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When East, a low-level lookout for a Los Angeles drug organisation, loses his watch house in a police raid, his boss recruits him for a very different job: a road trip – straight down the middle of white, rural America – to assassinate a judge in Wisconsin.


Having no choice, East and a crew of untested boys – including his trigger-happy younger brother, Ty – leave the only home they’ve ever known in a nondescript blue van, with a roll of cash, a map and a gun they shouldn’t have.


Along the way, the country surprises East. The blood on his hands isn’t the blood he expects. And he reaches places where only he can decide which way to go – or which person to become.


By way of The Wire and in the spirit of Scott Smith’s A Simple Plan and Richard Price’s Clockers, Dodgers is itself something entirely original: a gripping literary crime novel with a compact cast whose intimate story opens up to become a reflection on the nature of belonging and reinvention.
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This book is for Olive, who gave me a new life










And giving a last look at the aspect of the house, and at


a few small children who were playing at the door, I sallied


forth… my course lay through thick and heavy woods


and back lands to town, where my brother lived.


James W. C. Pennington, The Fugitive Blacksmith (1849)





Every cheap hood strikes a bargain with the world.


The Clash, ‘Death or Glory’
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I


THE BOXES




1


THE BOXES WAS ALL the boys knew; it was the only place.


In the street one car moved, between the whole vehicles and skeletal remains, creeping over paper and glass.


The boys stood guard. They watched light fill between the black houses separated only barely, like a row of loose teeth. Half the night they had been there: Fin taught that you did not make a boy stand yard all night. Half was right. To change in the middle kept them on their toes, Fin said. It kept them awake. It made them like men.





The door of the house opened, and two U’s stumbled out, shocked by the sun, ogling it like an old girl they hadn’t seen lately. Some men left the house like this, better once they’d been in. Others walked easy going in but barely crawled their way out. The two ignored the boys at their watch. At the end of the walk, they descended the five steps to the sidewalk, steadied themselves on the low stone wall. One man slapped the other’s palm loudly, the old way.


Again the door opened. A skeletal face, lip-curled, staring, hair rubbed away from his head. Sidney. He and Johnny ran the house, kept business, saw the goods in and the money out with teenage runners every half hour. Sidney looked this way and that like a rat sampling the air, then slid something onto the step. Cans of Coke and energy drink, cold in a cardboard box. One of the boys went and fetched the box around; each boy took a can or two. They popped the tops and stood drinking fizz in the shadows.


The morning was still chilly with a hint of damp. Light began to spill between the houses, keying the street in pink. Footsteps approached from the right, a worker man leaving for work, jacket and yellow tie, gold ear studs. The boys stared down over him; he didn’t look up. These men, the black men who wore ties with metal pins, who made wages but somehow had not left The Boxes: you didn’t talk to them. You didn’t let them up in the house. These men, if they came up in the house and were lost, someone needed them, someone would come looking. So you did not admit them. That was another thing Fin taught.





Televisions came on and planes flashed like blades in the sky. Somewhere behind them a lawn sprinkler hissed – fist, fist, fist – not loud but nothing else jamming up its frequency. A few U’s came in together at seven and one more at about eight, crestfallen: he had that grievous look of a man who’d bought for a week but used up in a night. At ten the boys who had come on at two left. The lead outside boy, East, shared some money out to them as they went. It was Monday, payday, outside the house.


The new boys at ten were Dap, Antonio, Marsonius called Sony, and Needle. Needle took the north end, watching the street, and Dap the south. Antonio and Sony stayed at the house with East, whose twelve hours’ work ended at noon. Antonio and Sony were good daytime boys. The night boys, you needed boys who knew how to stay quiet and stay awake. The day boys just needed to know how to look quiet.


East looked quiet and kept quiet. He didn’t look hard. He didn’t look like much. He blended in, didn’t talk much, was the skinniest of the bunch. There wasn’t much to him. But he watched and listened to people. What he heard he remembered.


The boys had their talk – names they gave themselves, ways they built up. East did not play along with them. They thought East hard and sour. Unlike the boys, who came from homes with mothers or from dens of other boys, East slept alone, somewhere no one knew. He had been at the old house before them, and he had seen things they had never seen. He had seen a reverend shot on the walk, a woman jump off a roof. He had seen a helicopter crash into trees and a man, out of his mind, pick up a downed power cable and stand, illuminated. He had seen the police come down, and still the house continued on.


He was no fun, and they respected him, for though he was young, he had none in him of what they most hated in themselves: their childishness. He had never been a child. Not that they had seen.





