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            In these city streets—Everywhere
 
            You got to be careful
 
            Where you move your feet, and how you part your hair
 
            Do you really think God could ever forgive, this life we live
 
            Back in the world, back in the world
 
            —Curtis Mayfield
 “Back to the World”
            

         
 
          
 
          
          
 
      



    

  
    
       
         
            One

         
 
         Wilton Cooper reached for the speaker, counterclockwised the volume. It sounded to him, with all that static and shit, like the brothers were talking Chinese. Like he was watching some chop-socky thing, Five Fingers of Death or something like that. Anyway, Cooper didn’t need that tinny-ass box hanging on the window. He knew the dialogue by heart. He’d seen Black Caesar, what, five, six times already. Even had the original sound track on cassette tape. James Brown, doin’ it to death. “Down and Out in New York City.” “The Boss.” And all that.
         
 
         It wasn’t Black Caesar that Cooper had come to see, anyhow. And it sure wasn’t that peckerwood biker picture—Angels the Hard Way—no, Angels Hard as They Come, that’s what it was—that had gone second on the triple bill. Cooper had come to check out that new one, The Master Gunfighter, with Tom Laughlin and Ron O’Neal. Billy Jack and Superfly, way out West. Yeah, that would be something to see. He’d been waiting on that one to open for a long time.
         
 
         Wilton Cooper took a last swig of Near Beer, crushed the can, tossed it over his shoulder to the backseat. He placed the speaker back in its cradle, got out of his ride, walked past rows of cars to the darkened field behind the projection house. With all that liquid in him, he had a fierce need to drain his lizard, and he just couldn’t abide waiting in the men’s room line.
 
         Cooper moaned a little as he let a long stream fly. He could see the screen, Fred Williamson walking out of Tiffany’s just before being gut-shot by that Irishman dressed as a cop. He always liked this part, and then the wild chase scene through Manhattan, people on the street looking right into the camera, the director not bothering to edit or reshoot, maybe because he had no budget for it, or he just plain didn’t give a shit. Cooper dug checking out the extras, trying not to look into the lens but not able to help themselves, doing it just the same. On a bigger-budget feature the producers never would have let that slide. Cooper thought it was cool, though, just the way it was.
 
         He shook himself off, tucked his snake back in where it belonged.
 
         He saw a white boy then, heading from the opposite end of the field in the direction of the projection bunker’s rear door.
 
         The boy had one of those ratty, blown-out Afros, big as Dr. J’s. He wore lemon yellow bells, with a rayon print shirt tails out over the pants. The shirt was untucked because he had slipped a short-barreled rifle—or a sawed-off, Cooper couldn’t tell which—down inside the pant leg along his right hip.
 
         Cooper knew. He had been with stickup kids who had done it the same way, walking into liquor stores and banks. Point of fact, this boy he knew, Delaroy was his name, he had worn his shotgun just that way when the two of them had done that Gas-and-Go outside of Monroe, Louisiana. That was the last armed robbery Cooper had ever done, the one that got him his five-year bit in Angola. He was into different shit now.
         
 
         Anyway, that was Louisiana, and this here was Fayetteville, North Kakilaki. Now what the fuck was this white boy going to do with that big gun?
 
         Cooper watched him walk—strut, really—toward the cinder block bunker. The kid’s left hand was cupped at his side, and he kind of swung it on the down-step. As the kid passed below the light of the floodlamp, Cooper could see the four-inch heels on the boy’s stacks. Those platforms, the Afro, and the kid’s street-nigger strut: a white-boy, wanna-be-a-black-boy cracker. He had the walk down, a little too much with the hand action for Cooper’s taste, but not bad. And the kid was cooler than a motherfucker, too, the way he went straight through the door without knocking, not even looking around before he did. Cooper wondered, What’s going to happen next?
 
         It took about a hot minute for him to find out. Cooper heard the muffled report of a long gun come from the projection bunker just as the redheaded phony cop fired his pistol into Fred Williamson on screen. So the kid had timed whatever he had done to go with the gunshots in the film. Maybe he had seen Black Caesar enough times to plan the whole thing out. Or maybe he wasn’t into the movie and he just happened to work at the drive-in. Cooper was curious either way. He figured he’d hang back there in the dark a little bit. Wait until the white boy came out, ask him then.
         
 
         
              

         
 
         When Bobby Roy Clagget walked into the projection bunker, the fat man didn’t even turn around. Couldn’t hear the door open and shut, what with the whir of the reels and the flutter of film running through the gate. Clagget stood there, watching the fat man’s back, his rounded shoulders, red fireman’s suspenders over a blue work shirt holding up a worn pair of jeans hanging flat on a no-ass frame.
         
 
         Clagget pulled the sawed-off Remington up out of his pant leg by its stock. He racked the pump, pointed the .12-gauge at the fat man.
 
         “You know what this is?” said Clagget. “You recognize that sound?”
 
         The fat man turned around at Clagget’s voice.
 
         “Bobby Roy,” said the fat man, a friendly smile right away, noticing the shotgun but not showing fear or surprise. Not showing Bobby Roy a bit of respect. “Who’s coverin’ the concessions?”
 
         “I said, you recognize that sound?”
 
         “What sound?”
 
         Damn, he hadn’t even heard the pump. This wasn’t at all like the script he had written up in his head. Clagget went ahead with the dialogue anyway. There wasn’t much else he could do.
 
         “That there,” said Clagget, “was the sound of your own death.”
 
         “Say what?” The fat man looked Clagget up and down. “Shoot, son, what y’all doin’ with that hog’s leg? You fixin’ to take out some crows?”
 
         Clagget looked over at the cot in the corner of the booth, where some sort of needlepoint the fat man had been working on lay on a pillow atop wrinkled sheets. Clagget had known nearly all projectionists to have their own funny hobbies—model-car making, Nam memorabilia, shit like that—and this one was no different than the rest.
 
         Clagget’s eyes went along the dust-specked shaft of light, through the rectangular window to the screen. Fred Williamson was crossing Fifth Avenue with the Tiffany presents in his hand. The bogus uniformed cop had begun to close in.
 
         “Go lay down on that cot,” said Clagget, “and put that pillow over your face.”
 
         “Huh?” The fat man chuckled. Clagget couldn’t believe it. By God, he had actually laughed.
 
         Black Caesar bumped into a man in a suit, a decoy for the cop. In another second or two would come the shot.
 
         “Why you want me to lay down, Bobby Roy?”
 
         “Never you mind that now,” said Clagget. He stepped forward, gripped the Remington tight.
 
         “Bobby Roy?” said the fat man.
 
         And Clagget squeezed the trigger.
 
         The fat man flew back, hit the cinder blocks, took down a bulletin board hung there. Clagget pumped the shotgun—it felt good, doing that—and watched the fat man kind of flop around for a few seconds like a dry-docked perch. A jagged piece of bone jutted up from the center of the fat man’s shredded shoulders. Clagget wondered idly where the man’s head had gone.
 
