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Prologue


Isaiah was seventeen years old when his older brother, Marcus, was killed in a hit-and-run. Isaiah dropped out of school and spent months trying to track down the driver of the Honda Accord that left Marcus lying on the pavement smashed to pieces, his life-force draining into the gutter. His brother was his mentor, his friend, his guide through life, his only family. Everything.


Eight years later, he was at TK’s wrecking yard when he stumbled upon the Accord. It was dusk. He was walking along the old race course route through the rows of abandoned cars. They reminded Isaiah of the Civil War photos he’d seen at the library. Dead soldiers on a battlefield. Crumpled bodies, chrome teeth grimacing, shattered eyes staring back at a hundred thousand miles. There was no breeze in the dying light, a lone crow atop the mountain of tires squawked plaintively, the last one on earth. Isaiah came around a corner and there it was. The sight of the murder weapon brought back a paralyzing upsurge of pain and memories: Marcus’s smile that warmed and comforted, his voice, sure and soulful, the loving eyes that saw Isaiah’s future, bright and full of promise. When the memories finally eased off, Isaiah blew his nose, wiped the tears off his face, and felt another surge of emotion, this one molten, made of anger and purpose. He wondered why he’d quit the search in the first place and he thought about the driver and how he was out there living his life not even caring that he’d killed the best person in the world.


Isaiah left the wrecking yard telling himself it was a long time ago and to put it behind him. The search had nearly killed him and sent his life spiraling out of control. The anguish and torment from those times were scarred over now and there was no point sticking a dagger into that old wound.


That night, he sat on the stoop sharing an energy bar with the dog. As a puppy, the purebred pit bull belonged to a hit man. When Isaiah put the guy in prison, he kept the dog and named it Ruffin after Marcus’s favorite singer, David Ruffin. At ten weeks, Ruffin was cute and funny and weighed twelve pounds. Nine months later, he was a formidable fifty-seven-pound, slate-gray adolescent with amber eyes that made him look fierce and nobody thought he was cute or funny, and he could pull Isaiah down the street like a child’s wagon. Isaiah realized he was fooling himself. He’d never gotten over Marcus’s death. If there were ever two words that had no meaning they were moving on. Sorrow isn’t a place you can leave behind. It’s part of you. It changes the way you see, feel, and think, and every once in a while, the pain isn’t remembered, it’s relived; the anguish as real and heartbreaking as if it was happening all over again.


Ruffin followed Isaiah into the house, down the hall, and into the second bedroom he used as an office. A heat wave had descended on Long Beach and the room was stuffy and hot. It was so spare it looked forgotten although he used it all the time. There was an old teacher’s desk, a squeaky office chair, two file cabinets, boxes of records stacked on the floor, and a six-foot folding table with nothing on it. No knickknacks or anything personal except for two snapshots on the wall. One of Marcus and Isaiah mugging for the camera. The other was of Mrs. Marquez holding up a chicken by its feet, the poor thing struggling and helpless. Isaiah had accepted the bird as payment for his services just to get it away from her. She’d named it Alejandro after her pendejo ex-husband. When the hit man came to the house to kill Isaiah, he inadvertently blasted the bird into a cloud of feathers.


Isaiah put one of the storage boxes on the table along with a folder of info he’d gathered so far. The Accord’s VIN number had led to the car’s owner, Fred Bellows. His Facebook page showed a paunchy white guy in his forties, with a face like an unbaked biscuit, his pants pulled up to the third button of his blue, brown, and yellow madras shirt. His wife looked like his twin sister, the three kids already showing paunches. Fred lived in Wrigley Heights, a nice area just north of Hurston where Marcus and Isaiah once had an apartment.


Isaiah took some photographs out of the file folder and spread them on the table. They were pictures of the Accord taken at the wrecking yard. The car’s right front headlight assembly was smashed, the crease that ran along the top of the bumper was dented, and some paint was scraped off. It seemed wrong and impossible that a little bit of damage like that had resulted in Marcus’s death. A massive bomb crater or a charred redwood split by lightning would have been more credible.


The seats and dash had been ripped out of the car’s interior but Isaiah had found things on the floor. There were four smashed cigarette butts, Marlboros, four empty Carta Blanca cans, a crumpled white food bag, and a balled-up sandwich wrapper. Isaiah laid the items on the table. He opened the wrapper. Part of the sandwich was still there, shrunken and mummified, along with a few shriveled jalapeño circles, bread crumbs in the crinkles of the paper. The wrapper was from Kayo Subs. Their logo was on it: a target of rainbow colors with a fist punching through it holding a sandwich.


Isaiah had a Google Earth map of East Long Beach inside his head with landmarks for every gang turf, crack house, flophouse, bar, dance hall, pool hall, drug corner, hooker stroll, murder scene, sex offender, abandoned building, liquor store, and park in the area. Any locus of criminals, crime, or potential crime. Isaiah placed Kayo’s on his map. It was right across the street from McClarin Park. He and Marcus had played basketball there just before the accident. Isaiah heard a single faint ping on his internal sonar.


The white bag was generic. It held unused napkins, a packet of mustard, and a receipt for one twelve-inch sub and a bag of chips. It was dated the same day as the accident at 5:02 p.m. Marcus was killed around six. Ping ping. Fred was no doubt capable of knocking back four Carta Blancas but he looked like a Budweiser or Coors man, and he wouldn’t leave the cans in the car, not with a family. They belonged to the driver. A&J Liquor was two doors down from Kayo’s so the driver gets his sandwich, buys some beer, then sits in the car eating and drinking and smoking—but for an hour? A Grand Slam breakfast at Denny’s might take you that long but this guy didn’t even finish the sandwich. More likely, he was waiting for something, eating because Kayo’s was there, taking a few bites and leaving the rest; more interested in smoking a cigarette and drinking a beer every fifteen minutes, which meant he was either an alcoholic chain smoker or he was nervous. Really nervous. Ping ping ping.