A fire truck boomed past sometime after ten, sirens and motors and the crushing of the tires on the asphalt. The firemen glared out at the boys.


They were lost. Streets in The Boxes were a maze: one piece didn’t match up straight with the next. So you might look for a house on the next block, but the next one didn’t follow up from this one. The street signs were twisted every which way or were gone.


The fire truck returned a minute later, going the other way. The boys waved. They were all in their teens, growing up, but everyone liked a fire truck.


‘Over there,’ said Sony.


‘What?’ said Antonio.


‘Somebody house on fire,’ said Sony.


The smoke rose, soft and gray, against the bright sky. ‘Probably a kitchen fire,’ East said. No ruckus, nobody burning up. You could hear the wailing a mile away when someone was burning up, even in The Boxes. But more fire engines kept rumbling in. The boys heard them on the other streets.


A helicopter wagged its tail overhead.





By eleven it was getting hot, and two men crashed out of the house. One was fine and left, but one lay down in the grass.


‘Go on,’ Sony told him. ‘Get out of here.’


‘You shut the fuck up, young fellow,’ said the man, maybe forty years of age. He had a bee-stung nose, and under his half-open shirt East saw a bandage where the man had hurt himself.


‘You go on,’ said East. ‘Go on in the backyard if you got to lie down. Or go home. Not here.’


‘This my house, son,’ said the man, fighting to recline.


East nodded, grim and patient. ‘This my lawn,’ he said. ‘Rules are rules. Go back in if you can’t walk. Don’t be here.’


The man put his hand in his pocket, but East could see he didn’t have anything in there, even keys.


‘Man, you okay,’ East said. ‘Nobody messing with you. Just can’t have people lying round the yard.’ He prodded the man’s leg lightly. ‘You understand.’


‘I own this house,’ said the man.


Whether this was true, East did not know. ‘Go on,’ he said. ‘Sleep in back if you want.’


The man got up and went into the backyard. After a few minutes Sony checked on him and found him asleep, trembling, fighting something inside.


The fire’s smoke seemed to thin, then came thicker. Trucks and pumps droned, and down the street some neighbor children were bouncing a ball off the front wall. East recognized two kids – from a neat house with green awnings, where sometimes a white Ford parked. These kids kept away. Someone told them, or perhaps they just knew. For the last two days there had been a third girl playing too, bigger. She could have grabbed every ball if she’d wanted, but she played nice.


East made himself stop watching them and studied the chopper instead where it dangled, breaking up the sky.


When he glanced back, the game had stopped and the girl was staring. Directly at him, and then she started to come. He glared at her, but she kept advancing, slowly, the two neighbor kids sticking behind her.


She was maybe ten.


East pushed off. Casually he loped down the yard. Sony was already bristling: ‘Get back up the street, girl.’ East flattened his hand over his lowest rib: Easy.


The girl was stout, round-faced, dark-skinned, in a clean white shirt. She addressed them brightly: ‘This a crack house, ain’t it?’


That’s what Fin said: everyone still thought it was all crack. ‘Naw.’ East glanced at Sony. ‘Where you come from?’


‘I’m from Jackson, Mississippi. I go to New Hope Christian School in Jackson.’ She nodded back at the neighborhood kids. ‘Them’s my cousins. My aunt’s getting married in Santa Monica tomorrow.’


‘Girl, we don’t give a fuck,’ said Antonio, up in the yard. ‘Listen to these little gangsters,’ the girl sang. ‘Y’all even go to school?’


Probably from a good neighborhood, this girl. Probably had a mother who told her, Keep away from them LA ghetto boys, so what was the first thing she did?


East clipped his voice short. ‘You don’t want to be over here. You want to get on and play.’


‘You don’t know nothing about what I want,’ boasted the girl. She waved at Antonio. ‘And this little boy here who looks like fourth grade. What are you? Nine?’


‘Damn,’ Sony cheered her, chuckling.


Somewhere fire engines were gunning, moving again; East stepped back and listened. A woman and a daughter walked by arguing about candy. And the helicopter still chopping. It tensed East up. There were too many parts moving.


‘Girl, back off,’ he said. ‘I don’t need you mixed up.’


‘You’re mixed up,’ said the girl. She put one hand on the wall, immovable like little black girls got. A fighter.


‘This kid,’ East snorted. The last thing you wanted by the house was a bunch of kids. Women had sense. Men could be warned. But kids, they were gonna see for themselves.





A screech careened up the flat face of the street, hard to say from where. Tires. East’s talkie phone crackled on his hip. He scooped it up. It was Needle at the north lookout. But all East heard was panting, like someone running or being held down. ‘What is it?’ East said. ‘What is it?’ Nothing.


