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Praise for IQ


IQ was the winner of the Shamus Award for Best Private Eye Novel, the Anthony Award for Best Debut and the Macavity Award for Best First Novel. It was shortlisted for the 2017 Edgar Award for Best First Novel, the Strand Critics Award, the Barry Award, the Crimefest eDunnit Award, and the 2018 CWA John Creasey New Blood Dagger.


One of the Best Books of 2017 according to the New York Times, the Washington Post, the New York Times Book Review and Amazon.com


‘Joe Ide is the best new discovery I’ve come across in a long time. And Isaiah Quintabe is the kind of sleuth not seen on the mystery landscape before’


Michael Connelly


‘This is one of the most remarkable debuts I’ve read … Deliciously quirky, written with exceptional panache and a fine ear for dialogue, it introduces the world to an LA private detective who might just become the Holmes of the 21st century’


Daily Mail


‘Fantastic detective debut about LA and rap moguls’


India Knight, Sunday Times Magazine


‘Boasting a combustible cocktail of Bosch, Hiaasen and Conan Doyle, Joe Ide’s Sherlock home-boy is the detective you need in your life right now’.


Chris Brookmyre, author of Want You Gone


‘With its street poetics and truer-than-life characters, this beautifully spun first novel is going to blow through the crime fiction world like a fire hoseblast of fresh air. Joe Ide has that rarest of writerly skills – a wholly unique voice, one that is at once irreverent and compelling, moving and incisive’


Gregg Hurwitz, author of Orphan X


‘I don’t know how fast Joe Ide writes, but from now on he’ll have to write faster. Everyone who reads IQ will be clamoring for the next book, and for the one after that. This is one of the most intriguing – and appealing – detective characters to come along in years’


Carl Hiaasen, author of Scat


‘Wow! This crime novel has it all – a truly unusual hero, a fast-paced plot, vivid characters, great dialog, tremendous energy, acute observations, a sharp sense of humor, and a touching finale’


John Verdon, author of Wolf Lake


Praise for Righteous


‘He is the first new crime writer I have read in ages who truly feels like an heir to Elmore Leonard’


Daily Telegraph


‘Joe Ide [is] the best thing to happen to mystery writing in a very long time’


New York Times


‘Witty and confident, with a bustling plot, this is a worthy follow-up to Ide’s excellent debut’


Guardian


‘Ide’s superb ear for dialogue and sharp observational eye make this hum with life’


Daily Mail


‘Ide writes with confidence and a sharp wit’


Sunday Times


‘The game’s afoot once again … [Ide] keeps your head in the game throughout with his witty style and edgy storytelling, both of which show greater assurance than in his first novel-and even bigger potential for the future. A thrilling follow-up to one of the more auspicious detective-series debuts in recent memory’


Kirkus




To Josh Kendall
I can write some. Josh taught me to write books.
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Author’s note: Although the events at Abu Ghraib are real and Lynndie England and Charles Graner are real people, all other events and people in this book are fictional.




We are not trapped or locked up in these bones. No, no. We are free to change. And love changes us. And if we can love one another, we can break open the sky.


— Walter Mosley, Blue Light




Prologue


Do you know what Abraham Lincoln said after a six-day drunk?” Jimenez said.


“What?” Hawkins said.


“I freed who?”


They laughed in wheezing coughs. Hawkins took another hit off the joint, leaned back in the chair, and put his size ninety-five combat boots up on the table. Jimenez felt sorry for the table and even sorrier for the chair.


“Want some?” Hawkins said, offering up the joint.


“No,” Richter said, “that shit makes me sleepy.” He was eating a massive burrito, napkin tucked into his collar, carnitas smeared all over his mouth. He was smoking between bites. What a pig, Jimenez thought. He took the joint, took a hit.


“Do you know why General Santa Anna only brought six hundred soldiers to the Alamo?” Hawkins said.


“No, I don’t.”


“Because he only had two cars.”