After Isaiah and Marcus finished their basketball game, they walked north on McClarin until it ended at Bethesda, made a turn onto Baldwin, and walked two blocks to Anaheim, where the Accord hit Marcus as he was coming off the curb. Isaiah’s sonar was pinging like a torpedo was fifty feet away and closing fast. The Accord was going from west to east when it ran down Marcus. To come from that direction the driver would have had to leave Kayo’s and take a circuitous route around and away from the brothers to get west of them, and why would he do that unless he was setting up to run Marcus over?


This was no accident. This was a hit.




CHAPTER ONE


Grace Period


The dance floor was a street riot under a disco ball, hands sprouting out of the crowd waving green light sticks and six-hundred-dollar bottles of Ciroc, go-go dancers in fur bikinis and fishnet body stockings writhing like tentacles of smoke, the air warm and close, soggy with the smells of alcohol, musky colognes, and pheromones.


It was Saturday night at Seven Sevens. The DJ was dropping a dubstep, the bass deep and pounding as the earth’s pulse, a nasal whine snaking through the syncopated beats while a Buddhist monk on speed chanted The world is mine the world is mine the world is mine, the music accelerating, synthesized strings spiraling upward, keening into what they called trance, the breathy beat driving faster and faster, the dancers frenzied as warring ants, the energy so extreme it threatened to crack the walls, and then mercifully, a break, the keening winding down, the beat decelerating into a thumping, head-bobbing tom-tom.


An Asian girl was on the DJ stand, held in a column of vaporous light like Scotty had just beamed her down to work the turntables. Her gleaming black hair thrashed like a horse’s tail, a yellow star on her red belly shirt, her denim shorts so short Benny said he could see the outline of her junk. She shouted into the mike, jubilant and fierce: “Whassup my people! This is your queen kamikaze, the heat in your wasabi, the gravy train in the food chain, the champagne in the chow mein, I’m DJ Dama, baby, that was my set, and I’m gettin’ up outta heeerre, PEACE!”


Janine Van came down from the DJ stand and moved through the crowd. She loved this part, people woo-hooing, whistling, clapping, high-fiving her. A group of drunk college boys howled at her like love-struck coyotes, the brothers checking her out, leaning back with their hands on their chins. Hey, being a hottie never hurt. DJ Young Suicide was up next, not even looking at her as he went by. Prick. Like she was a scrub, not worth acknowledging. Yeah, that’s aight, he’d wake up one day and be Old Suicide and she’d be headlining at the Marquee club.


Janine had chosen Dama as her DJ name because it was different and the Chinese word for weed. She had a following in LA and San Francisco but especially here in Vegas, her hometown. The club gave her the early set, opening for Suicide, DJ Twista, and DJ Gone Viral, but that wouldn’t be for long. Chinese tourists were discovering her. They loved seeing one of their own do something besides play Ping-Pong and solve math problems. You’d think Jeremy Lin invented noodles the way they carried on.


The pay was good, seven hundred and fifty bucks a set, not bad for a twenty-one-year-old who’d only been mixing professionally for eleven months. She played two sets a week, enough for most people, but the slots and blackjack tables were disappearing her paychecks as fast as she could cash them, and now Leo had her and Benny by the Ben Wa balls. They’d only borrowed five grand but they hadn’t paid the twenty percent vig in four weeks and now the five was nearly nine; fourteen hundred for the vig alone.


Once in a while they tried to stay away from the tables; kick the monkey off their backs and focus on their careers. Janine on her DJing, Benny a rising star on the motocross circuit. For two or three days they’d have a lot of sex and smoke a lot of weed until the monkey came back like a silverback gorilla, and they’d be off to the casinos pledging to manage their stake more professionally this time, which made no sense if you were going to spend it all no matter how big you won or how fast you were losing. A few months back, Benny’s sponsor dropped him because he hadn’t shown at a couple of meets. He couldn’t afford the maintenance on a sophisticated racing bike so to solve the problem he and Janine gambled more, and didn’t even talk about quitting. They played whenever they had money. On Christmas Day, they both had pneumonia and twenty-seven dollars between them but they played nickel slots at the Rio until security threw them out for coughing up loogies fat as slugs and spitting them into plastic cups.


Janine loved Benny. God, she loved him. He was funny and sweet, and an Olympian in the sack. He wasn’t especially smart but he listened to her and was good to her, hard-to-find qualities these days. But Benny was also a lousy gambler, more than half the debt was his. Janine resented it, Leo considering the two of them as a single deadbeat unit. He was diabolical like that, knowing Benny would never leave Vegas, and if she did she’d be leaving him with the debt and breaking both their hearts. She hoped Benny was lying low. Leo was a mean son of a bitch. If he had you down he’d hurt you and smile while he was doing it.


Leo had snitches all over town. Lots of people owed him money and were happy to rat out their friends for a little extra time. Leo caught Benny at the Siesta Vegas Motel going to the vending machine for a Mountain Dew. He took Benny’s key and they went back to the room, Balthazar trailing to make sure Benny didn’t bolt.


“Do you have my vig or don’t you?” Leo said. “And don’t bullshit.”