He scanned, backpedaling up the lawn.


Something was coming. Both directions, echoing, like a train. He radioed inside. ‘Sidney. Something coming.’ The helicopter was dipping above them now.


Sidney, cranky: ‘Man, what?’


‘Get out the back now,’ East said. ‘Go.’


‘Now?’ said Sidney incredulously.


‘Now.’ He turned. ‘You boys, get,’ he ordered Antonio and Sony. Knowing they knew how and where to go. Having taught them what to do. Everyone on East’s crew knew the yards around, the ways you could go; he made sure of it.


The roar climbed the street – five cars flying from each end, big white cruisers. They raised the dust as they screeched in aslant. East thumbed his phone back on.


‘Get out. Get out.’ Already he was sliding away from the house. His house. Red Coke can on its side in the grass, foaming. No time to pick it up.


Sidney did not radio back.


How had this gotten past Dap and Needle? Without a warning? Unaccountable. Angry, he slipped down the wall to the sidewalk. The smell of engine heat and wasted tire rubber hung heavy. The other boys were gone. Now it was just him and the girl.


‘I told you,’ he hissed. ‘Go on!’


Stubborn thing. She ignored him. Staring behind her at the herd of white cars and polished helmets and deep black ribbed vests: now, this was something to see.


Four of the cops got low, split up, and gang-rushed the porch. Upstairs a window was thrown open, and in it, like a fish in rusty water, an ancient, ravaged face swam up. It looked over the scene for a moment, then poked out a gun barrel. East whirled then. The girl.


‘Damn!’ he yelled. ‘Get out of here!’


The girl, of course, did not budge. The pop-pop began.





East hit the sidewalk, crouched below the low wall. Beneath the guns’ sound the cops barked happily, ducking behind their cars like on TV. Everyone took shelter except the copter and the street dogs, howling merrily, and the Jackson girl.


East fit behind a parked Buick, rusted red. His breath fled him, speedy and light. The car was heat-blistered, and he tried not to touch it. Behind him the air was clouding over with bullets and fragments of the front of the house. Cop radios blared and spat inside the cruisers. The gun upstairs cracked past them, around them, off the street, into the cars, perforating a windshield, making a tire sigh.


The girl, stranded, peered up at the house. Then she faced where East had run, seeing he’d been right. She caught his eye. With a hand he began a wave: Come with me. Come here.


Then the bullet ripped into her.


East knew how shot people were, stumbling or crawling or trying to outrace the bullet, what it was doing inside them. The girl didn’t. She flinched: East watched. Then she put her hands out, and gently she lay down. Uncertainly she looked at the sky, and for a moment he disbelieved it all – it couldn’t have hit her, the bullet. This girl was just crazy. Just as unreal as the fire.


Then the blood began inside the white cotton shirt. Her eyes wandered and locked on him. Dying fast and gently.


The talkie whistled again.


‘God damn you, boy,’ Sidney panted.


The police in the back saw their chance, and three of them aimed. The gun in the window fell, rattling down the roof. Just then the four cops on the porch kicked in the door.


‘You supposed to warn us,’ crackled Sidney. ‘You supposed to do your job.’


‘I gave you all I got,’ East said.


Sidney didn’t answer. East heard him wheezing.


He got off the phone. He knew how to go. One last look – windows blown out, cops scaling the lawn, one U stumbling out as if he were on fire. His house. And the Jackson girl on the sidewalk, her blood on the crawl, a long finger pointing toward the gutter, finding its way. A cop bent over her, but she was staring after East. She watched East all the way down the street till he found a corner and turned away.




2


THE MEET-UP WAS A mile away in an underground garage beneath a tint-and-detail shop with no name. The garage had been shut down years ago – something about codes, earthquakes – but you could still get a car in, through a busted wall in the lot below some apartments next door. Nothing kept people away from a parking space for long.


East took the stairs with his shirt held over his nose. The air reeked of piss and powdered concrete. Three levels down he popped the door and let it close behind him before he breathed again. A few electric lights still hung whole and working from a forgotten power line. Something moved along a crack in the ceiling, surviving.


East wondered who’d be there. Fin had hundreds of people in The Boxes and beyond. After things went wrong, a meet like this might be strictly chain-of-command. Or it might be with somebody you didn’t want to meet. Either way, you had to show up.


Down at the end he saw Sidney’s car: a Magnum wagon, all black matte. Johnny reclined against it, doing his stretches. He squared his arms behind his head and curled his torso this way and that, muscles bolting up and receding. Then he bent and swept his elbows near the ground.