         He slipped the shotgun inside his pant leg. Walking to the door, he wiped what felt like a warm slug off his cheek, flung it to the side. He imagined Fred Williamson, shot now and staggering across the street. Bobby Roy Clagget began to sing the J. B. vocals that he knew were now filling the interior of every car on the lot: “Look at me, you know what you see?/See a baaaad mother. . . .”
 
         Clagget issued a brief sigh. Killing the fat man, it hadn’t been like he expected. No thrill, no fear, and no remorse. It was no different than killing an animal. Nothing more than that.
 
         The pillow would have made a good natural silencer—he had seen Henry Fonda use one for just that purpose in Once Upon a Time in the West—and it was too bad he couldn’t have used it himself. The way it worked out, though, he just didn’t have the time. Clagget opened the door, thinking about the pillow and not paying attention to anything else. That’s when he saw the big black dude, standing just a few feet away on the edge of the field, a funny kind of grin on his face.
         
 
         
              

         
 
         Cooper had to smile, seeing the skinny white boy up close, a pattern of blood and who knew what else sprayed onto the front of his cheap print shirt. What was that, Tarzan swinging on vines all over the shirt? Couldn’t be.
         
 
         “What’s goin’ on?” said Cooper, still smiling, no threat at all in his voice.
 
         “What’s happenin’, blood?”
 
         Blood. Shit, Cooper couldn’t have been more right.
         
 
         “Just out here relieving myself. Saw you go inside. Thought I’d greet you when you came out.”
 
         The white boy cocked his hip, maintaining that all-the-way cool. “Oh, yeah? Why’s that?”
 
         “Thought you might need a friend, is all.” Cooper pointed his chin in the direction of the boy’s chest. “You done fucked up that pretty shirt. From the blow-back and shit.”
 
         The white boy looked down at himself, showed real regret at the sight. “Damn. My finest one, too.”
 
         Cooper watched the boy run his hand under the shirt, thinking now about pulling the weapon.
 
         Cooper said, “Uh-uh.”
 
         “What’s that?”
 
         “Don’t be drawing that long gun out. Don’t even try. I’d be on you so fast.…Look here, little brother”—little brother, Cooper knew he’d like that—“I mean you no harm. For real.”
         
 
         The white boy squinted his eyes. “What you want then, man?”
 
         “The name’s Wilton Cooper. You?”
 
         “Make it B.R. For Bobby Roy.”
 
         “B.R. Bobby Roy. All right, here it is. I already know you’re brave, but, no disrespect intended, that don’t make you smart in the bargain. Now, whatever you did in there—”
 
         “I killed a man.”
 
         There it was. Like it didn’t mean a damn thing.
         
 
         “Okay. You work here, right?”
 
         “Yeah.”
 
         “That’s gonna make you suspect number one. And I bet you pumped out a shell in that booth, didn’t you?”
 
         “I did.”
 
         “I know you did. ’Cause it kind of put a period on the end of the sentence, if you know what I mean. So they’re gonna be looking to talk to you, and soon after, they’re gonna have an empty shotgun shell with your prints on it. . . .” Cooper let it sink in. “By the way, you got wheels?”
         
 
         “Uh-uh.”
 
         “No ride. How were you fixin’ to get away?”
 
         “Walk out, I guess. Through them woods.”
 
         “And if you made it through those swampy woods—that is, if the copperheads didn’t get you first—what were you going to do then? Hitch a ride out on the two-lane? Wait for the county sheriff to pass on by?”
 
         Clagget’s shoulders slumped. “I hear you. But what do you want?”
         
 
         Cooper said, “Tell you what. You ride out with me; we’ll talk about it then.”
 
         “I don’t know. I need to think.”
 
         “While you’re thinking on it, think of this: This picture’s got one more reel to it, right?”
 
         “Yeah. The Hammer’s gotta go and get the crooked cop, the one who fucked him up when he was a kid. Then he goes back to Harlem, gets it himself from the kids in his own neighborhood—”
 
         “I know the picture, man. You don’t have to tell me, ’cause I know. The thing is, when this reel is over—oh, I’d say about two minutes from now—your manager or whoever is gonna be runnin’ back here to find out why the screen’s turned all white.”
         
 
         “I do believe you got a point.” Clagget rubbed his face. “Okay. Maybe we better go.”
 
         “Good. Mind, you don’t want to be walking around where everyone can see you like that.”
 
         “Pick me up, then. I’ll wait right here.”
 
         “And I’ll just be a minute. Swing on back around with my short.”
 
         Bobby Roy Clagget watched the black man head back toward the cars, wide of shoulder and walking proud. He was big, strong as Jim Brown. Not the uncomfortable Jim Brown from 100 Rifles. The bad motherfucker Brown from Slaughter’s Big Rip-Off. Big and bad like that. Clagget wouldn’t mind riding with a guy like Wilton Cooper, at least long enough to get out of town. While he was riding, see what this Cooper dude had in mind.
         
 
         
              

         
 
         Cooper brought his ride—a 1970 Challenger convertible, red on red with a wide black hood stripe running between the NACA scoops—around to the side of the projection house. Clagget went to the passenger side, opened the door, pulled the shotgun free, slipped it back behind the seat, dropped into the bucket, and shut the door. He ran his hand along the wood-grained dash.
         
 
         “Damn,” said Clagget. “Vanishing Point!”
         
 
         “Cleavon Little.”
 
         “You know your movies, Cooper?”
 
         “I’ve seen a few.”
 
         “I’m into movies myself.”
 
         “I sensed that in you, B.R.”
 
         The big screen had gone blank. A white man in a starched white shirt sprinted toward the projection bunker as a cacophony of horns filled the night air.
 
         “That your boss?”
 
         “Yeah.”
 
         “Then we best be on our way.”
 
         It took a little while to get out of the drive-in. Some frustrated customers up ahead had decided to go on and leave. Cooper put the Challenger into the back of the line, got comfortable in the bucket, let himself relax. He wasn’t worried about the cops just yet. He was a patient man until things got real good and hot, and he could see that the kid was, too. Cooper reached into his shirt pocket, withdrew a Salem long.
 
         “I could use one of those myself,” said Clagget.
 
         Cooper shook one free, struck a match, held the flame out for Clagget. In the light he saw the awful cranberry red acne patterned like vomit on the boy’s cheeks. The acne ruined his looks, but other than that, like many backwoods white boys, Clagget seemed almost featureless. Just a boy, most likely, not yet twenty-one.
 
         “Thanks, bro,” said Clagget.
 
         “Sure thing,” said Cooper, and he put the match to his own smoke. They were moving now, almost out of the exit gate.
 
         “Funny thing,” said Clagget.
 
         “What’s that?”
 
         “The fat man. He never knew it was coming. Not even up till the end. And even then, I don’t believe he ever knew why.”
 
         “Why’d you croak him then, man?”
 
         “He was always lookin’ at me. Lookin’ at me and smilin’. And as hard as I’d look back at him, he’d still be giving me this smile. It got to the point I knew I’d have to take that smile off his face for real.”
         