“Soon, Leo, I swear, really soon,” Benny said, shaking his head at the same time. “My grandmother’s estate is out of probate and the lawyer says he’ll have a check for me in a few days, a week tops.”


“You told me that one already,” Leo said. Leo couldn’t have been anything else but a loan shark. Large rose-tinted aviators perched over a rodentlike face and a permanent smirk, his long, greasy hair swept back over his ears. His fashion sense tended toward paisley disco shirts with jumbo collars; nobody telling him that seventies retro was not now and never had been in. Leo was a gold-medal asshole, giving you shit even when you paid him off, and he didn’t seem to care that everybody, including the people he called friends, would rather hang out at the morgue than have a drink with him.


“All I need is a little more time,” Benny said. “You know, like a grace period.”


“Grace period?” Leo said. “Who do you think you’re dealing with, the Stupid People’s Credit Union? Grace period? That expression is not in my daily lexicon, and in case you haven’t noticed, I’m a criminal. A dedicated, lifelong, unrepentant, lawbreaking motherfucker and I play by no one’s rules but my own and rule number one is Pay me my fucking money.”


“You know I don’t have it,” Benny said. “Look around.” The motel room that Benny and Janine rented by the month was a dump to begin with, but with all their damp, random, unlaundered shit piled up everywhere the place was hardly livable. Benny used to park his motocross bike inside, but he kept it at Ray’s now so Leo wouldn’t take it. Janine stored her DJ equipment in Sal’s garage.


“Gimme what you’ve got on you,” Leo said.


“Aww, come on, Leo,” Benny said. “That’s my rent money.”


“Give it,” Balthazar said, “or I’ll break your fucking neck, eh?”


Balthazar was from Saskatchewan, right across the border from Montana, the difference being Montana grew brown trout and buffalo instead of terrifying freakazoids. Balthazar was seven feet tall with a jutting chin and comatose eyes set under a Frankenstein forehead; his body cobbled together with parts from an orangutan and an office building. Benny wondered where he got his clothes. He’d joked about it, asking Balthazar if the guy who made his pants also made circus tents. Balthazar swatted him with a hand that was more like a foot. “Don’t be a smart-ass, eh?”


Benny gave up his wallet, his last eighty-three dollars in there, money he’d won at the Lucky Streak, a dive over in Henderson. He liked to play there when he was bummed or stressed out. The casino was smoky as a forest fire, frayed felt on the blackjack tables and lots of senior citizens in Hawaiian shirts shuffling around on walkers. Sign up for the comp club and get a free six-pack of Pepsi, but you could play craps for a dollar, even in the morning, and for $3.99 you got two eggs, two slices of bacon, two sausages, toast, and a Belgian waffle.


“Take your clothes off,” Leo said.


“What?”


“You heard me. Do it or Zar will do it for you.”


“Hey, wait a second, you’re not gonna—you don’t want to do that, Leo, I’ve got diarrhea!”


“Don’t be disgusting, and leave your boxers on. I don’t want your corn hole smelling up my car.”


“I know I owe you but you don’t have to humiliate me.”


“Yeah, I know. I’m doing this for fun.”


As Benny stripped, Leo said, “Look at you, you fucking loser. Don’t you believe in doing your laundry? Your socks don’t even match. You and your plastic wallet and your fucked-up haircut and that stupid-ass puka shell bracelet. Why Janine hooked up with a dud like you is one of the world’s great mysteries. One of these days in the not-too-distant future she’s gonna realize she could pick a better boyfriend out of a lineup and leave your ass flat.”


“My wallet isn’t plastic,” Benny said.


Benny rode in the backseat of Leo’s white Mercedes, more like a limo than a car and quieter than the motel room at four in the morning. They drove out of Vegas proper and through North Las Vegas, a Whitman’s Sampler of housing developments, all of them different but the same. Now they were in the desert, so dark you could only see what the headlights saw, not even a gas station out here.


“Where we going, Leo?” Benny asked for the fifth time.


“Like I told you five times already,” Leo said, “you’ll see when we get there. Where’s Janine?”


“Playing a gig at the War Room.”


“Can’t you open your mouth without telling a lie? She’s at Seven Sevens, her name’s on the fucking sign.”


“Come on, Leo, be reasonable. If you mess me up I won’t be able to pay you back.”


“Not from the tables, not the way you play. Like I told you before, you need to get the money from someplace else.”


“I will, Leo, I swear on my little sister. Did I tell you she’s got cancer?”


“Your sister is older than you and she died of cancer. Remember we went to the hospital to hit her up for a loan?”


They made a turn and drove through a parking lot, vast and empty, ominous in the yellow floodlights; the place where the girl looks back, sees the killer, and starts to run. They stopped at the end.


“Get out of the car,” Leo said.


“You go, I’ll wait here,” Benny said.


Balthazar reached back with his orangutan arm and smacked him. “Get out of the car, eh?”


As soon as Benny smelled garbage he knew where he was. He’d come here on a school field trip when he was eleven years old. A dork who looked like SpongeBob in orange coveralls gave them the tour. “The Apex Regional Landfill is one of the biggest in the world,” he said, like it was the Grand Canyon. “The pit covers three hundred and sixty acres, it’s two hundred feet deep, there’s five hundred million tons of refuse in there so far, and when it’s filled to the top it’ll be a billion! That’s right, kids. A billion tons of trash! What do you think of that, young man?”


“I think it stinks,” Benny said.


Balthazar pushed Benny toward the landfill, Leo leading the way with a flashlight. Benny felt the air pressure change; gases from the moldering garbage creating its own atmosphere of heat and rot.