Sidney stood away in the darkness with his little snub gun eyeing East’s head.


‘Failing, third-rate, sorry motherfucker.’


East went still. They said that down here people got killed sometimes, bodies dropped down the airshaft into the dark where nothing could smell them. He looked flatly past the gun.


Sidney was hot. ‘I don’t like losing houses. Fin don’t like losing houses.’


‘I ain’t found out yet what happened,’ East said simply.


‘Your boys ain’t shit. Who was it?’


‘Dap. Needle.’


‘Someone’s stupid. Someone didn’t care.’


East objected, ‘They know their jobs. That was my house I had for two years.’


‘I had the house, boy,’ Sidney spat. ‘You had the yard.’


East nodded. ‘I was there a long time.’


‘Best house we had in The Boxes. Fin loves your skinny ass – you tell him it’s gone.’


It was not the first gun East had talked down. You did not fidget. You showed them that you were not scared. You waited.


Just then, Sidney’s phone crackled. He uncocked his gun and stuck it away. Behind him, Johnny wagged his head and got off the car. Johnny was a strange go-along, dark black and slow-moving where Sidney was half Chinese, wound up all the time. Johnny was funny. He could be nice; he handled problems inside the house, kept the U’s from fighting with each other. But you did not want to raise his temperature.


‘Sidney don’t relish the running,’ Johnny laughed. ‘In case you wasn’t clear about that.’


East breathed again. ‘Did everyone get out?’


‘Barely. They got some U’s. No money and no goods.’


‘Who was shooting out?’


‘I don’t know, man. Some old fool, shotgun in his pants. We was grabbing and getting. I guess you could say he was too.’


Sidney put his phone away. He turned, fuming. ‘Someone did get shot.’


‘I know it,’ said East. ‘Little girl.’ He could see the Jackson girl, the roundness of her face, like a plum, a little pink something tied in her hair.


‘In the news it ain’t gonna be no little girl,’ said Johnny. ‘Gonna be a very big girl. It’s a little girl when your ass gets shot.’


This had been a bad time. Fin’s man Marcus had been picked up three months ago. Marcus kept bank, never carried, never drove fast or packed a gun, quiet. He had a bad baby arm with seven fingers on his hand. He knew in his head where everything came from and where it went, where it was – no books, nothing to hide. Twenty-two years old, skilled, smart: Fin liked that. But they had him now, no bail. No bail meant the PD could just keep asking him questions till they ran out of questions. Since then, everything was getting tight. One lookout picked up just loitering – they kept him in for three days. Runners getting scooped off the street, just kids, police rounding them up in a boil of cars and lights, breaking them down.


Some judge wanted a war, so everything had gotten hard.





They rode the black wagon south unhappily. Sidney coughed wetly, like the running had made him lung-sick. He wiped his gargoyle face. ‘Don’t look at the street signs,’ he snapped.


‘Man, who cares? I know what street this is,’ said Johnny. Something went pumma, pumma, pum in the speaker box, and the AC prickled hard on East’s face. He closed his eyes, like Sidney said, and didn’t look out at the street.


Losing the house – it was going to be on him. He owned the daytime boys; he owned their failure. He’d run the yard for two years, and he’d taught the lookouts, and until today everyone said he’d done it well. His boys knew their jobs; they came on time, they didn’t fight, didn’t make noise. He could not see where it’d gone wrong. That girl – he shouldn’t have talked to her for so long. Maybe she would have wandered off. He could have let Antonio muscle her a bit. She wound up dead anyhow.


What could he do? That many cops come to take a house, they’re gonna take it.


A pair of dogs went wild as the car slowed, but East didn’t open his eyes. Some of the neighbors’ dogs likely were Fin’s. Most people would keep a good dog if you gave them the food for it. And the cops looked where the dogs were. You didn’t keep dogs where you stayed.


‘Don’t look at the house numbers.’


‘Man, how I’m not gonna see what house it is?’ countered Johnny.


They parked down the street and walked. A little girl on a hollow tricycle scraped the sidewalk with her plastic wheels. The day had turned hot and windy. When Sidney said, ‘Hyep,’ they all turned and mounted two steps up toward a flat yellow house.


FOR SALE, said a sign. Someone had blacked out the real estate agent’s name.





Answering the door was a short, stark-faced woman East had seen once before somewhere. On her hair she wore a jeweled black net. Her mouth was thin and colorless, slashed in. She showed them in, then retreated, into a kitchen where something bubbled but gave no smell.