 
         “You killed him ’cause he smiled at you.”
 
         “I guess.”
 
         “You ever think, B.R.—and I’m just makin’ conversation here—that the man was smilin’ just to be friendly?”
 
         “I don’t know. You could be right.” Clagget dragged on his smoke, shrugged, looked down at the cigarette between his thin fingers. “Ain’t too much I can do about it now.”
 
         “You got that right, B.R. You surely do.”
 
         They were out of the drive-in and going west on the two-lane. A cop car screamed down the asphalt toward them.
 
         “Let’s put the top down, Wilton.”
 
         “Might want to wait a minute on that one. Let the sheriff get on past.” Cooper steadied the wheel with his thighs, put his hands over his ears to shut out the siren as the cop car went by. He hated that sound. He watched the taillights fade, put his hands back on the wheel. “Well, there goes your ride, boy. The one I was describing to you earlier.”
 
         Clagget nodded. “I do thank you.”
 
         “Glad to help.”
 
         “What now?”
 
         “We’ll be out of here tonight. Pick up a couple of local boys I know, get you some clothes, get ourselves on the road.”
 
         “I never even been out of this state.”
 
         “You’re fixin’ to have yourself a little adventure now.”
 
         Clagget looked out the open window. “You know, Wilton, I never did take to work much.”
 
         “Neither did I.”
 
         “But I sure am gonna miss that drive-in. Free movies all the time.”
 
         “You’ll get over it.”
 
         “I know it. I was waiting on this real special one, though, was gonna open next week.”
 
         “Which one was that?”
 
         “King Suckerman.”
         
 
         “One about the pimp?”
 
         “Uh-huh. But like no pimp there ever was.”
 
         “Rougher than The Mack?”
         
 
         “Shit, yeah. Way rougher.”
         
 
         “Who’s playin’ the player?”
 
         “Ron St. John.”
 
         Cooper nodded, pursed his lips. “Ron St. John is bad, too.”
         
 
         “Yeah.”
 
         “Don’t worry, little brother. They got plenty of movie theaters where we’re goin’, I expect.”
 
         “Where’s that?”
 
         “Washington, D.C.”
 
         “Chocolate City?” said Clagget.
 
         Cooper said, “Who don’t know that.”
         
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Two

         
 
         Marcus Clay pulled the Hendrix out of the rack, walked it from Soul to Rock, slid it back where it belonged, in the H bin, in the mix between Heart and Humble Pie. That slim boy Rasheed—Karras liked to call him Rasheed X—kept filing Hendrix in the Soul section of the store. Rasheed, with his picked-out ’Fro, red, black, and green knit cap, and back-to-Africa ideology, keeping the flame for racial purity. Clay understood what the young brother was trying to say, and he respected that, but this here was a business—Clay’s business, to the point. What if some pink-eyed white boy with an upside-down American flag patch on the ass end of his jeans came in looking for a copy of Axis: Bold as Love, couldn’t find it, and then, too stoned and too timid to ask one of the black clerks, walked out the door? For what, some kind of statement? Marcus Clay didn’t play that. And anyway, Jimi? That boy did belong in Rock.
         
 
         “Hey, Rasheed!”
 
         “Yeah.” Rasheed, not looking up, standing behind the counter, tagging LPs with the price gun, mouthing the words to Curtis Mayfield’s “Back to the World” as it came at three-quarter volume through the house KLMs. That was the other thing about Rasheed: always playing the music too loud in the shop. At least he had Curtis on the platter, though. The boy had enough good sense for that.
 
         “I’m not gonna tell you again about moving Hendrix into Soul. I’m getting tired—”
 
         “I hear you, boss.” Copping to it, but still not looking up.
 
         “See that you do hear me, man.”
         
 
         “Solid.”
 
         “Just see that you do,” said Clay, turning his back.
 
         Rasheed said, “I guess you ain’t heard Band of Gypsys, then.”
         
 
         There it was. Clay closed his eyes, breathed deep. He stared at the Rufusized poster on the wall, let his eyes linger on Chaka Khan—man, she was fine—to make himself relax. “I heard it. So what?”
         
 
         “With Buddy Miles on the sticks? Jimi steps up and plays some serious funk, no question. ‘Machine Gun’ and all that. So now you gonna make the claim his catalog don’t belong in Soul? Cause you know funk was where he was headed when—”
         
 
         “What you think you are, man, the Amazing Kreskin, some bullshit like that? You gonna tell me now where a dead man was headed with his shit? I’m telling you that where he was when he died was rock, and that’s where his shit’s gonna get filed long as it’s in my shop. Dig?”
         
 
         “I dig, boss,” Rasheed said, with his put-on white-boy enunciation. “I do dig your heavy vibratos.”
 
         The front door opened then, which was a good thing for Rasheed since right about then Clay had gone about as far with all that as he would go. It was Cheek, Clay’s big-as-a-bear assistant manager, entering the store. Cheek, a half hour late and higher than a hippie. Despite his Sly Stone oval-lensed shades, Clay could see from his tentative steps that the boy was damn near cooked.
 
         Cheek stopped, grinned, cocked an ear in the direction of the speakers, cupped his hands around an imaginary mike, went right into a Curtis falsetto. Truth was, Cheek’s tone was too high, closer to Eddie Kendricks than it was to Mayfield. But Clay had to admit the boy was pretty good.
 
         “You’re late,” said Clay.
 
         Cheek stopped singing, removed his shades, wiped dry his buggy eyes. “Yeah, I know it. And I do apologize. But I was out late last night—”
 
         “Gettin’ some of that stanky-ass pussy,” said Rasheed, “from that Hoss Cartwright–lookin’ bitch of his over in Capitol Heights.”
 
         “Naw, man,” said Cheek. “And shut your mouth about Sholinda, too, nigger.” Cheek looked at Clay. “Guess where I was last night, Marcus.”
 
         “I suppose you’re gonna tell me.”
 
         “Listening to some funk. Or should I say, listenin’ to some uncut funk.”
         
 
         “You went to the P-Funk show?” said Rasheed.
 
         “Damn sure did,” said Cheek. “I’m talkin’ about the Bomb.”
 
         “Dag, boy!” Rasheed shook his head. “I wanted to check that motherfucker out my own self!”
         
 
         “Well, you missed it.” Cheek paused, waited for Rasheed to lean forward. “Yeah, Cole Field House, man. Seven hours of festival-style throwin’ down with the Funk Mob. Bobby Bennett emceed—”
 
         “The Mighty Burner was there?”
 
         “That’s right. Introduced the opening act.”
 
         “Who was it?”
 
         “The Brothers Johnson. Thunder Thumbs and Lightnin’ Licks.”
 
         “Fuck the Brothers Johnson.”
         
 
         “Yeah, I know. They was there is all I’m sayin’. But Gary Shider came out next. Wearin’ a diaper and shit. Then Bootsy with the Rubber Band, played the fuck out that bass of his and then let loose with the Horny Horns. Fred Wesley and Maceo. Right after that? Starchild, citizen of the universe. The niggers was trippin’! Doin’ it in three-D. . . .”
         