That afternoon they’d driven out to Simi Valley. A commuter town; row upon row of tract houses surrounded by parched hills. There were a lot of baseball fields. Teams played at night because it was too damn hot in the daytime. Walczak owned an industrial park. There was a big FOR LEASE sign you could see from the freeway. Plastic bags blew across the empty parking lot like urban tumbleweed. Pigeons peered down from the roof. They parked in the delivery bay and dragged Sneaky Pete out by his elbows. Hawkins had worked him over in the van. He liked doing that kind of shit. Jimenez didn’t mind but he didn’t enjoy it. Hawk was the only person he’d ever met that was mad all the damn time. Richter was useless, never doing anything until he ran out of excuses.


Sneaky Pete was limp and babbling when they dragged him up the stairs into a third-floor office. Nothing there but some cardboard boxes, overflowing wastebaskets, and a few tables and chairs. Half the fluorescents were out and tiles were missing from the ceiling, wires dangling down.


They enhanced-interrogated him but he held out. Damn good for a private citizen, better than a lot of professionals. Jimenez wished Slayer was here. You want to get somebody to talk, put a big, black snarling German shepherd three inches away from his dick. Motherfucker will pay you to confess. Jimenez had neon lines and floating rectangles in his head but he took another hit anyway. His mouth watering for one of those crazy munchies Hawkins liked to make; hot Cheetos, Nutella popsicles, chocolate chip waffles with peanut butter and bacon. Hawkins liked to do shit like that. Put stuff together. Once, when they were home between tours, Jimenez watched him make cannabis oil to treat his mother’s cancer symptoms.


“First, you gotta wash it,” Hawkins said. He put a couple ounces of primo weed in a bowl, poured in some benzene, and carefully rinsed and squeezed the leaves. “Extracts all the cannabinoids,” he said.


“Doesn’t benzene mess you up?” Jimenez said.


“Cooks off. Leaves no residue. You just gotta remember to have a fan on and not to smoke.” Hawkins put the liquid into a coffee filter and strained out the stems and debris. Then he poured what was left into a rice cooker and reduced it down to something that looked like axle grease with a reddish tint. He put the stuff in a double boiler and added some coconut oil.


“Is that for flavor?”


“No. It homogenizes and activates the cannabinoids,” Hawkins said, Jimenez wondering if Hawk knew what he was talking about.


“It’s a lotta damn trouble. Why don’t you just give her a joint?”


“You can’t control the dose. A gram of this stuff a day helps her out and doesn’t make her high.”


“Still, it’s a lotta damn trouble.”


Hawk gave him a look that used to scare the shit out of the Iraqi prisoners and everybody else on the tier too. “It’s my mother.”


Eveline Owens came in, an unfiltered Camel behind her ear. She was carrying a cardboard tray from Starbucks, her turn to make the coffee run. Owens was raised on a cattle ranch in Montana or North Dakota, somewhere. She was tall and knobby-looking, like she had too many elbows and knees, with a long Jersey Maid face and the biggest hands Jimenez had ever seen on a girl. She probably won a lot of blue ribbons for roping cows or churning butter or whatever the fuck they did out there. Jimenez had tapped that ass a few times, but there weren’t a lot of options over there. She was what they called a 4-10-4. A 4 in her hometown, a 10 over there, and a 4 when she got back home.


“This drink is for faggots,” she said. She handed Hawkins a cup of something that had the word caramel in it twice.


“What’d you get?” Hawkins said. “A bale of hay?”


Owens was a little glassy-eyed. She’d been drinking since they’d arrived, a six-pack all herself. She drank a lot at Abu Ghraib but now she was a full-on alcoholic. Jimenez reminded himself not to rely on her. She gave Richter his coffee.


“Thanks,” he said, not looking up from the paper. You could hardly read for the blotches of burrito grease.


“How are the wife and kiddies, Jimenez?” she said.


“I don’t know. Carla won’t let me come home.”


“She find out you had shit for brains?”


“No. I boned her too good and wore her ass out.”


Jimenez, Hawkins, and Owens were all on tier 1, where they kept the security detainees, the poor bastards who were suspected of attacking US troops or knowing something about it. Jimenez was a military intelligence reservist, called up for duty because there weren’t enough officers to abuse the detainees. Hawkins and Owens were both MPs. The lieutenant colonel and chief warrant officers were supposed to be in charge but you pretty much did whatever you wanted. A couple of the other guys hlooad served at Guantánamo, but other than that nobody from the CO on down had any experience in running a prison, collecting intelligence, conducting interrogations, or any other relevant subject. At the time, the insurgency was everywhere, the entire area in chaos. Whole families were scooped up. Maybe two or three out of a hundred had anything to say that you could call intelligence and the longer they were detained, the older and more meaningless their information became.