The room was empty, bare, brown wood floors. The drawn blinds muted the daylight into purples. A lonely nail on the walls here and there told of people who’d lived here once. There were two guns there too, Circo and Shawn. East had seen them before. It was never good, seeing them.


‘Everyone get out your house when it happen?’ asked Shawn. He was a tall kid, like Johnny.


‘Little bitch didn’t even give us a heads-up,’ flared Sidney.


East ignored it. It wasn’t Sidney he had to answer to now. He wondered how much about it everyone knew.


Shawn wiped out the inside of his cheek with a finger and bit his lips unpleasantly.


‘Gonna need me in Westwood tomorrow?’


‘Depends. See what the day brings,’ said Sidney. ‘Miracles happen.’


Shawn laughed once, more of a cough. He patted the bulk in the pocket of his jeans approvingly.


A security system beeped, and down the hall a door opened – just a click and a whisper of air. The woman exited the kitchen softly, on bare feet, and turned down the hall. She slipped inside the cracked door and shut it. A moment later it beeped open again. East watched the woman. She had a spell about her, like her time in this world was spent arranging things in another.


She pointed at East, Sidney, and Johnny. ‘You can come,’ she said calmly.


East had been in rooms like this before, where guns had talked vaguely amongst themselves. Until today, the day he’d lost the house, he’d found it exciting. Today he was glad to be summoned away. He caught a scent trailing from her body as he followed, and inhaled. Usually if he got this close to a woman, it was a U, heading in or out. Or one working the sidewalk, or stained from the fry grill. This woman was perfumed with something strange that didn’t come out of a bottle. He held his breath.


The net in her hair glistened: tiny black pearls.


The system beeped again as she unsealed the door.





Fin’s room: unlit except for two candles. He sat in a corner, barefoot and cross-legged atop a dark ottoman, his head bowed as if in prayer, a candle’s gleam splitting his scalp in two. He was a big man, loose and large, and his shoulders loomed under his shirt.


This room had a dark, soft carpet. A second ottoman sat empty in the center of the room.


Fin raised his head. ‘Take off your shoes.’


East bent and scuffled with his laces. In the doorway behind them appeared Circo, a boy of nineteen with a cop’s belt, gun on one side and nightstick on the other. He stuck his nose in, looked around, and left. Good. The door beeped as the woman pulled it shut behind her.


Johnny took a cigarette out.


‘Don’t smoke in here, man,’ Fin said.


Johnny fumbled it back into the pack. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘House is for sale.’ Fin wiped the back of his head. ‘Purchase it if you like. Then you can do whatever you want.’


The three boys arranged their shoes by the door.


Dust curled and floated above the candles. Fin sat waiting, like a schoolteacher. When he spoke, it was with an ominous softness.


‘What happened?’


Sidney answered, grievous, wheezing. ‘No warning, man. Paying a whole crew of boys out there. When the time came, no one made a call. Didn’t shout, didn’t do shit.’


‘I did call you,’ East protested.


‘When there was police already banging on the door.’


So Sidney was here to saw him off.


‘Why didn’t they call?’ Fin said it quietly, amused, almost as if he were asking himself.


Sidney jostled East forward unnecessarily. This meant him: this was his why.


‘There was a lot going on,’ East began.


Fin, quizzical: ‘A lot?’


‘Fire trucks. House fire,’ East said. ‘Lots of noise. The ends – Needle, Dap – maybe that’s what they was thinking: police going to the fire. Maybe. I mean, I ain’t spoken to them yet, so I can’t say.’


‘I think your boys know to call when they see a police.’


‘Oh, yes, they know,’ East said. ‘Oh, yes.’


‘And why ain’t you talked to them?’


‘Something goes wrong, stay off the phone,’ East answered, ‘like you taught.’


Fin looked from East to Sidney and back.


‘Was there a fire for real?’


‘I saw smoke. I saw trucks. I didn’t walk and look.’


‘Maybe it don’t matter,’ said Fin quietly, ‘but I might like to know.’ He gave East a hard look and then veiled his eyes. East felt a beating in his chest like a bird’s wing.


A minute passed before Fin spoke again. ‘Close every house,’ he said. ‘Tell everybody. Submarine. I don’t want to hear anything. I hate to say it, but people gonna have to look elsewhere a few days.’


‘I got it,’ said Sidney. ‘But what are we gonna do?’


‘Nothing,’ Fin said. ‘Close my houses down.’


‘All right,’ said Sidney. ‘But how is it this little nigger fucked up, and I’m not getting paid? Johnny neither?’


‘I taught you to save for a rainy day,’ Fin said. ‘And, Sidney, I taught you not to say that word to me. You know better, so why don’t you step out. You hear me?’