 
         “All right,” said Clay, “we get it.”
 
         “We gonna turn…this mu-tha…out,” sang Cheek.
 
         “I said we get it. I’m goin’ out for a couple of hours, so it’s time you got to work.”
 
         “You ain’t gonna be too late, are you?” said Cheek.
 
         “Why?”
 
         “Thought I’d check out this new one they got opening up at the Town.”
 
         “I won’t be late,” said Clay.
 
         “What new one?” said Rasheed.
 
         “King Suckerman,” said Cheek.
         
 
         Rasheed looked up. “That the one about the pimp?”
 
         “Not any old pimp. The baddest player ever was. ‘The Man with the Master Plan Who Be Takin’ It to the Man.’ ”
 
         “Who be. That’s what the ad says, huh? I bet some white man wrote that movie; produced it, too. Even wrote that line about ‘the Man’ that’s gonna get you in the theater. Like by goin’ to that movie, givin’ up your cash money, you gonna get over on the Man yourself.”
         
 
         “So?”
 
         “So it’s you they gettin’ over on, blood. Don’t you know it’s those Caucasian producers out in Hollywood makin’ all the money off you head-scratchin’ mugs, pushin’ your dollars through the box-office window for the privilege of watchin’ two hours of nothin’? Puttin’ money back into the white machinery so that they can go right on back and do it again? And all the while they be gettin’ richer, and you just stuck where you’re at, not goin’ anywhere at all.”
 
         “It’s called havin’ a little fun, Rasheed. Ain’t you never heard of that?”
 
         “You’re just ignorant, that’s all.”
 
         “Yeah, I’m ignorant. I’m good and ignorant, bleed. And while you readin’ your Little Red Book tonight, I’ll be out havin’ a good-ass time at the movies. And then, inside my crib a little later on, while you’re still recitin’ your proverbs and shit, I’ll be hittin’ the fuck out of some good pussy. You can believe that.”
         
 
         “Sholinda?” said Rasheed.
 
         “Got-damn right.”
 
         Rasheed and Cheek were still talking shit as Clay walked to the back room. He washed up and changed into a pair of shorts, put his Superstar-highs on his feet and laced them tight. He was back out front in a few, and now Rasheed and Cheek were arguing about some detail on the Pedro Bell cover of America Eats Its Young. Cheek had laid side two on the platter, and the instrumental that kicked things off, “A Joyful Process,” had come on in. Clay liked that one; the comic-book stuff in their lyrics, that he could do without, but Clinton and those boys in Funkadelic, no question, they could play.
         
 
         “I’ll be back in a couple of hours,” said Clay, raising his voice over the horns.
 
         Cheek, shaped like a brown snowman with a full Teddy Pendergrass beard, looked up. “What time you want me to cut the register tape, Marcus?”
 
         “ ’Bout an hour from now should do it.”
 
         “Playin’ a little ball today, boss?” said Rasheed.
 
         “Yeah.”
 
         “With your Caucasian friend?”
 
         “He’s Greek.”
 
         “He looks plenty white to me.”
 
         “Claims there’s a difference,” said Clay. “Damn if I know what it is.”
 
         Clay looked back at them before he left the store, standing there, smiling like fools. He knew, soon as he left, they’d be in the stockroom, firing up some of Cheek’s Mexican. It made no difference to him, long as they did their jobs. Way he saw it, if they rang a few sales, didn’t burn the place to the ground, and kept their hands out of the till, he’d be coming out ahead.
 
         
              

         
 
         Dimitri Karras watched Marcus Clay leave his store, emerge from under the Real Right Records awning, head down Connecticut toward R, where Karras held the ragtop maroon Karmann Ghia idling by the curb. Clay with his smooth, dark skin, a modified Afro and thick mustache, walking with that head-held-high way of his, a kind of bounce, really, not exaggerated but earned. Karras didn’t blame him; if he had Clay’s looks, shit, man, he’d be strutting, too.
         
 
         Karras checked himself in the rearview: black hair falling in waves to his shoulders, a black handlebar mustache, deep brown eyes picking up the chocolate color of his pocket T. Not bad. Not a stone swordsman like Clay, but not bad. Yeah, Karras, when he smiled—and he was smiling now, giving it to the mirror full on—he could turn some heads.
 
         “Easy, lover,” said Clay, dropping into the shotgun seat. “Next thing you know, you’ll be picking out a ring.”
 
         “I thought I had something in my teeth. I was just—”
 
         “Uh-huh.”
 
         Karras pushed the short-stick into first, checked the sideview before pulling out. “Too hot for you, Marcus? I could put the top back up.”
 
         “Naw, leave it down. That way I don’t have to fold myself up to get in and out of this motherfucker. Course, this toy fits you just fine. Big man like me, though . . .”
 
         Karras headed up Connecticut. The VW lurched into second, causing Clay’s head to bob involuntarily, like one of those spring-necked dogs set in the back windows of cars. Clay gave Karras a look.
 
         “Poor man’s Porsche,” explained Karras with an apologetic shrug.
 
         “And a Vega GT’s a poor man’s Vette.”
 
         “Some do claim that.”
 
         Karras cut right, headed down into Rock Creek, reached back behind the passenger seat, pulled free a leatherette box filled with eight-track tapes. Clay held the wheel steady while Karras flipped back the lid and looked through the box.
 
         “What you puttin’ in? ’Cause I don’t even want to hear no Mo the Rooster.”
 
         “Mott the Hoople.”
 
         “Yeah, none of that. Put somethin’ in there that’s got some bottom, man.”
 
         Karras slipped a tape into the deck. “Robin Trower. Bridge of Sighs. Rightful heir to Mr. Hendrix—”
         
 
         “I don’t want to talk about Jimi, now. Okay?”
 
         Karras found a joint in his shirt pocket, fired it up off the VW’s lighter. He hit it, passed it over to Clay. They exited a long tunnel and went by the National Zoo.
 
         “Nice taste,” said Clay.
 
         “The end of my Lumbo. I’m pickin’ up an LB later on today.”
 
         “What you going through now?”
 
         “I move about a pound, pound and a half a week, keep just enough for myself. It’s a living, man, you know?”
 
         “Educated man like you, you ought to find yourself a real job. A good one, too.”
 
         “Smoke a little weed, play some ball, listen to tunes…get some P now and then—I gotta look at it this way: How could my life get any better?”
 
         “For you, maybe. Me, I like to work.”
 
         “I know you do, Marcus.”
 
         Karras took in a deep hit of the pot. He offered it to Clay, who hit it again, passed it back. Karras kissed it one last time, butted what was left, pushed the roach to the back of the ashtray.
 
         Clay checked out the sneakers on Karras’s feet. “Where’d you get those Clydes, Dimitri?”
 
         “Up at Mitchell’s, on Wisconsin.”
 
         “I ain’t seen ’em in that neutral color, though. They look good like that.”
 
         “Mitchell’s,” repeated Karras.
 
