hydrant, soaking the paper off. Then one of them held the box to his ear, shaking it. Another pulled a butterfly knife from his pocket, flashed it open in the street, grinning. They squatted, watching as the box was slit open. Looked inside. Saw a ghost.

They took the box inside to the priestess. A few minutes later, the dope dealer was thrown into the street, hands cuffed behind his back, duct tape sealing his mouth. He ran from the block. Never made it past the corner.

Nobody saw anything. His body was still there when the cops came.

The whisper-stream went mad with rumor. In the bodegas, in the after-hours joints, on the streets. It was said the priestess found the severed hand of her executioner inside the box, the tattoo mocking her. Chango was angry—she needed a better sacrifice than a chicken to appease him.

The Prof said it best: “Maybe that bitch was a witch, but Wesley just quelled her spell.”

         





Everyone saw him die. Wesley’s final moments were on live TV. Every channel in the city. But nobody ever found his body. The cluster of dynamite Wesley held aloft before he blew the screens into blackness hadn’t left even a micro-fragment behind. So, every time a super-clean, no-trace kill goes down, some part of the whisper-stream questions whether the iceman is really, truly gone.

The more I thought about it, the more I was convinced that the brunette had just gotten bad info. Cons lose touch with the World; maybe her boyfriend was working off old rumors. Or just profiling, telling her he “knew people.” If she’d been a plant, I couldn’t see the cops doing it. Even if they somehow knew I was still alive, so what? I wasn’t wanted for anything. Ever since I’d gone “missing and presumed” years ago, they hadn’t even sniffed around.

No. Just a bad connection. My number’s been the same since forever. You float a public offering, you can’t choose who buys your stock.

         





“He was mad-dogging me, I mean right in my grille, so I fixed him up with a left hook,” the light-skinned Latino with a coiled-cobra tattoo on his neck said to me. “And what does this punk-ass faggot do? Cocksucker runs down to the precinct like a slapped bitch, puts a case on me.”

“And…?”

“And what, man? What else I got to tell you?”

“I look like Legal Aid to you, amigo?”

“Yeah. All right, I get it. What are we talking about, then, make this go away?”

“You break anything?”

“Broke that punk’s jaw,” he said—proud, holding up the fist that had done the job.

“So it’s a felony beef. Is that the problem?”

“Why you want to play me off like that, bro? I’m looking at strike fucking three, okay?”

“But you made bail.”

He leaned forward, left shoulder dropping just a notch. “What you trying to say?”

“Me? I’m just listening.”

“Yeah? Well, look here, the people who put up my bail, they’re the ones who gave me your number to call. They said you had contacts, could take care of stuff like this.”

“You got fifty?”

“Fifty what?”

He gave me a prison-yard stare for a long five seconds. I let my eyes go all soft and wet, so he’d know I knew. Every joint is full of murderers, but killers are a much rarer breed. All cons learn this, sometimes with their last breath.

“Not in my pocket, man,” he said, giving it up. “But I can get it. Question is, what do I get for it?”

“A good lawyer.”

“A lawyer? Fuck a bunch of lawyers, man. What I need is a judge.”

“And the people who told you to call my number, they said I could get that done?”

“Nah. That was my idea.”

“It’s a bad one.”

“So what you got?”

“I told you. A lawyer.”

“What you been smoking, man? You talking about some self-defense thing, right? That won’t—”

“Right. You can’t take the stand, because then your priors come out. And your priors, they’re for the same thing, same kind of thing, right?”

“I’m a collector,” he said, crossing his arms to display his ropy biceps.

“Reason you want the lawyer is you need one to pull a Michael Jackson.”

“A what?”

“The guy you clocked, he drops the case, okay? Then he sues you, like in civil court, for the damage you did to him. You settle the case for, say, thirty K. He gets twenty, his lawyer gets ten, your lawyer gets ten, and so do I. Nobody’s mad, nobody goes to jail. How’s that?”

“I could just pay the motherfucker off myself.”

“No, you can’t,” I said. Not arguing: telling. “You go anywhere near him, you’re going back Inside. If anyone comes around with cash in an envelope, that’s all kinds of hurt ready to be let loose. But if a lawyer approaches this guy, tells him he might have a good case…”

“How’s my lawyer gonna approach him?”

“Not your lawyer. A barrio guy. Abogado, comprende? One of those vultures you see hanging around every night outside the Arraignment Part, looking to pick up some change. You know the kind I mean: got their office in their cell phone.”

“Yeah. Those motherfuckers. So you’re saying I need two lawyers?”

“Just hire the one I tell you to, everything else will take care of itself.”

He nodded slowly.

My kind of score: low risk, low cash.

Big fucking deal.

         





“Gigi? Never forget that two-ton, son,” the Prof said. “Inside, you couldn’t touch him. They only got shanks in there, not harpoons.”

“He sounds like a pig, mahn,” Clarence said, fastidiously inspecting the line of demarcation between the edge of his butter-colored cashmere jacket and the protruding French cuff of a bronze silk shirt, anchored by glittering topaz links. “A gross, fat pig.”