Sidney fell back and grimaced. ‘I apologize for that,’ he said, and he turned to pick up his shoes.


‘You too, Johnny. You can go.’ Fin sighed. ‘East, you stay.’


‘You want us to wait for him?’


‘No,’ Fin said. ‘Go on.’


East stood still, not watching the two boys moving behind him. When the door beeped open and they left, the woman was there, outside, barefoot, waiting. She brought in a tray with two steaming clay cups. She stood mute, and something passed between her and Fin, no words, borne like an electrical charge. Then she placed the tray with the two cups on the empty ottoman.


Quietly she eyed East and then turned and left through the same door. Beep.





‘How you doing?’ Fin said. ‘Shook up?’


East admitted it. He was aching where he stood. Tightened up more than ever. His knees felt unstrung. ‘Yeah.’


‘Sit.’


East lowered himself to the second ottoman stiffly and sat beside the steaming tray in the dusky room. Fin spread his shoulders like a great bird. He moved slowly, top-heavy, as if his head were filled with something weightier than brains and bone.


Fin was East’s father’s brother – not that anyone had ever introduced East to his father. Others knew this; sometimes they resented East for it, the protective benevolence he moved under. But it shaped their world too, the special care that was given him, his house, his crew. When East was a child, Fin had been an occasional presence – not a family presence, like the grandmother whose house held a few Christmases, like the aunt who sometimes showed up in bright, baggy church clothes on Sunday afternoons with sandwiches and fruit in scarred plastic tubs. Fin was a visitor when East’s mother was having hard times: to put a dishwasher in, to fetch East to a doctor when he had an ear infection or one of the crippling fevers he now remembered only dimly. Once Fin took East to the Lakers, good seats near the floor. But East didn’t understand basketball, the spitting buzzers and the hostile rows of white people in chairs, and they’d left long before the game was decided.


But since East had grown, Fin was the quiet man in the background. East had never had to be a runner, a little kid dodging in and out of houses with a lunchbox full of goods or bills. He’d been a down-the-block lookout at ten, a junior on a house crew at twelve. He’d had his own yard for two years, directing and paying boys sometimes older and stronger than he was. Not often in that time had he laid eyes on Fin, but often he’d felt the quiet undertow of his uncle’s blood carrying him deeper into the waves.


Did he want to do this? It didn’t matter: it would provide. Did boys respect him because he could see a street and run a crew more tightly than anyone else, or because he was one of Fin’s favorites? It didn’t matter: either way he had his say, and the boys knew it. Was this a life that he’d be able to ride, or would he be drowned in it like other boys he’d kicked off his gang or seen bloody or dead in the street?


It didn’t matter.





‘Try it,’ Fin said.


East touched a cup, and his hand reared back. He was not used to hot drinks.


‘Not ready yet?’ Fin reached for his cup and drank soundlessly. The steam rose thick in the air. ‘Now tell me again why that girl got shot.’


East saw her again, her face sideways on the street. Those stubborn eyes. He could still see them. ‘I tried,’ he said, and then his voice slipped away, and he had to swallow hard to get it back. He stared at the tea, the steam kicking up.


‘I tried to make her go away,’ East said. ‘She been down the street all weekend playing ball and just came up that minute. Then the police. You couldn’t tell her nothing.’


‘I see. Just her bad luck, then. Her bad timing.’


‘She was from Mississippi.’


Fin sat and looked at East a long time.


‘You know that girl hurts me more than the house,’ Fin said. ‘We got houses. We can move. Every time we move a house, we bring along the old and we pick up the new. It’s that girl that costs us. It’s that girl that goes down on my account.’


‘I know.’


‘She died.’


East swallowed. ‘I know,’ he said.


Fin agitated his cup and stared down into it. ‘Get up and lock that door,’ he said. ‘I don’t want nobody walking in on us, what happens next.’


East stood. He stumbled in the carpet’s pile. The lock was a push-button, nothing more. East pressed it gently.


Fin’s dark eyes followed him back to the cushion.


‘So you’re free now. Had a house. Had a job. Lost the house. Lost the job.’


East hung his head, but Fin waited on him to say something. ‘Yes, sir.’


‘You wondering what comes next?’ Fin smacked his lips. ‘Because maybe nothing comes next. Maybe you should take some time.’


Take some time, East thought. What they said when they didn’t want you anymore.


‘There is something you might do for me,’ Fin said. ‘You can say yes or no. But it’s quiet. We won’t talk about it. Not now, next year, not ever. You keep it till you die.’


East nodded. ‘I can keep quiet.’