         “I’ll have to tell Rasheed. He’s been lookin’ for just that shade.”
 
         “Rasheed X.”
         
 
         “That boy’s all right. You two just need to sit down and talk.”
 
         “Right.”
 
         “So where we headed, anyway?”
 
         “Candy Cane City, I guess. Always get a decent game up there.”
 
         Clay nodded, then found his head moving to the gravelly Bill Lordan vocals, Trower’s blues guitar working against a thick slab of bass. The Columbian was talking to him now, pushing him to find things in the music he might have otherwise overlooked. “This is a bad jam, you know it?”
         
 
         Karras nodded. “‘The Fool and Me.’”
 
         “Your boy Trower, he can play.”
 
         “Yeah,” said Karras. “Trower’s bad.”
 
         Clay put on his shades; Karras put on his. The Karmann Ghia moved through the warm summer air beneath a cooling canopy of trees.
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Three

         

         Eddie Marchetti opened up the Post, checked out the TV Highlights chart for the day, went down the grid to four o’clock. The menu showed Money Movie Seven, the one where Johnny Batchelder gave away small-time dollars at the commercial break. It was Yul Brynner week, and today they were running Taras Bulba. Tony Curtis as Yul Brynner’s son—what were they, five, six years apart in age? Right. Marchetti had seen it, and it wouldn’t get any better a second time. Over on 9 was Dinah Shore: Ethel Merman, Frankie Valli, and Jimmie Walker, the skinny titsune with exactly one joke in his repertoire. No, thanks. He could watch Robert Young, Family Doctor on channel 4, but that was nothing but the old Marcus Welby, M.D. in syndication, and he had seen all of those on the first go-round. Anyhow, those geezer shows—Welby, Barnaby Jones, like that—Marchetti could only take so much of those.
         

         Dinah was just about to start. Marchetti pointed the remote in the direction of the nineteen-inch Sony across the room, cut the power. He dropped the remote in the center drawer of the varnished desk in front of him. He swiveled in his chair, looked out the big picture window to the street.

         A million-dollar view! A ’dozer pushing gravel into a mountain of it, and past the mountain of stones some kind of tepee-shaped silo. Beyond the fenced-in lot that housed the miniquarry was a big windowless structure of brick, a dead building by day but a fag club by night. Huge, sweaty dance floor, dick shots projected on the walls, angled mirrors in the johns so the tail-gunners could check out your equipment while you were trying to take a leak, disco music so loud you couldn’t even taste the liquor in your drink. Fuck all that. Before Marchetti’s cousin Arturo had gone back to North Jersey, just after he had set Eddie up down in D.C., the two of them had checked the place out, Arturo Marchetti claiming that it would be easy pickings for a couple of swingin’ dicks like them, on account of in a fag joint there wasn’t any competition for the broads. But none of the women had wanted to dance with them, which left Eddie and Arturo standing there, sipping their drinks like a couple of mo-mos, looking at slide shows of bright-eyed, toothy guys with lizards hanging down to their knees. Eddie wanted to leave, but Arturo, he wanted to stay, ride the night out. For all Eddie knew, maybe Arturo was half queer. And the bitches, the ones that wouldn’t dance with Eddie? He figured they must have been faggids themselves.

         So the view, it sucked the high hard one. When the family had asked him to leave Jersey, set up a little business out of town—they were only trying to get rid of him, he knew—they had promised to put him in a nice office in a beautiful part of town. First and Potomac, they said, and when he heard the address it sounded so goddamn right. Like it caught a breeze off the river and shit. Well, it was a few blocks from the water, but not that you could tell, and when the odd breeze did come through, it stank of sulfur and diesel. So here he sat, in a moldy cinder-block building in a hot, treeless, dead-ass warehouse district in Southeast D.C. The absolute shithole part of town.

         Eddie would show them, though. He’d stick it out. He’d make something happen down here and then he’d go back to his sweet hometown like the fattest motherfucker who ever rode in on four wheels. He would do that if he ever did one thing.

         “Come here, baby,” said Marchetti, spreading his arms out wide.

         Vivian looked up from her place on the wine leather couch across the room. She tapped some ash onto her jeans from the joint dangling between her long thin fingers and returned her gaze to the paperback resting in her lap. Keeping her eyes on the page, she rubbed at the ashes until they had disappeared into the denim.

         “Hey, Viv!” said Marchetti, more jovial now. “Come on over here, give Eddie Spags a hug.” The kids used to call him Eddie Spaghetti back in Jersey, on account of he was a guido and he did love his pasta. Then Eddie Spags for short, which stuck. Marchetti liked the sound of it. Like it was right out of The Valachi Papers or some shit like that, though Eddie knew down deep that the Marchettis were strictly small-time players, double zeros on the back of a uniform. He and his relatives were about as connected as an amputated leg.
         

         Vivian, still not looking up, said, “How about this, Eddie? How about you get up out of that chair, walk across the room, give me a hug? How about that?”
         

         Eddie said, “Forget it,” though he wished right away he hadn’t spoken so quick. A hug, you never knew, if you forced it just a little, it could turn into something else.

         Eddie opened the center drawer of his desk, brushed aside the snub-nosed .38 that lay there, grabbed the remote. Christ, if his own girlfriend was more interested in getting high and reading some make-believe story than paying a little attention to him, he might as well watch a little tube. It felt like a morgue in there, anyway, without the sound of the Sony.

         Eddie switched on the set, sighed at the snow running across Dinah Shore’s face.

         “Hey, Clarenze!” he yelled, loud as he could. And Vivian looked up.

         
              

         

         Clarence Tate was listening to Eugene Record’s tenor, the harmonica drifting in behind the vocal, when he heard the sound of Eddie’s voice. “Oh, Girl,” that was one of the prettiest records the Chi-Lites had ever cut, and Tate had been sitting way back in the other side of the warehouse, just getting into the tortured beauty of the song, doing nothing but minding his own self. It would be just like Eddie to bust on Tate’s groove at a time like that.
         

         Tate got out of his chair, pulled the eight-track from the Capehart compact system, went through the doorway, headed on down the hall.

         He passed rows of television sets still in their cartons, stereo systems, compacts and components, some boxed, some not. They’d have to move these right quick. Tate had hooked himself up with a delivery man—cat by the name of Bernard—who drove a truck for the big electronics distributor up in Baltimore. Bernard’s company supplied all of D.C.’s electronics retailers—Luskin’s-Dalmo, George’s, Nutty Nathan’s, and others—with their goods, and Bernard had a deal with one of the warehousemen, who’d load up Bernard’s truck with a couple of extra pieces on every run. Tate figured it wouldn’t be long before either that boy Bernard or the warehouseman would be caught, because that’s the way things always ended for small-time boosters like them. So he thought it’d be a good idea to maximize the profit potential while the getting was still good. Profit potential—he’d been reading books lately on how to run a hard-goods operation. Course, the books never said a damn thing about fencing hard goods. But he figured the basic principles, they had to be about the same.
         