Nobody really knew who was doing what. There was the CIA, military intelligence, the outside contractors, CACI and Titan and OGAs or “Other Government Agencies.” Everyone called them ghosts because you didn’t know who they reported to; MI, Task Force 121, the FBI, the Defense Intelligence Agency, or some other secret organization full of mysterious motherfuckers with a budget hidden in the farm bill. The CIA guys and outside contractors did most of the interviews, if you could call screaming, threatening, breaking furniture, slapping, punching, or throwing the detainee down a stairwell an interview. The MPs were instructed to soften them up, which really meant they were turned loose to do whatever the hell they wanted. No instructions, regulations, limits, guidelines, or supervision.


When Jimenez looked back on it, he still had to shake his head in wonder. Take a bunch of grunts who were hard sons of bitches to begin with and who’d watched the 9/11 tape a thousand times or maybe had a friend shot in the head by a sniper or blown up by an IED and put them in one of Saddam’s filthy, overcrowded, medieval dungeons with no water, power, or ventilation and shitty food, and then shell them night and day and kill some of them so they were afraid all the time, and then leave them alone in concrete bunkers with their fear and their testosterone and their angry, pent-up frustration, and then tell them to soften up the inmates who might have a cousin out there lobbing mortar rounds at you and surprise-surprise, bad shit was bound to happen. Even when you got time off, how were you supposed to relax? Your recreational choices were video games, video games, and fucking anything with a pulse. The only available liquor didn’t even have a name. They called it raw drink. A fifth for ten bucks. It was so strong even Owens had to mix it with grape soda.


The whole world had seen the photos. Detainees wearing hoods and standing on boxes with their arms straight out or hung from railings in stress positions or piled on top of each other naked or bleeding and beat to shit. Poor Lynndie England. She was the poster child for that clusterfuck. She was the short girl with the boy’s haircut who got her picture taken leading a prisoner on a dog leash and standing next to a line of hooded detainees grinning and pointing at their dicks. Fortunately, she wasn’t in the photo of a prisoner kneeling with his mouth open and another prisoner masturbating in front of him, but she did quip, “Look, he’s getting a hard-on!” A remark that didn’t help her at the trial.


Charlie Graner took the pictures. He was a specialist, a rank somewhere between a private and a corporal. He unofficially ran the tier along with some other untrained, unqualified assholes. Graner was all over Lynndie as soon as she arrived. He was twice her age and smelled her vulnerability. Once he had his grappling hooks in her she did anything he said, and he was a mean bastard too.


Lynndie got three years, Graner received ten. Hawkins, Jimenez, and Owens were dishonorably discharged because there wasn’t enough evidence to indict them. Walczak knew he’d never get a promotion unless he singlehandedly killed everybody in Al Qaeda, so he resigned.


And get this: Nobody in the top brass got busted. Not a single one. Not the brigade commander, prison commander, operational supervisor, or anybody else above the rank of sergeant. All they got was a reprimand. A reprimand? What the hell was that anyway? They called you into the principal’s office and smacked your hand with a ruler? And do you know what the head of the CIA, that chickenshit Panetta, said? That the officers were paid to do a job, they did it, and he was giving them the benefit of the doubt. The benefit of the doubt? Those motherfuckers get the benefit of the doubt? The ones who gave the orders, encouraged them, egged them on, told them they were doing a good job? They get off without a scratch? Meanwhile, you were a pariah. Tell somebody you were at Abu Ghraib and you might as well say you went to the Congo and had sex with a howler monkey.


Jimenez felt bad about what he’d done. He told himself he was a different person back then, that it was circumstances, that anybody would have gone crazy if they were put in that position. But the shit still haunted him. He wondered if Walczak and the others were haunted too. Did they wake up at 2 a.m. hearing the prisoners scream and seeing the agony on their faces as they cowered in a corner bloodied and pleading for their lives?