‘I know. I know you can,’ Fin said. ‘So: I want you to go on a drive. At the end of that drive, I want you to do something.’ He curled a foot up and pulled on it. Fluid joints, a slow movement. ‘Murder a man.’


East drew in his shoulder and carefully dried his mouth on it. A spark fired in his stomach; a snake curled.


‘You can say yes or no. But once you do, you’re in. Or out. So think.’


‘I’m in,’ East said automatically.


‘I know you are,’ said Fin. And he drank down the rest of his tea, then shook his head twice, a long shudder that might have been a laugh or might have been something else entirely. East felt Fin’s gaze then and swallowed the hard beating inside him.


‘Be ready tomorrow, nine o’clock. You’re gonna clear out straight. So bring clothes, shoes. That’s all. No wallet. No weapons. We gonna take everything off you. Bring your phone, but you can’t keep it. No phones on this trip. And no cards – we’ll give you money. You hear?’


‘All right.’


‘Keep your phone on, and Sidney will call.’


‘Sidney ain’t too pleased with me right now.’


‘Sidney ain’t got no choice,’ Fin said. ‘Okay? Be some other boys too going along. They a little older, more experienced. You might not feel you fit in. They might wonder too. Especially after today.’ He swabbed the moisture from the inside of his cup with his fingers. ‘But I think you got something they need.’


This praise from Fin warmed him.


‘Gone five, six days. You got a dog or a snake or something, find someone to feed it.’


East shook his head.


‘Good,’ said Fin. ‘Then we ain’t talking about nothing in here. Just catching up. Stay a minute and drink your tea.’


East picked up the heavy cup. He wet his tongue. The tea tasted old, like dust at first. Like something collected from the ground.


‘You like this?’


East didn’t, but he tried not to show. ‘What is it?’


‘No name. It’s good for you, though,’ said Fin. ‘That woman, she owned a tea shop. Then she fell into some things. I helped her. She knows business. She knows about bringing in off the docks. And she knows how to brew.’


East nodded. ‘She’s from China?’


‘Half Thai. Half everything else,’ said Fin lazily. ‘How’s your mother?’


East coughed once. ‘She’s all right. She got a little sick, but she’s better.’


‘House holding up?’


‘Holding up,’ said East. ‘Hold up better if she cleaned a little.’


‘You the man of the family,’ said Fin. ‘You could up and clean it. Stop and see her before you go.’ ‘Yes, sir. All right.’


‘All right,’ Fin said. ‘This is a big favor, man. This is not easy, what you’re doing. I want you to know that it is important to me.’ Fin’s hands clasped his feet and stretched them, twisted them. Like bones didn’t matter, like they could be shaped any way you wanted. ‘I will remember it was you that did it,’ Fin said again. He put his cup down with East’s. The two cups touching made a deep sound like the bell of a grandfather clock.


‘Boy, go,’ Fin said. ‘Not a word. Nine o’clock. Sidney will see after your crew, take care of them. Don’t worry. Stay low.’


East stood. He felt childish in his white socks.


Fin brought out a thick fold of bills. He counted out twenties – five hundred dollars. He handed it over without looking at it.


‘Some for your mother there.’


‘All right.’


‘One more thing you want to know. Your brother, he’s in. He’s part of the trip.’


East nodded. But a little pearl of anger splattered inside his chest: his brother. Babysitting. Not that his brother was any baby.


‘Maybe you ain’t gonna like it. Figured I’d give you a night to get used to the idea.’ Fin rubbed down his feet, popped a toe. ‘You know why he’s going.’


East put the money away and laid his hand over his pocket. ‘Yeah, I know.’





A bad street. Dogs bashed themselves against the fences. Televisions muttered house to house through caged doors and windows. East was the only person moving outside. He stepped up to a porch and unlocked the door.


In the living room, in a nest of dull air, his mother lay watching a game show. She looked older than her thirty-one: runny-nosed, fat and anemic at the same time. She drank from a plastic cup, a bottle of jug wine between her knees.


East approached from behind. She noticed, but late.


‘Easton? What you doing here?’


Her fierceness, as always, was half surprise. She sat up.


‘Hello, Mama,’ East said. He looked sideways at the game show.


‘You come and sit down.’


He sat beside her, and she smothered him in a hug that he received patiently, patting her arm. She did not turn down the TV: it made the windows hum. When she released him, her nose had grown wet again, and she was looking for somewhere to wipe it.


‘I thought I might see you. I made eggs and bacon.’


East stood up again. ‘I can’t eat. I just came by to check.’


‘Let me take care of you,’ she reproached him.