“Don’t, Leo, please don’t do this,” Benny said. “I’ll get the money someplace else, I swear on my—”


“Swear on your what?” Leo said. “Your two-year-old niece that’s got syphilis? Your mom that’s dying from ass tumors? Shut the fuck up.”


Benny remembered the huge pyramids of trash and garbage, the valleys so deep they could swallow you up, and all of it splattered with seagull shit and crawling with a million rats.


“I could die down there, Leo.”


“Yeah, if you’re lucky.”


“Please don’t do this,” Benny said. He could see the edge of the pit, the smell was so strong it was almost gelatinous. He was crying now. He tried to backpedal, but Balthazar grabbed him by the neck, lifted him like he was hanging him on a coatrack, and walked him forward. “Don’t do this, I’m begging you,” Benny said. “I’ll rob a bank, I’ll go to the bus station and suck dicks in the men’s room.” He was blubbering like a child, the words so wet they were barely words. “No, please, Leo, please, ple-ee-eese.”


“The vig by Friday,” Leo said, “or tell Janine she’s next.”


“Okay, now that’s over the line—”


Leo nodded and Balthazar shoved Benny into the blackness, his scream cutting in and out as he bumped and tumbled down the slope, hardly making a sound as he landed wherever he landed. Leo waited for Benny to groan or call for help but he couldn’t hear anything except garbage bags flapping in the breeze. Leo wondered if Benny had broken his neck.


“I warned him, didn’t I?” he said, a pinhead of regret in his voice.


“He’s lucky, eh?” Balthazar said. “We could have shot him first.”




CHAPTER TWO


Citrus and Cypress Trees


Isaiah was in Beaumont’s store buying a cranberry juice when his cell buzzed. He didn’t recognize the number. “Hello?” he said.


“Isaiah, is that you?” A woman’s voice.


“Yeah, this is Isaiah.”


“It’s Sarita.”


Isaiah’s heart seized up. His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. “It is?” he said.


“Yes, it is,” she said, laughing. “It’s been so long. How are you?” Her voice was happy and relaxed and confident. It was breathtaking.


“I’m fine,” he said. “How are you?”


“I’m good, Isaiah, but listen, I’m sorry I don’t have time to talk right now, but I’d like to get together and catch up. Would that be all right?”


He had to clear his throat before words would come out. “Yeah, sure, that’d be great.”


“I know this is short notice but how about tomorrow night, around eight? I’ll be at the Intercontinental Hotel in Century City. Do you know where that is?”


“No,” he said, “but I’ll find it.”


Dizzy with excitement, Isaiah hurried out to his car, wishing he didn’t have so much on his plate. Somebody broke into Miss Myra’s house and stole, among other things, a brooch her mother had given to her when she was on her deathbed, honeycombed with cancer, a rattle in her throat as she hummed an old spiritual about going home. The brooch was a flimsy thing; painted metal and colored glass, not even pawnable, and nobody but Miss Myra would wear it. Any self-respecting thief would have tossed it away. Finding it would mean searching the storm drains, dumpsters, and alleys near her house. Then there was Doris Sattiewhite, a checkout clerk at Shop ’n Save who was being stalked by her ex-husband, Mike. He’d show up at her work, get in line, and pay for something with pennies and nickels so she’d have to count it while he said I’m coming for you, bitch. You hear me? I’m coming for you.


Raymond Marcel, aka Rayo, was thirteen years old, and lived in a foster home with a woman who kept a padlock on the refrigerator and a crowbar under her pillow. Rayo was built like Shrek and was three times the size of anybody in his class; a lifetime of abuse and a passion for bullying festering in his angry, broken spirit. His favorite victims were members of the Carver Middle School Science Club. A delegation from the club showed up at Isaiah’s door and pleaded with him to do something about Rayo. They were afraid to go to school, afraid to leave school, afraid all the time. Unfortunately, the club president said, as she tried to get her backpack off while she held on to her tuba case, the club could not, at the present time, afford Isaiah’s per diem. However, they could offer him a promissory note, payable when their startup went public, or, the club president went on to say as she tried to extract some hair from her braces, the club could act as Isaiah’s eyes and ears around the neighborhood. Operatives, as it were. Isaiah said he’d consider it and the meeting adjourned.


He wasn’t looking forward to any of it. The problems were important but mundane, as challenging as cleaning the stove, and now Sarita called out of the blue. He’d experienced a lot of anxiety during his cases but in those situations he could figure a way out or solve the puzzle and end whatever it was that was making him anxious. This was different. He didn’t understand the situation or even if there was one, and if there was a puzzle to solve he couldn’t identify it.


A ’66 Dodger-blue Chevy Nova rolling on chrome twenties pulled up in front of the store, the engine loping at idle, a 327 small-block by the sound of it. Rap music was pounding like it was trying to break a window and get out of the car. Isaiah wasn’t a fan of rap to begin with but this had accordions and trumpets in it and sounded like some pissed-off Mexicans shouting over a polka band.


Two members of Sureños Locos 13 and a girl named Ramona got out of the car. Isaiah’d had a recent run-in with them and they warned him they’d fuck him up if they caught him on the street. Ramona was fifteen or sixteen. She had pink streaks in her blue-black hair, her stark, penciled-in eyebrows angled over young eyes, pink lipstick outlined in plum, sleeve tats crawling up her arms into a white tank top, her pants called fifties because they were fifty inches wide, the hems stapled to her fridge-white sneakers so she wouldn’t step on them. Her vibe was different than her male colleagues. Hard as them to be sure, no doubt she’d stab you with a bottle so she wouldn’t break a nail, but there was something desperate about her, like she had something to prove and was in a hurry to do it.