He wondered if Panetta ever felt bad about letting everybody off the hook except the people who were responsible. Unlikely, Jimenez thought. You know what he’d say? What was I supposed to do? Turn the CIA, MI, and CACI upside down? Take depositions from the hundreds of people connected with Abu Ghraib? Interview every prisoner and stack up so much evidence they’d have to keep it in an airplane hangar? Reassign every attorney in JAG and Department of Justice to handle the cases? Spend years and millions of dollars sorting out who was to blame for each individual act of abuse and who was responsible for supervising them all the way up to that moron Rumsfeld? No. Better to bust a few ordinary soldiers and heap the blame on them. I mean, let’s move on, shall we? We’ve got two wars to fight.


Jimenez finished off the joint and dropped it on the floor. His cell buzzed. “Shit. It’s Fuckhead. You want to talk to him?”


“Hell no,” Hawkins said.


“I’m eating,” Richter said.


“Well, I ain’t talkin’ to him,” Owens said, popping the cap off another Coors. “I’m drunk.”


Jimenez put the call on speaker. “What’s up, Balzac?”


“It’s Walczak,” Walczak said, like his name was a rank. “Status report.” Jimenez looked at Hawkins and Owens. Do you believe this asshole?


“I’m Mexican, sir. We don’t have no status.” Owens grinned. Hawkins laughed out loud. Richter kept eating.


“Not funny, Jimenez. I want a status report.”


Jimenez suddenly sounded panicky and desperate. “Sir, we’re taking fire from hostiles, battalion strength!” he shouted. “We’re black on ammo, sir, and the Stryker’s down.” Hawkins started whistling like incoming rounds and making that explosion sound kids make, Owens ack-acked like a machine gun. “They’ve got eighties, MBTs, RMGs, forty mike-mikes, SAMs, and ICBMs!” Jimenez screamed into the phone. “Get us out of here, sir! We need air support! We need evac! Oh no! It’s Owens, sir! She took one in the ass crack!” Owens and Hawkins were doubled over with their mouths wide open.


“Stop screwing around!” Walczak shouted. “What’s going on, Jimenez? I want to know now.”


“Nothing so far but we’re working on it. Say, Balzac, you’re Polish, aren’t you?”


“It’s Walcz—yeah, what about it?”


“Do you know what they call a Polack with a hundred and fifty girlfriends?”


“No, I don’t.”


“A shepherd.”


More hysterics. Richter blew out a mouthful of carnitas. Hawkins fell over backward and crashed to the floor.


“Are you finished?” Walczak said.


“Yeah, yeah, I’m finished,” Jimenez said, tears in his eyes.


“Has the detainee said anything?”


“No, he hasn’t said anything.”


“Could somebody check on him, please?”


“I’m eating,” Richter said.


“Don’t look at me,” Owens said. “I made the coffee run.”


“Hold on,” Jimenez said.


Jimenez and Hawkins went over to the supply closet and opened the door. It was empty, bare walls, the carpet ripped out. It was cold, the air conditioning was turned up high. A demonic voice spewed hate rock from a boom box so loud you’d think it would shatter Owens’s beer bottles. Sneaky Pete was curled up on the bare cement. His hands were zip-tied behind his back. He was naked and shivering and groaning. He was wearing a hood they’d dipped in hot sauce before they’d put it on him but the effects had worn off, or at least he’d stopped screaming.


Jimenez turned the music off. “How long’s he been without water?”


“Since we picked him up,” Hawkins said. “Let’s see if he’s ready.” Hawk used the toe of his boot and gave Sneaky Pete a stiff nudge in the ribs. He groaned in pain. Hawkins had punched him there a bunch of times, you could see the bruises. Jimenez knelt down and ripped off the hood. Sneaky gulped fresh air.


“What’s up, Sneaky?” Jimenez said.


“Water … please, water,” he croaked.


Owens came in with her beer. “You tell us what we want to know and you can have all the water you can drink.” She emptied the bottle on the floor. “Don’t that look good?” Sneaky opened his mouth and tried to catch some of the drops splashing on his face.


Walczak was yelling from the phone. “Okay, that’s it! You’ve had him all day and you’re supposed to be professionals! I want results by nineteen hundred hours, no excuses!” He ended the call.


“He’s right,” Jimenez said. “We should get this done. It’s our asses too.”