“There’s all kinds of pigs, boy,” the Prof said, seriously. “My man Gigi, he’s a razorback hog. Ain’t got none of those down in the Islands, do they?”

Clarence’s clean-featured face twisted into a grimace of disgust. “No, Father.”

“Haven’t seen one of those devil beasts since I was a boy. But once you see one coming your way, it’s in your mind, permanent.”

There was a tincture of pride in the old man’s voice. I knew the Prof had been born in Louisiana, but he always swore the only good thing that ever came out of the place was Slim Harpo; didn’t want to hear about Lazy Lester. I’d tried to interest him in Tab Benoit, but he said “Weary Time of Night” reminded him of Freddy Fender. Even Lonnie Brooks didn’t turn his crank. And he thought Zydeco was just plain wrong.

“He hasn’t changed, Prof,” I assured him.

“Who changes?” the noble-featured little man said, challenge clear in the textured voice that gave him half the weight behind his name: “Prof” was either “Prophet” or “Professor,” depending on how you knew him.

“Me. I’ve changed.”

“Yeah? No offense, but your face wasn’t exactly your case ace, son. The work they did on you in that hospital—so what?”

“I don’t mean that. I’m just…bored, I guess.”

“How you gonna be bored, boy? Hell, even Inside, we was never bored. Out here, there’s a gazillion things to do.”

“And if you already did them?”

“Look, fool, if everyone walked around with that attitude, nobody’d have more than one woman. And her only the one time. There’s some things we all meant to be doing over and over again, get it?”

“You know what I mean.”

The Prof took a long drag off his Kool, blew a harsh jet of smoke at the ceiling.

“You can’t roll the dice—”

“—if you can’t pay the price. Yeah, I know.”

“So?”

“I’ll come up with something,” I promised him.

         





The Bowery station on the J line is what happens to a neighborhood once politicians realize the people who live there don’t vote. Caveman paintings lined the dingy walls. Like all artists who can’t afford new canvas, the taggers just painted over the ones they already had. The structural columns were so encrusted with layer after layer of graffiti that they were an inch thicker than when they started.

One tagger had blazed NOFEAR 13! just past the third rail. Kid wasn’t lying. He must have stood on his toes, bent at the waist, his sneakers in puddled filth, leather-lined socks to protect him from the river of rats that made short work of all the fast-food containers tossed onto the tracks. Making his statement in hyper-drive, every nerve ending exposed, tuned to catch the sound that could mean he’d just run out of time….

The tag had been sprayed in yellow-outlined orange fire. Looked pretty fresh. Maybe the kid himself was still alive, somewhere.

In this station, women don’t wait on the platform for the train to arrive. They stand huddled on the stairs, not moving until they hear the rumble of an incoming.

I didn’t make eye contact with any of them.

         





I was on my fourth cup of Mama’s hot-and-sour soup when she left her register to sit across from me in my booth.

“You working?”

“Looking.”

“Look hard?”

“I am, Mama.”

“Good.”

I expected more. Usually, no matter what I say, Mama berates me for lack of effort. In her mind, you look for work, you find work, period.

But she just nodded. Didn’t even ask me if the soup had been good.

         





I could feel the city shifting all around me. Under my feet, too. Like an earthquake rising up to meet a hurricane.

Slums being torn down to build high-rent high-rises—urban renewal, New York style. Maybe they’ll build a tent city on Welfare Island to house all the “service personnel.” Ferry them over every day to wash the hallways and clean the toilets, take them back to where they belong before it gets dark.

The Fulton Fish Market is closed down now, all the action relocated to the cheaper real estate in the Bronx. The subways may be underground, but any strong rain takes them out of service. The average cabdriver won’t leave Manhattan, and most of them won’t take a black man north of Ninety-sixth.

It isn’t even news anymore that some restaurants are selling hundred-dollar hamburgers, or that reciting a list of brand names is enough to make some girls wet. The evangelicals don’t have a chance in this town. Consumerism always trumps Christianity in a city where pieces of red string for your wrist are going for a C-note.

Celebrities need causes—it’s an image thing. And you can’t have a cause without a gala. Ice-sculpture swans, caviar canapés, and enough jewelry to cure MS if you pawned it. They always announce how much money they brought in, but never how much they actually paid out.

Who’s supposed to give a damn? The paparazzi?

They do TV specials on human-trafficking. You know what that means: beautiful European women tricked into coming here to be “models” who end up in brutal whorehouses. Just say “sex slaves” and you’ve got a guaranteed audience. The truth—that every child victim of incest is the very definition of “sex slave”—just doesn’t make for good cheesecake. Not in public, anyway. But you can’t walk into a porn shop without finding an “incest” section. I guess it’s true: if you build it, they will come.

Hobbyists troll the Internet pretending to be children to attract pedophiles. Some pathetic first-timers actually show up at the “girl’s” house, looking for the hot underage action they’ve been promised. Naturally, the camera crews are waiting. Nobody ever goes to jail, but it makes for nice low-budget TV. Another public service, brought to you by the network.