“What’s up, motherfucker,” she said. “Remember me?”


One of the fellas wore wraparound shades and a Raiders cap. The other guy, Vicente, was smiling and cocky, a hairnet over his bald head. “Are you stupid?” he said. “Shit, if I was you, I’d be long gone. This is Loco soil, ese.” He swept his arm across Chuck’s Check Cashing, Lo Mejor Jewelry and Loans, Carlita’s Bridal Shop where all the dresses were piñata colors, and Z&Z Trading; racks of handbags, sweatshirts, and stuffed animals in front of the store.


“Are you ready for a beatdown, motherfucker?” Ramona said.


Vicente stepped in close. “What about it, bitch,” he said. “Are you?”


Beaumont was looking between the Bud Light sign and the Red Man poster, watching the Mexicans mess with Isaiah. Damn hooligans. Think they can intimidate everybody and take what they want. It really pissed him off and he was afraid for Isaiah too. Beaumont went back to the cash register, reached under the counter, and brought out the .45-caliber Colt Commander he’d brought home from Vietnam. There was rust around the end of the barrel, and rice paddy mud still encrusted on the grip. He wondered if the damn thing would fire.


“Look,” Isaiah said, trying to buy time. “I messed up, okay? I meant no disrespect.”


“You came into my house, you fucked with my brother,” Ramona said.


“If it was up to me?” Vicente said. He made his hand into a gun and pointed it at Isaiah’s head. “Pow.” Vicente was leaning back on his right foot and lowering his right shoulder, about to throw a punch. Ramona and Raiders Cap were fanning out, caging him in the vestibule. Nothing else to do but get off first. The main thing: Stay off the ground. You could fight off your back with one opponent but not three.


Isaiah dropped the cranberry juice, the bottle shattering on the pavement, Vicente’s eyes going with it. Isaiah stepped into him with a slashing right elbow, catching him across the nose, the sound like ice cracking. Isaiah brought the elbow back the other way, the point of it hitting Vicente in the temple. His eyeballs froze and he fell over like a tree but Ramona was coming at Isaiah with a wild roundhouse. Isaiah blocked it with an inside-out forearm and punched her in the solar plexus. She fell to her knees, gasping. But Isaiah was off-balance now and couldn’t block Raiders Cap’s hammer fist, the blow coming down on his forehead and knocking him back into the door. Raiders Cap jammed his forearm into Isaiah’s throat and pushed like he was trying to move a wall, teeth clenched and growling, sweat squeezing out of his pores. Isaiah could feel his trachea buckling. He stiffened his fingers into an adze and stabbed Raiders Cap in the left eye. Raiders Cap screamed, turning his head and backing away. Isaiah hit him where his jaw met his temple and kneed him in the balls. Raiders Cap collapsed, but Vicente and Ramona were on their feet now and charging Isaiah. They bulldozed him into the door and dragged him to the ground.


“Kill him,” Ramona said. “Kill this fucker.”


Beaumont watched, feeling helpless and stupid, the heavy pistol in his arthritic hand. Firing an M16 at little guys in black pajamas you could barely see wasn’t the same thing as shooting a gangbanger at point-blank range with a gun that might or might not fire. He was fumbling for his phone when another car pulled up next to the Nova. A Chevy Caprice, a ’95, around in there, black with a blacked-out grill and black wheels. Darth Vader’s car if he was a cop. A Mexican man got out. He was older than the others and dressed nice. Khaki chinos that fit him like regular pants, black polo buttoned at the neck. He looked tired and irritated, but he had a nobility about him, like that Indian chief on the buffalo-head nickel.


“Okay, that’s enough,” Manzo said. He moved the three gangsters aside like he was parting curtains. “Get up,” he said. He put his hand out and pulled Isaiah to his feet.


“The fuck, Manzo?” Ramona said. “He’s the one that came to my house and fucked with Frankie.”


“You don’t think I know that?” Manzo said, giving Isaiah a look. “We already talked about it.” Manzo still had the welts and bruises from their talk.


“What’s talking got to do with it?” she said.


“You better shut up, chica,” Raiders Cap said.


“I don’t see why he gets off without no punishment. That’s bullshit.”


“Did you hear what happened to Néstor’s daughter?” Manzo said.


“Néstor? Who’s Néstor?” Ramona said.


“She’s my goddaughter, and do you remember when that crazy white boy was setting fires all around the neighborhood?”


“I don’t know, I guess so.”


“And remember when somebody broke into the school where my son Nikki goes and stole all the computers?”


“Yeah, I remember, but—”


“And remember when Jorge who brings in our weed got busted for distribution and was looking at fifteen years?”


“The fuck we talkin’ about, Manzo?”


“We’re talking about Isaiah. He stopped the guy that was going to rape Néstor’s daughter, and he caught the guy that was setting the fires and he got the school’s computers back, and he busted the cops for entrapment so they had to let Jorge go.”


“Who gives a shit, Manzo?” she said. “You can’t go soft just because—”


Manzo backhanded her so hard her head did a Linda Blair, and she collapsed like somebody had yanked out her skeleton. The blow was so sudden and violent Isaiah and the other Locos made ooh faces.