“Then enough of this bullshit,” Hawkins said.


He hauled Sneaky to his feet and slammed him against the wall. He leaned in close, nose-to-nose. “You think this is bad, asshole? This is nothing. This is a day at the beach. This is Disneyland. I’ll put you in so much pain you’ll be beggin’ for me to slit your throat.” Hawk put his hand around Sneaky Pete’s jaw, his fingers like the claws of a crane, squeezing so hard Sneaky’s cheeks were almost touching. Hawk screamed into his face, spit flying out of his mouth. “NOW START TALKING MOTHERFUCKER OR I SWEAR TO GOD I’LL CUT YOUR GODDAMN DICK OFF AND HANG IT AROUND YOUR NECK!” Hawk banged Sneaky Pete’s head against the wall. “DO YOU HEAR ME? DO YOU FUCKING HEAR ME?” Hawkins kept banging and screaming. “TELL ME WHAT I WANT TO KNOW AND TELL ME RIGHT FUCKING NOW! OPEN YOUR GODDAMN MOUTH AND TELL ME!”


“Hold it, hold it, Hawk,” Jimenez said. “You’re gonna kill the guy.” Richter was standing in the doorway, an unfeeling motherfucker if there ever was one, and even he was incredulous. Hawk was breathing hard, glaring into Sneaky’s eyes. Sneaky looked back at him, in pain but unafraid. More blank, like. Stoic. A tough motherfucker.


“Fuck it,” Jimenez said. “Owens, find a table where we can lay him down. Did somebody bring a bucket?”


“It’s in the van,” Hawkins said.


“Get it. Fill it with water. And see if you can find a towel too.” Hawk let go of Sneaky and let him slump to the floor.


“You gotta admit,” Jimenez said. “The guy’s pretty tough.”


“What’s this asshole’s name again?”


“Isaiah. They call him IQ.”




CHAPTER ONE


Motherlove


Isaiah hadn’t seen Grace since he’d met her in TK’s wrecking yard. He’d helped her remove a wiring harness from an old car. He was intrigued by her, but she’d given no indication that she had the slightest interest in him. It was a month later when he saw her again, standing in front of an art supply store talking to her friend. He’d watched them awhile, and when the friend left, he wanted to say hello but was too intimidated. Instead, he sent Ruffin to smooth the way, the slate-gray pit bull with fierce amber eyes that scared the hell out of most people. The dog ran over to Grace and sat at her feet and she responded the same way she had at the wrecking yard. She smiled, big and warm and glad, kneeling down to scratch him behind his ears. Ruff was usually standoffish with people, but you could feel the connection between them, like sister and brother reuniting after years apart.


“Hello, beautiful,” she said. “How are you, huh?” Ruffin could hardly sit still, waggling with his butt still on the ground and mewling with happiness. She stroked his head and beamed at him. “How are you, huh? You doing all right?”


“Hi,” Isaiah said as he approached. She gave him a quick glance and went back to stroking the dog.


“Hi.”


“How’s it going?”


“It’s going fine.” Her voice was flat, not a hint of friendliness or anything else, the pale green eyes giving nothing away.


“Did the wiring harness work okay?”


“Yeah, it worked okay.”


“Good. That’s great.”


He had reached the limits of his conversational skills and a couple of awkward, endless moments went by, the girl holding the dog’s big head in her hands. He felt her sadness again. He recognized it from before. Like his, far away but imminent, anguish buried in a shallow grave.


“It’s Ruffin, right?” she said.


“You have a good memory.” At the wrecking yard, she’d chided him because the dog was unruly and hadn’t been neutered. “I did some training with him,” Isaiah said. “Got him fixed too.” If she was impressed there was no sign of it. “I’m Isaiah,” he said, getting desperate. “Isaiah Quintabe.” He knew her name but didn’t want to say it because it would sound creepy. She thought a moment, like she was gathering her memories of him, deciding if he was okay.


“Grace,” she said simply. She was wearing worn jeans and a chambray shirt over a gray T-shirt. She smelled faintly of turpentine. He remembered the pocket watch tattoo on her forearm. It was an antique, the numbers in an ornate font and nicely done too. Crisp lines, subtle shadowing, the sheen on the bezel just right, the time frozen at five after eleven.