         Didn’t Eddie know you had to turn the inventory so you could take in more goods? Didn’t he know nothin’ about cash flow? No, he didn’t expect that Eddie did. Tate would have to bring up the issue with him soon. Sit down with Eddie, counsel him a little, make up one of those business plans.

         That is, if he could keep the fat man focused. The thing that bothered Tate was, Eddie was all over the place, throwing all the balls up in the air at the same time, trying to make that big score. He could do all right if he just kept to moving hard goods in and out of the warehouse. But uh-uh, the man had to be going in ten different directions at once, selling herb, pounds at a time, and now cocaine, brokering a deal between those Southern boys on their way into town and the Howard County bikers. Eddie, he had no idea what it meant to play with bad motherfuckers like that.

         Clarence didn’t know why he worried about it anyway. He had never meant to take on all this responsibility. It started when he had gone and answered that Washington Post ad, the one Eddie had placed for an “executive assistant,” the description vague but with phrases thrown in like “sky’s the limit, self-starter,” bullshit hustle like that. He figured he’d take the job for a short while, a transition thing, buy a few things extra for his little girl. Here he was a year later, still wet-nursing the Italian, running the show, strategizing, himself. Didn’t that beat all?
         

         Clarence Tate pushed on the door at the end of the hall, entered the main office. There sat Eddie Spags, eyes kind of glazed, watching the Sony. Who was that, that fool Jimmie Walker, talking all that fast, stupid shit on the screen? And the girl, Vivian, stoned and bored, sitting across the room with her legs tucked underneath her, taking that free ride from Eddie, not even giving it up anymore, just hanging around. One thing he did know: If she was his, Tate would never let her get away with that. Fine as she was, too.

         “You call me, Eddie?”

         “Yeah. It’s snowin’ on the Dinah Shore set, Clarenze.”

         Clarenze. Saying it like he thought the niggers would. Course, no brother had ever called him Clarenze. But Tate knew it would be a waste of time to try and explain it to him. What Eddie knew about the black man was what he picked up off the straight-up bullshit he saw on TV. The man was that kind of thick.
         

         “I’ll get up on the roof, jiggle the antenna.”

         “Thanks.”

         “And Eddie.”

         “Yeah.”

         “What’s the schedule lookin’ like for the rest of the day?”

         “You know,” said Marchetti. “Little bit of this and that. Got that guy Cooper coming into town sometime today. Wants to talk about the coke deal with those biker fellows I know.”

         “And you know Cooper from?”

         “He works for a guy by the name of Carlos. Used to be a busboy in my old man’s restaurant back in North Bergen. Went down to Miami a few years back and got himself into some more lucrative shit. Wears shiny suits now with long-collared shirts underneath.” Marchetti winked at Tate. “We keep in touch.”

         “Okay.” Tate sighed. “What else we lookin’ at?”

         “Greek boy by the name of Karras is coming by. Wants an LB.”

         “You know this Karras?”

         “Loopy vouched for him.”

         “I thought you only sold herb to Loopy.”

         “That’s right, but Loopy went out of town on a vaykay. He set me up with Karras so there wouldn’t be any coitus interruptus on my dope trade. Just this one time.” Marchetti chuckled. “Hey, Viv, you hear that? Coitus interruptus on the dope trade?”

         “I heard you, Eddie.”

         “And how you know,” said Tate, “that this Karras cat isn’t a narc?”

         “Because, like I said, Loopy vouched for him.”

         “Can’t argue with that,” said Tate. “Man named Loopy tells you something, you gotta believe it.”

         “And anyway,” said Marchetti, “any fool knows, you ask someone, ‘Are you a narc?’ they have to answer true if they are, otherwise it ain’t a clean bust.”

         “Okay, Eddie,” said Tate. “Sounds like you got it all figured out.”

         “Why you wanna know what’s on our plate, Clarenze?”

         “Thought I’d cut out early. Was hoping to check out this movie tonight, just opened up.”

         “What movie?”

         “King Suckerman,” said Tate.
         

         Vivian looked up. “That the one about the pimp?”

         “Sure is,” said Tate.

         Marchetti said, “Like Rooster on Baretta, right?”
         

         “Not exactly,” said Tate.

         Tate heard the slam of a car door, then another. He walked behind Marchetti’s desk, stood before the big window, looked down to the street. A big Jim Brown–lookin’ brother, two others darker than midnight, and a skinny white boy with a fucked-up face were moving away from a red-on-red ragtop Challenger. Tate could see from two floors up, the white boy had some kind of hog’s leg stuck down in his pants.

         “Eddie,” said Tate. “This Cooper cat, he say how you’d know him when he showed up?”

         Marchetti blinked his eyes. “Said he’d be rolling into town in a red Mopar. Why?”

         “He’s here,” said Tate.

         “Oh, yeah?” said Eddie.

         “Uh-huh,” said Tate. “Brought a few associates with him, too.”

      


    

  
    
       
         
            Four

         
 
         Dimitri Karras put a bounce pass in to Marcus Clay; the shirts converged. Clay got it right back out to Karras at the top of the key, and Karras took the J. The ball hit the hole clean, kissed the bottom of the net.
         
 
         “String music,” said Karras.
 
         “Game,” said Clay.
 
         The shirts went off the court, their heads down, hands on hips. One of them went to the portable eight-track on the sideline, changed the tape, put in Gratitude, turned up the V.
         
 
         The skins—Karras, Clay, Kenny Lane, and Bill Valis—got in a loose circle, gave each other skin, caught their breath, waited for the shirts to come back out for the rubber match. Clay had played against Kenny Lane when Lane was a forward at Western in ’65. Billy Valis was the young boy of the group, heavyset, but a guy who could drive and move underneath in unexpected ways. Valis wore an easy smile and a red bandanna, pirate-style, over his longish black hair. He loved to play ball, thought he was Earl Monroe.
 
         The shirts came back out. The game began, and the shirts took an early lead. They had a guy named Heironymous—his teammates called him Hero—who had gone All-Met for Spingarn, and Heironymous was lighting it up from the outside, just handling Kenny Lane. Clay switched with Lane and noticed that Hero made a funny kind of grimace before he went up. Soon he had him shut down.
 
         Karras took the ball out, shot it inside to Valis, who drove the lane. Valis went up, committed himself, turned around in midair, put some English on the ball as he spun it off the backboard and into the net.
 
         “The Monroe Doctrine,” said Valis to his defender.
 
         “Damn,” said his defender.
 
         “Cover him, then,” said Heironymous. “Motherfucker’s a whirling dervish and shit.”
 
         One of the shirts took a corner shot. The ball bounced straight up off the back of the rim. Clay went up, pinned the rebound to the backboard, stayed in the air, threw it twenty feet out to Karras, who quick-released the jumper, sank the pill. Karras took the next shot from the same spot, hit it. The defender checked it to Karras, who took it back, hit it again. Valis let out a whoop.
 
         “Respect yourself,” said Karras to his defender, a stocky guy from Northeast.
 
         “Staple Singers,” said Clay, crossing the court to give Karras a low five.
 