“Listen to me, Ramona,” Manzo said, standing over her. “I’m telling you again. You can’t just do shit because you feel like it. You gotta think about consequences. You gotta weigh the pros and cons. If you fuck Isaiah up and he leaves the neighborhood who would be better off? Néstor’s daughter that didn’t get raped? The people who didn’t get their houses burned down? And what about you? If Jorge was in the joint there wouldn’t be no weed to sell and you’d be working at Taco Bell.” Ramona was lying on her side with her hands over her face, blood seeping through her fingers. Manzo nudged her with his foot. “Are you listening?” he said. “This shit is important. If you want to get somewhere, like in the hierarchy? Then you gotta be more than a soldier. You gotta be smart. You gotta have foresight. You gotta use your fucking head. In other words, think, bitch, and if you ever call me soft again I’ll kill you.” He looked at Vicente and Raiders Cap. “And that goes for you assholes too. Didn’t I tell you about shit like this? Don’t you pendejos understand anything? We’re businessmen now, okay?”


“Okay,” Raiders Cap replied meekly.


Manzo shifted his eyes to Vicente. “Are you hearing me, Vicente?” he said, demanding a response. Vicente looked at him, sneering and defiant. He drew the moment out, deliberately testing Manzo’s patience.


The tension was about to boil over when Vicente said, “Sure, Manzo. Whatever you say.”


Manzo glanced at Isaiah, went to his car, and drove away.


“What a fucking asshole,” Vicente said. He and Raiders Cap picked Ramona up by her armpits, her head lolling like a baby’s.


“When you gonna learn, chica,” Raiders Cap said. “You don’t get no slack because you’re Frankie’s sister.”


She looked at Isaiah with half-open eyes, blood bubbling from her lips. “I’m not finished with you, motherfucker.”


Isaiah lay back on the sofa, held a bag of ice to his head, and took another ibuprofen on top of the three he’d already swallowed. He had bruises and abrasions all over his body. It hurt every time he inhaled but there were no broken bones. He thought about Manzo. A week ago, they’d had a fight that could have ended up with one of them dead. He was surprised the gang leader hadn’t joined in the beatdown. And what was all that stuff about rescuing Néstor’s daughter and the stolen computers? Why was Manzo making excuses for him? There had to be something else behind it, some kind of Michael Corleone calculated agenda. Manzo had a rep for that, thinking three steps ahead of the pack, plotting for the long run.


Isaiah wouldn’t be meeting Sarita for another three hours, but he started getting ready anyway, a cauldron of anticipation bubbling inside him. She was Marcus’s girlfriend back when Isaiah was in high school, and he’d always had a crush on her. Soft and mink-slinky, the color of coffee with two creams and smart enough to go to Stanford Law on scholarship and pass the bar on her first try. Thinking about her eyes was corny, but Isaiah couldn’t help it. Shining like buffed copper, knowing and kind, seeing past your outside and into your heart. That was why she didn’t care that Marcus was a handyman and never went to college, she saw him for the good man he was. When she came over to the apartment, Isaiah had to leave the room, afraid he’d give himself away.


He took a shower and dressed. He didn’t usually look at himself in the mirror unless he was brushing his teeth, but he wanted to see what Sarita would see. He went into the bedroom and checked himself in the full-length mirror. He looked his age, twenty-six; six feet tall and slim, maybe an athlete, maybe not. You’d choose him third for pickup basketball. His face surprised him, so watchful and serious. A girl once told him he looked like he was waiting for bad weather. He thought his nose was too broad, and his lips were too thick. It embarrassed him to think like that. He looked okay but just.


He took Anaheim to the freeway, trying to keep to the speed limit. It was a short but depressing drive, the city fathers and mothers having no use for trees or green strips. He went past Pronto Auto Body, where he’d had a dent fixed with filler so cheap you could dig it out with your fingernail, and Bed Time Furniture, where they sold reconditioned mattresses as new, and the Clean King coin laundry, where you had to wait for a machine on Saturdays, and the strip mall where Looney Hopkins was shot and the empty lot where Luis Delgado was shot and the barbershop where Isaiah had his hair cut and old men played dominoes and Tristar Liquor Mart, where the cash register was behind bulletproof glass and the clerk had an assault rifle.


The Intercontinental Hotel was in Century City, a moneyed enclave of shopping, office buildings, and luxury condos right down the road from Beverly Hills. The hotel’s Grand Salon was teeming with suits, the din so loud you couldn’t pick out an individual voice. Isaiah made his way through the crowd, everybody holding a drink, talking over the noise or waiting for their turn to speak like somebody’d said On your mark. Nobody noticed him, but he was embarrassed anyway. If he hadn’t been so nervous he’d have thought to wear something better than jeans and Timberlands. He posted up near the bar and looked for Sarita, hoping he wasn’t too late or too early or on the wrong side of the room or in the wrong place altogether.


A tall black man in a sharp navy blue suit and caramel-colored shoes came toward him. Thirties, fit, condescending eyes and so well groomed he could have been airbrushed. “Excuse me,” he said, “but you don’t belong here, now do you?” He had the confidence of success, charm just short of pretentious and a wide Billy Dee Williams smile. “You thought you’d wander in here off the street and help yourself to champagne and jumbo prawns and no one would call you out?”


Isaiah considered telling him he was waiting for Sarita but didn’t. This was one of those guys that screamed at his assistant, wore handmade shirts and only drank French wine. “I haven’t had anything to eat or drink,” Isaiah said, “and how do you know I don’t belong here?”


“I know everyone that was invited to Arthur’s birthday party and that didn’t include you,” the man said. He straightened his already straight tie, leaned in, his voice confidential but the volume the same. “Can I give you a piece of advice?” he said. “If you’re going to pretend to be something you’re not, the least you could do is dress the part.”