East shrugged. The TV swerved into a commercial, even louder. It made him wince. He split off half the fold of bills Fin had given him, and she took it without resistance or thanks. The money curled unseen in her hand.


East said, ‘Nice day. You see it?’


‘Huh?’ his mother said, surprised again. ‘I didn’t get outside today. Maybe. Where’s Ty? You see him?’


‘I ain’t seen him. He’s all right.’ He retreated to the kitchen, a little preserve behind a white counter littered with empty glasses. He could see her craning her neck, tracking him.


‘He ain’t been to see me.’


‘He’s doing fine. He’s busy.’


‘He my baby.’ Her voice rose frantically.


‘Well, he’s doing fine. He’ll come around. I’ll tell him.’


‘East,’ she commanded, ‘you eat some eggs. They’re still in the pan.’


Let me take care of you.


When he flicked the switch, one of the two fluorescent tubes on the ceiling came to life. The kitchen was a wasteland. East bagged what could easily be thrown out. With a napkin from a burger bag he smashed ants. The eggs on the stove were revolting – cold and wet, visible pieces of shell. He turned away.


His mother had gotten up. She stood in the doorway.


‘Easton,’ she breathed, ‘you gon stay here?’


Embarrassed, he said, ‘Mama, don’t.’


Proudly she said, ‘There’s sheets on your bed.’


‘I can’t tonight.’


‘I ain’t seen either one of you,’ she sniffed.


Like every minute weighed a ton. ‘Mama, let me get this trash out.’


‘Whyn’t you have some eggs?’


‘Mama,’ he pleaded.


‘Don’t neither my boys love me,’ she announced to something on the opposite wall.


East dropped the bag of garbage. He found a fork in the congealed eggs, hacked out a mouthful, and shoveled it in. Sulfur. He tried to chew and swallow, eyes closed, and then turned to his mother. Eggs still milled around the sills of his teeth, horrible.


‘You see.’ His mother beamed.





East’s room was small but neat: twin bed with pillow, two photos on a shelf. A carpet he’d pulled up because he didn’t like the pattern and laid back upside down. A little dust but no clutter. He shut the door, but the TV noise still buffeted him. He picked shirts, socks, and underwear out of the pressboard dresser and stuffed them into a pillowcase. He looked around for a moment before the door opened.


His mother, weary on her feet but still pursuing, stood in the doorway.


‘Any of Ty’s clothes here?’ he asked.


She let out a sickly laugh. ‘Ty’s clothes – he took them – I ain’t seen – I don’t know what Ty wear.’


‘Shirts? Anything?’


Two years younger, but Ty had left first. Even the room they’d shared for ten years – Ty barely ever seemed to live there. No toys, no animals, nothing taped to the wall. Like it was never his.


She zeroed in. ‘You going somewhere? You look like a tramp.’


‘Me and Ty need clothes for a few days.’


She hummed, casual but knowing. ‘In trouble?’


‘No.’


‘Suitcases in the closet. But they old.’


‘I don’t need a suitcase,’ East said.


He stopped and waited stock-still till she retreated. After a moment he heard the squeak of the couch springs: she was down. He was alone. He checked the block of wood he’d mounted inside his bed frame, underneath: tight. He loosened it with the thumbscrew. He left his ATM cards there, then tightened it back down.


At the door he said, ‘I’ll be back in a few days. Come see you then. Come and stay with you.’


‘I know you will. I know you gon come back,’ his mother cooed. He took out the remaining money, peeled off three bills, and gave her the rest.


‘I know you ain’t in no trouble,’ she begged. ‘My boys ain’t.’ He tilted his face down, and she kissed him goodbye.


Down the street, freed from the shout of her TV, East heard the silence hiss like waves. He walked north until he entered an office park of sandy gray buildings nine stories high. Two of them stood in a sort of corner formation, and East walked around them. A faint hubbub of raucous people drinking came from somewhere in the darkness.


A narrow sidewalk led behind the air-conditioning island. The concrete pad full of AC units lent cover as East bent at the last building’s foot. His fingers found the makeshift metal stay wedged between the panes of a basement window. The window fell inward, but he caught it before it made a sound. Quietly, twisting his body in one limb at a time, he crawled through.


The basement crawl space, dim behind dusty windows, was clean, its packed-dirt floor higher at the sides than in the middle. It was empty save for East’s things and a faucet in one corner. It didn’t turn on, but it wouldn’t stop dripping either, and East had placed a wide stainless-steel bowl beneath it; there was always water, clear and cold. He tossed his bundle down and put his face over the bowl, watching his reflection swim in upside-down from the other side.
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