Sex offenders are being disgorged from prison like toxic waste into drinking water. Profiteers are selling Megan’s Law snake oil to morons who think a human that would rape a baby would never lie about his home address.

Some other geniuses are pushing GPS cuffs for the freaks. Won’t stop them from doing what they do, but it’ll save a lot of money on cadaver dogs.

It’s just a matter of time before some marketing degenerate wires up a halfway house for sex offenders and makes a reality-TV show out of it.

On Law and Order, everybody’s taking the “Man One and he does the max!” deals. In the streets, they just deal out the manslaughter.

Borough racism is back in style, from Bensonhurst to Howard Beach. Street gangs are making a comeback. If you melted down all the illegal handguns in the city, you’d have enough steel to put the Twin Towers back up.

The Albanians are moving in on the Italians. The Vietnamese are making things tight for the Chinese. The Puerto Ricans are getting tired of the Dominicans having all the fun. The Jakes are looking to take back the turf they lost to home-grown blacks.

The mayor spent the gross national product of most third-world countries just to beat out a party hack who had all the charisma of a poorly embalmed corpse. Pocket change for a sheik who has his eyes on a bigger throne.

In this city, the politicians tax everything except the bribes they live on. The former Commissioner of Corrections was such a model of “tough on crime” that they named a jail after him. Bush was going to make him head of Homeland Security when the “favors” he took from companies who did business with the city started to surface. So he pleads guilty to the usual “no jail” deal, they take his name off a building, he doesn’t get the public job. Maybe he’ll write a book about how he would have gone about being corrupt…if he’d actually done it.

Judges buy their way onto the bench, then sell their judgments. When they get caught, they roll faster than a greased ball bearing down a Teflon slide. Can’t wait to put on the wires and help nail the same lawyers they used to take money from.

It’s never over, not really. Hell, you can get disbarred here and still get licensed to practice in Florida. Just like one of those pedophile priests they used to recycle.

Everybody takes the pills, but nobody reads the labels.

         





The letter took a long time to get to me. There was no date on it, but the postmark on the envelope was six weeks old. I recognized the name on the return address. And couldn’t miss the NEW YORK STATE DEPARTMENT OF CORRECTIONAL SERVICES—INMATE CORRESPONDENCE PROGRAM printed on the back, never mind the CORRECTIONAL FACILITY stamped in red.

The man who wrote knows I don’t personally check the mail drop I use. He knows the pickups over in Jersey are made once a month, at most. And take even more time to find their way into my hands.

There’s a lot of names on that drop. All of them belong to me, but nobody who uses it knows more than one of them. This was addressed to “Gustav Erchdorf.” The prison censors run a random scan on outgoing mail, but known gang members get special scrutiny. And if a ranking member of the tightest white-supremacist crew in New York sent a letter to any of my other covers, from Rubinowitz to Rodriguez, it would trip even the low-voltage wires that pass for a “security squad” Inside.

Of course, even if one of those ace code-crackers opened this one, all they’d find is what I read:


Gus, my main man!

I bet you didn’t know I’ve been trying my hand at poetry. Got to kill this time somehow, right? What do you think?


My pain banishes

White window, filmy shallowness.

Clearest, fairest, willfulness. Telling:

Universe is eternity.

Not fate, common comedy.

Truth’s lethal Taxation.

14 Words

44 Twice

30 Pieces


The closing was the authenticator.

“14 Words” is a standard signature for neo-Nazis: “We must secure the existence of our people and a future for white children.” Written by David Lane, former member of The Order, doing life-plus in supermax for his part in the assassination of a radio talk-show host. A Jewish one.

“44 Twice” comes out to “88.” The eighth letter of the alphabet, so “HH.” As in “Heil Hitler!”

And the “30 Pieces” wasn’t about Judas; it was about what they paid him with.

Silver was an old friend. Better, an old comrade. Inside, I’d never run with his crew. Given a choice, I don’t think he would have, either. But his destiny changed the day he killed a black convict for stealing his wife’s picture from his cell.

Must have taken Silver a long time to put that message together. Just the right touch of could-mean-anything, bullshit-mystical “poetry” to give off that authentic aura to any mailroom cop who sees the same kind of crap every day.

But there’s no single “convict culture,” no matter what Hollywood tells you. There’s only one thing all prisoners have in common: time. Some do it; some use it. And there’s all kinds of ways to do that, from learning to be a better person to learning to be a better predator.

The letter code works like this: if you see an exclamation point, you throw out every word before the last question mark. The whole thing’s written in ultra-fancy, “artistic” script. You see this from convicts a lot, so the watchers are used to it: laboriously hand-printed words, each letter as individually detailed as a piece of netsuke. To decode, you take the first letter of the first word, second letter of the second, and so on, making one word per line, starting each line with the first letter of the first word.

I did that. Came up with:

Man will call. Use name Tex.

It was another couple of weeks before that happened.
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