“You mean like your watch?” Isaiah said.


“What? What are you talking about?” the man said.


Isaiah had investigated employee theft at the Jewelry Bazaar and learned to tell the difference between platinum and rhodium plating, diamonds and cubic zirconia, 18K gold and polished 70/30 anodes, and real versus counterfeit watches. “Your watch is pretending to be a Rolex,” he said.


“You mean it’s counterfeit?” the man said. “That’s ridiculous.” He looked at the fat gold disk like it was turning into a frog.


“Check out the second hand,” Isaiah said. “It’s ticking. On a real Yacht-Master, it sweeps, and the date should be magnified two and a half times and yours is closer to two. Can I give you a piece of advice? If you’re supposed to be a big-time attorney? Buy yourself a real watch.”


They looked at each other, the Billy Dee smile pulled tight as a garrote.


“Leave now or I’m calling security,” the man said.


A faint scent of citrus and cypress trees arrived before she did. Sarita was making her way through the crowd. She looked like a champion Thoroughbred coming through a herd of plow horses even in her dark suit and her hair pulled back. “Isaiah?” she said. She gave him a big hug and held on. “It’s so good to see you!” She leaned away but kept her hands on his shoulders. “My God, you’re the spitting image of Marcus.”


“I don’t think so,” he said. “You look great, Sarita.”


“Oh, have you two met?” she said. “Isaiah Quintabe, this is my colleague, Kevin Marshall.”


“How do you do,” Kevin said, like he was about to draw his weapon.


“I’m doing just fine,” Isaiah said.


“Will you excuse us, Kevin?” Sarita said. “Isaiah and I need to talk.”


“Sure,” Kevin said. He huffed dismissively and walked away.


“What was that all about?” Sarita said.


“It was nothing.”


“I’m sorry about this, but I had to be here. One of the partners is having a birthday. Let’s go someplace and talk.”


They went outside and walked south on the Avenue of the Stars, a wide clean street with a strip of manicured drought-resistant plants running down the middle and a water feature that sparkled like bobbled ice cubes. They apologized to each other for not staying in touch and reminisced about Marcus and the old apartment and the neighborhood and all the people they had in common. Sarita had read about Isaiah’s exploits. Since the article had come out about him in The Scene, others had appeared in Vibe and the Long Beach Press-Telegram. Isaiah wouldn’t do interviews, but his clients were eager to talk about the quiet, unassuming young man who took on their problems when nobody else cared and got paid with live chickens and blueberry muffins.


“Marcus would have been so proud and happy for you,” she said. “He was the only person I ever met who could be unabashedly joyful. God, I miss him.”


“Me too,” Isaiah said, whispering so he wouldn’t choke up.


They walked past a high-rise looming like a sentry, wearing its hundreds of reflective windows like shields. Beyond that, there was nothing on either side of the street except tall hedges fronting tall iron fences, the tops of the bars bent outward, the rooftops of places you couldn’t afford peeking over the top.


“When Marcus died I was devastated,” Sarita said. “Every place I went I waited for him to stop messing around and show himself. I was crying all the time, and when I wasn’t doing that I was sleeping. But then law school started, and I couldn’t afford to drop out. It was a struggle but a good thing too. Studying kept me from throwing myself under a bus.”


Isaiah was content to let her talk; it was a good excuse to look at her. She was as beautiful as ever, but the shining, unstoppable enthusiasm he remembered was gone, and in its place was a tension, a guardedness, like, I’m in the real world now and they don’t mess around.


She’d grown up near MacArthur Park, on the other side of Cambodia Town, a hood like any other. She worked two jobs while she made the dean’s list at Long Beach State. Then she went to Stanford Law and did a semester abroad before she graduated with honors. She was hired immediately by a small firm in San Francisco. It was a good place to get started, but after a couple of years she was ready to paint on a bigger canvas. When she got an offer to join the two hundred and twenty-one lawyers at Edgars, Mehlman, Cross and Severeid in LA for almost double the money, she jumped at it. She’d only been there a year, but it felt like forever. The workload was crushing, sixty–seventy hours a week; a relentless grind of client meetings, reading the fine print, redlining contracts, taking depositions, court appearances, filling out process documents, making a thousand phone calls and answering a thousand emails with nothing to look forward to except more of the same. Seven years minimum to be a partner. Five if you were on the fast track.


“I’m a cog in a machine that cares nothing about me except my billable hours,” she said.


They crossed over an overpass, Olympic Boulevard, a traffic jam even at this hour, brake lights extending into the horizon.


“What are you going to do?” Isaiah said.


“Stay for a while, get some experience, have something high-profile on my LinkedIn page, and then—I don’t know. Work for a nonprofit, be a prosecutor. Do something meaningful.” Isaiah wondered when she was going to talk about whatever she came to talk about. All this chatter was a prelude to something but that was okay. If she wanted him to do something that was fine with him.


The Avenue of the Stars ended at Pico Boulevard, the Hillcrest Country Club across the street, Fox Studios around the corner. They stopped there, Sarita turning to him, nervous. “There’s something else,” she said. “It’s about my sister.”


“I didn’t know you had a sister,” Isaiah said.


“Half sister. Same father, different mothers. Janine lives in Vegas. She’s a great kid and I love her to death, but she’s a gambling addict, always getting herself into one situation or another. I kept loaning her money until I realized I was feeding her habit and cut her off. My dad did too. Both of us were waiting for her to hit rock bottom and get some help. Well, be careful what you wish for. She’s hit rock bottom, and she definitely needs help. Her and that idiot boyfriend of hers.”