         Heironymous turned to the one defending Karras. “You gon’ let Gail Goodrich take those all day?”
 
         Karras took the ball out, dribbled back outside the key, made like he was going to take it, put it in to Clay, who was slanting inside. Clay came off a Valis pick, drove the lane, reversed the layup.
 
         Heironymous and his crew came back with three in a row. Lane sank a double pump, and Valis corkscrewed one in right behind it. That tied things up.
 
         Karras’s defender drove right by him, put one up. Clay skied, rejected the shot. The ball went out to Karras. He went up listening to Phillip Bailey’s falsetto on “Reasons.” The ball caught only net. Karras watched it swish, the sun warming his face as the EWF horns kicked in. Karras knew, right then, that he’d never get a nine-to-five, that he’d play ball and get high as long as he could, and that he fucking loved D.C. His shot had ended the game.
 
         The shirts did fifty push-ups in front of the skins. Valis said goodbye to his teammates and walked across the bridge, over the creek to his lime green ’69 Dart. Heironymous stood up, took off his shirt, toweled himself off. He walked over to Karras and Clay.
 
         “Game, Gail,” said Heironymous with a slight nod of his chin.
 
         “Thanks,” said Karras.
 
         Karras drifted. Heironymous shook Clay’s hand—fist to fist, then finger grip—and snapped his fingers one time. They talked about the Suns-Celtics series, concluded in six a few weeks back. Black D.C. had been for the Suns, because they were for anyone playing the Celts, and as a bonus incentive the Suns’ forward, Curtis Perry, had come out of Washington. It had been a good series, the subject of morning conversation all over town while it lasted; Game Five, with its triple OT, had been a certified NBA classic.
 
         “Way to get up,” said Heironymous before he walked away.
 
         “Yeah, good game,” said Clay. “You take it light, hear?”
 
         Heironymous shrugged. “Everything is everything.”
 
         Clay found his shirt on the grass, went back to the Karmann Ghia, got into the passenger seat. Karras turned the ignition, backed out onto Beach Drive, drove toward town.
 
         “Could use a shower,” said Clay.
 
         “You can get one at my crib before you go back to the shop.”
 
         “’Preciate it. That would just about do me right.”
 
         “I need to make a stop, though, pick up that herb.”
 
         “Drop me off first, hear?”
 
         “Come with me, man.”
         
 
         “Uh-uh. I don’t need to be gettin’ into that.”
 
         “What, you got no problem with smoking my weed, but you don’t want to see where it comes from?”
 
         “Aw, come on, Dimitri.”
 
         “What could happen, anyway?”
 
         “All right, man,” said Clay. “You made your point. But let’s be quick about it, hear? I told Cheek I’d be back in time for him to make his show.”
 
         “Thanks, Marcus. Didn’t feel like driving down to Southeast by myself.”
 
         Clay got down in the seat, closed his eyes, let the wind and sun dry his face. “Good ball today.”
 
         “Yeah, it was pretty nice.”
 
         “You had, what, two from that same spot?”
 
         “Three.”
 
         “Should have been wearin’ a Lakers jersey out there.”
 
         “Don’t start with that Goodrich shit. Hero sees a white boy who can drill it from the outside, all of the sudden he’s callin’ him Gail. Shows a lack of imagination on his part, if you ask me. ’Cause you know my game is closer to Clyde Frazier’s.”
         
 
         Clay grinned. “Guess Hero didn’t notice those shoes of yours.”
 
         “Have to point them out to him,” said Karras, “next time we do some hoop.”
 
         
              

         
 
         Clarence Tate sat on the edge of Marchetti’s desk, let his leg swing kind of casual as Cooper and his boys walked into the room. This Cooper dude, it was clear as daylight he was the leader of the crew: It was in the way he walked, out front but not in any kind of hurry, kind of regal-like. And his clothes, too, pressed jeans hooked up with a maroon shirt, a nice wash-’n’-wear job gaping at the buttons from the pull of his running-back chest. A slick boy, that’s what this Cooper was, a slick, survivin’ motherfucker, the kind of dude who walks out of the prison yard every day on his own two feet. Cooper had the look of a smart con, and Tate knew that look, had been acquainted with plenty of boys just like this one back in the Petworth neighborhood off 13th Street, where he had come up.
         
 
         The two dark-skinned brothers—not just black brothers, but brothers for real—it was obvious that one of them had done a couple of bits himself: hard and cut, not just in the body but in the face as well, like a sculptor had made him in a studio. The second, narrow-assed brother, with his big, open mouth, a hint of a goatee like a badly shaved pussy on his weak, dimpled chin, he wouldn’t have lasted in the joint but a few weeks. But different as they looked, Tate could see straight off that they were kin. It was how they moved together, attached, almost, not because they wanted to be but because they had to be. Not like partners but like blood. A couple of stone Bamas on their first trip north to D.C.
         
 
         And then the white boy. A light blue rayon shirt patterned with navy blue seashells, coffee-stained white bells, a wide black belt, and cheap black stacks with four-inch heels, a white line curlicued across the vamp. Chili mac–lookin’ face. Small, stupid eyes. Trying to do some kind of pimp walk into the room, the downstroke kind of walk they tried to pass off as fly on TV. Doing it awkward, even for him, on account of the long gun slid down inside the hip of the bells. Tate couldn’t figure out where this white boy fit in.
 
         Slick said, “Afternoon. Wilton Cooper.” He reached across the desk to where Marchetti had stood out of his chair.
 
         “Mr. Cooper.” Marchetti imprisoned Cooper’s thumb, gave Cooper his idea of the soul shake. Tate saw a glimmer of amusement in Cooper’s eyes. “Eddie Marchetti. They call me Eddie Spags.”
 
         “Eddie Spags. That right.”
 
         “’Ey.” Marchetti shrugged, spread his hands. “Got to jive to stay alive, right?”
 
         Tate tried not to wince. Cooper looked at Tate out the side of his eyes. “And you are?”
 
         “Clarence Tate.”
 
         Tate got off the desk, stood to his full height, noticed with some relief that he was at eye level with Cooper. They shook hands.
 
         Tate put his ass back on the edge of the desk. Cooper pulled a folding metal chair over in front of the desk, had a seat, crossed one leg over the other, rubbed one hand along his muscled thigh. He looked back at the fine Oriental girl who sat legs-up on the wine-colored couch against the wall. She leaned forward a little, like she was interested in hearing what would be said next.
 
         Cooper made a hand-sweep around the room, where the ones who had come in behind him stood, the brothers together, the white boy alone, all of them awkward, like rejects at a dance floor’s edge.
 
         “My boys,” said Cooper. “Like you to meet the Thomas brothers, Ronald and Russell. Ronald, I met him in Angola. We kind of partnered up down there for a while, watched each other’s backs. I like to call him Mandingo, with affection, understand, though I don’t recommend that you do. His brother, Russell, he came along for the ride. Picked them up down in North Kakilaki, right from their uncle’s farm.”
         