“What can I do?” Isaiah said, eager to find out so he could go do it, come back and tell her. Sarita’s chin fell, her eyes closing in despair. Isaiah wanted to hug her but didn’t know if he should.


“Oh, Isaiah,” she said, “Janine is in so much trouble.”


“What did you say?” Janine said.


“I said Bears and Packers,” Benny called out from the shower. He’d been in there for twenty minutes scrubbing himself with vinegar and baking soda to get the garbage smell off. “We take the dog and the points for two bucks. If we push it’s only five percent juice if we get it down with Shelton.”


“We’re off the boards with Shelton,” Janine said. She picked up Benny’s underwear with two fingers, put it in the wastebasket, and put the wastebasket outside.


“What we do is we spread the bets around,” Benny said. “I got a tip from Nate, the handicapper, the guy that bets at Caesars? The seventh at Belmont. We put down two—no, make it three bucks, we key the six horse and wheel the rest for second. Angelo’s laying down big.”


“Isn’t Nate the guy who told you Gary’s Gone Girl was a sure thing at the Santa Anita Cup?”


“The horse stumbled out of the gate, happens all the time.”


“The horse stumbled out of the gate because it broke its leg before the fucking race,” Janine said. “And where do we get these bucks you’re talking about?”


Benny came out of the bathroom drying his hair and smelling a little like salad dressing. “Didn’t you get a paycheck?”


“I took an advance from Sal the last time I played there.”


“You got nothing?”


“I owed him more than my check. He said he’d give me a hundred if I let him look at my junk.”


“A hundred to let him look?”


“He’s such a perv. He said he wanted to find out if a Chinese vagina really went sideways.”


“You should have done it,” Benny said.


“I did,” Janine said.


Benny stopped short, nodding, trying to be adult about it. “Sure, sure, okay, we need the money.”


Janine wondered if Benny really believed she’d show her junk to Sal and watched him rummage around for some boxers he’d only worn two or three times. She loved how he looked. The child’s trusting brown eyes and the sweet doofy face. The haircut needed work. Too Jesus Christ-ey but his body more than made up for it, his muscles smooth and rounded like a suit of armor for a skinny guy with a big penis.


Benny got the milk out of the midget fridge and drank it straight from the carton. “I think I swallowed a rat turd. What about your dad?”


“No chance,” Janine said, reminding herself not to drink milk or kiss Benny. “He won’t even speak to me until I go back to GA and get a sponsor.”


They’d met at a Gamblers Anonymous meeting in the Sunday-school room at All Saints Methodist Church. Between the two of them they knew most of the people there. Benny said all they needed was a deck of cards and they could play Hold ’Em. That made her laugh. They sat at the back and made dollar bets on whether the speaker would say I hit rock bottom, I ruined my life, or I destroyed my family. Benny won two out of three. After the meeting they went to the Venetian and played a little, just messing around, wanting to see if the other just gambled too much or had a full-on jones. It takes a junkie to know a junkie. When they hit a blackjack on the same hand they knew it was destiny. They had sex in Janine’s VW bus and almost got married at the Golden Moments Wedding Chapel, but the ceremony cost a hundred and twenty-nine dollars and they needed the money to gamble.


“Leo’s right,” Janine said. “We’re in a slump. We’re not gonna make the vig by the weekend. We need to get the money some other way.”


“See, that’s a fucked-up attitude,” Benny said. “That’s why we’ve been losing. You think we’re gonna lose so we do.”


“Check yourself, dude. You lost most of the money.”


“Remember at Bally’s, I was playing that progressive machine over by the sports book? I was up three bills until you came along and jinxed me with that story about crapping out five times. I lost the three bills and three more after that.”


“Fuck you, Benny. You just don’t know when to quit.”


“Oh, and you do?”


They were arguing more lately, the stress of owing Leo getting to them. The squalor didn’t help. When her dad threw her out, and she moved into the motel room, Benny was happy about it but she was secretly horrified. The room looked more like a recycling station than a place to live, the smell of weed and dirty laundry part of the decor, the bathroom like it was the only one in the men’s dorm.


Benny was searching for his pants now, pawing through the rubble of their lifestyle, kicking shoes out of the way. “Where’s my fucking pants?” he said. “They were right fucking here!”


Janine could sense his edges unraveling, threads of his psyche coming loose. A night in the landfill must have been horrible and humiliating. The slope was too steep to climb so he had to hike out. She imagined him clomping over and down the shifting, crunching, slippery peaks of trash and garbage, his bare feet plunging into rotting chicken bones, fish heads, coffee grounds, and little blue bags full of dog shit. He said the smell was so strong, he puked over and over again. By the time he got to the access road the sun was coming up. Leo had taken his phone away so he had to borrow one from a backhoe driver.


“You should camp somewhere else, buddy,” the driver said. “You could die out there.”


“Camping?” Benny said, standing there, slop dripping off him. “You think I was camping?”


Benny found his pants hanging on a doorknob. “Who do we know with money?” he said. He was still wet from the shower and couldn’t yank them on, hopping around like he was in a potato sack race.


“We know a lot of people with money,” Janine said, “but none of them are gonna give us a loan.”


“There’s gotta be somebody!” Benny said. His voice was gravelly and strangled, his pants puddled around his ankles, the child’s eyes spilling tears. Janine looked away. Nobody wants an audience when they’re having a breakdown.
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