 
         Tate looked at the hard, chiseled features on the one called Mandingo—he was a Rafer Johnson–lookin’ brother—watched him shake a Kool from the bottom of the pack where he had torn open a hole. Opening the pack from the bottom, that was just like a tobacco-road Bama—like the ad said, you could take Salem out of the country, but you couldn’t take the country out of Salem.
         
 
         “Gimme one of them double-O’s,” said Russell, the unfortunate one. Ronald Thomas handed his brother the deck. The two of them said something to each other and both of them laughed.
 
         “Here goes my friend Bobby Roy Clagget,” said Cooper. “Young man from Carolina way himself. Had the good fortune to meet him down there, thought he might like to come along for the ride.”
 
         As if on cue, Clagget pulled the sawed-off from his pant leg, curled his finger inside the trigger guard, let the shotgun hang down along his side.
 
         “You can call him B.R.,” said Cooper, “if you’d like.”
 
         “Nice to meet you gentlemen,” said Marchetti. “All of you.”
 
         Vivian chuckled. She was stoned and she couldn’t help but laugh. The one called Cooper, alone, he was dangerous for sure, but together as a group, even with the gun, she just couldn’t take them in a serious way. They were pathetic, really. The idiot brothers and especially the skinny white one, with his ratty, shoulder-length Afro, the bad-dream Soul Train threads, disco-country with the ruined face.
         
 
         Marchetti shot Vivian an annoyed look. Cooper looked back at her and smiled. He didn’t mind her laughter. He and his boys, they were a funny sight. He knew it, and he didn’t mind. You could laugh at them if you wanted, the way you could laugh at the big cats in the lion house. From outside the cage.
         
 
         “Why the gun?” said Tate to Cooper carefully, like this whole scene wasn’t digging a tunnel right through his gut. “You fixin’ to knock us over?”
 
         “Don’t mind B.R.,” said Cooper. “He means you no harm. The shotgun, in a funny kind of way, it’s his friend.”
 
         “Sure,” said Marchetti. “We’re all on the same page. Clarenze here, he’s the worrier of my staff. Needs to get down a little. Boogie. Know what I mean, Wilton? Can I call you Wilton?”
 
         Cooper rolled his eyes toward Tate. “I’m a little confused. Your boss here called you Clarenze. Thought you said your name was Clarence.”
 
         “It is,” said Tate.
 
         “Just wanted to make sure I wasn’t losing my mind.”
 
         “So,” said Marchetti, “how’s my buddy Carlos doin’?”
 
         Wilton Cooper said, “Carlos is good. Stylin’, too. Looks about a million miles away from when you knew him. What was he, a busboy in your daddy’s place?”
 
         “That’s right.”
 
         “Well, he ain’t no busboy now. Likes the warmer climate, too. More natural for him. But you know how it is, you improve your station in life, all you’re doin’ sometimes is tradin’ in one set of troubles for another.”
 
         “Things aren’t going so good for my friend Carlos down there?”
 
         “Don’t misunderstand me, now. Things are all right. But the goods Carlos trades in, well, the competition in South Florida, it can get a little fierce. And you get locked in to certain distribution channels, all of the sudden they start owning you.”
 
         Got to keep the vendors on their toes, thought Tate. Competition beats negotiation every time.
 
         “So,” said Cooper, “Carlos was talkin’ to you, and you claimed you could hook him up with a sweet deal on a few keys of ’caine. Something we could take back home, step on a little, make a nice profit. At the same time, let our suppliers know in a subtle way that we can always buy somewhere else, but out of town, not in our own backyard, so we don’t be startin’ no wars down there and shit.”
 
         “That’s exactly what I told him. I have a source—”
 
         “A source,” said Cooper.
 
         “That’s right,” said Marchetti. “A biker I know. Guy by the name of Larry.”
 
         “Larry.”
 
         “Uh-huh. Him and his gang—well, I don’t know if you can call them a gang, exactly, but they all ride bikes—they’re staying out in a little house on some farmland in a place called Marriottsville, up near Baltimore. Larry and his friends, they deal in quantity.”
 
         “You know this.”
 
         “I struck up a friendship with Larry and his lady—Larry calls her his lady—in a bar here in D.C. Right on Capitol Hill. Same bar I took Viv over there away from, the place where she was serving drinks, getting her ass patted all day by the customers. Right, Viv?”
 
         “Yeah, Eddie,” said Vivian. “You swept me off my feet.”
 
         “So I tell Larry what I do. ‘I buy and sell things for a living,’ I say. And Larry says, ‘I got something you can buy, bro, and you can turn around and sell it for a whole lot more.’ And I’m like, ‘Oh, yeah?’”
 
         “Why didn’t you, then?” said Cooper.
 
         “What I do here,” said Marchetti, “I buy hard goods, move them around for a profit.”
 
         “You’re a fence.”
 
         “Yeah. And I move a little reefer, too. Viv likes to smoke it now and again, so it keeps us in a private stash. But cocaine? Shit, Wilton, I gotta be honest with you, I’m playing an away game there. I wouldn’t know what to do with it if it was sitting in my lap.”
 
         “Start by gettin’ it out your lap,” said Russell, “and up your got-damn nose.”
 
         “Got that shit right,” said Ronald, cooler than a corpse, giving soft skin to Russell without even moving his eyes.
         
 
         “So you got to talking to Carlos,” said Cooper.
 
         “Thought we could work something out.”
 
         “You be the broker,” said Cooper.
 
         “For the standard ten points,” said Marchetti.
 
         “And that would bring us up to today.”
 
         “Right. The way Carlos put it, he’d send you up here, you show me you got the money so I don’t embarrass myself, and I put you up with Larry. You make the buy, I get my twenty G’s, you go home, everyone’s happy. How’s that sound?”
 
         “Solid as a motherfucker, Eddie.”
 
         “So,” said Marchetti with a nervous smile. “The money.”
 
         “What,” said Cooper, “you thought I’d forget about that?”
 
         Tate looked over at the white boy, hip cocked, his finger grazing the back of the shotgun’s trigger.
 
         Cooper arched his back, dug into his front pocket, grunted. “Be glad when these tight jeans go out of style. Here we are.” He pulled free a roll of bills, leaned forward, dropped the bills on Marchetti’s desk. “Twenty grand. How’s that look to you, Spags?”
 
         Eddie Marchetti smiled, picked up the money. He looked at it briefly, like he didn’t need to count it, counted it quickly in his head. Tate got off the desk at the sound of a car door, went to the window behind Marchetti’s desk.
 
         “Black dude and a white dude, Eddie, comin’ to the door.”
 
         “White dude look like a Greek?” said Marchetti, his eyes still on the bills.
 
         “How should I know, man?”
 
         “It’s that Karras guy, most likely, come to pick up his dope.”
 
         “Should I tell him to come back later?” said Tate.
 
         “Hey, Wilton,” said Marchetti, “you don’t mind I do a little business real quick, do ya?”
 
         “No,” said Cooper, “I don’t mind.”
 
         “Go ahead, Clarenze,” said Marchetti. “Buzz the Greek in.”
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