Isaiah said the only thing he could think of. “So you’re an artist.” She looked at him sharply, a little alarmed.


“How do you know?”


He rushed to explain. “In the wrecking yard you had paint on your shoes and a Royal & Langnickel T-shirt. They make paintbrushes. I just happened to notice, that’s all. Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”


“Don’t worry about it.” She looked like he’d taken her wallet and given it back. “Gotta go.” She scratched the dog one more time, turned, and walked away, the dog trotting happily beside her.


Isaiah wanted to say goodbye or ask if he could walk with her or invite her for coffee but those things were beyond him. “Ruffin? Here, boy.”


The dog stopped, looked wistfully at Grace, and reluctantly came back. Isaiah snapped on his leash and watched her. She was walking fast, like she was escaping. Had he done something threatening? Was he giving off some kind of weird vibe? Was he so bumbling she had to flee so she wouldn’t laugh in his face? Probably. She was an artist. Cool. White. Creative. She probably hung out with other cool, white, creative people. Actors or documentary filmmakers or somebody who raised seven different kinds of heirloom cucumbers or had a line of yoga pants or made crazy sculptures out of old dental chairs, and if there were some black guys in her circle they were probably named Zado or Ska and they had dreadlocks and walked around barefoot and wore white peasant shirts and sacred beads from a monastery in Machu Picchu and had tats that meant fight the oppressor and performed at poetry slams or played the timbales in a reggae band.


Grace was almost a block away, just turning into an apartment building. Isaiah got in the car and drove past it. It was an old stucco low-rise called the Edgemont; scarred with gang graffiti, front steps scuffed down to bare wood, the burglar bars weeping rust. He parked the car and went furtively to the intercom. He checked the list of names. G Monarova resided on the top floor. #406. Monarova? What kind of name was that?


He drove away wondering what had gotten into him. Twice now, he’d been clearly rejected, and here he was almost stalking her. It was ridiculous. Why was he so intrigued? Okay, she did remind him of himself; removed, wary, her eyes searching for a crack in your armor, trying to see inside you, see what was really going on. Those weren’t exactly attractive qualities. Dodson had told him about meeting Cherise and how he’d been hit by the thunderbolt like Michael Corleone when he saw the shepherd girl in Godfather II. It bordered on the mystical, being so drawn to someone you didn’t know; longing to be with her after two minutes of conversation. No, Isaiah thought, this is crazy. What was he going to do, knock on her door with a bouquet of flowers? This was some kind of errant brain wave or a whim of imagination. Drive on, he told himself. By this time tomorrow you’ll have forgotten all about her.


Isaiah was meeting Dodson at the Coffee Cup, a neighborhood institution stuck between a dry cleaners and a Mexican market. He was nervous about it. They were going to talk about partnering up, the conversation long overdue. Dodson had been busy with his new baby. He’d sold his half of the food truck to Deronda and was presumably living on the proceeds. He’d promised to bring in high-profile cases with serious paychecks and Isaiah could sorely use one. As usual, his client fees were dribbling in, along with the usual assortment of casseroles, cookies, needlepoint homilies, leftover Christmas presents, home repairs, and knitted woolen scarves so perfect for the California weather. The whole Erwin family had painted the house. Javier had installed a new water heater. Mr. Yamasaki had reroofed the garage. Things that needed doing but didn’t pay the bills.


“There’s my hero,” Verna said. She said that every time he came in, which was almost every day. Awhile back, he’d saved her from a robbery, and she wouldn’t let him forget it. Verna was a wizened sprig of a woman who must have been in her eighties. She wore a waitress’s uniform even though she owned the place and arrived before dawn to bake her fresh goodies. Danish, muffins, cinnamon rolls, and sourdough bread from a starter that was forty years old. Her croissants were what Isaiah craved. Verna said her recipe only had two ingredients. Warm snowflakes and a tub of butter.


Isaiah was still embarrassed about the conversation with Grace. He was apparently less appealing than a four-legged creature that ate dog food, shed like a dying Christmas tree, couldn’t speak English, and crapped all over the yard. He was twenty-six years old and couldn’t carry on a conversation. Pitiful. Just pitiful. On the other hand, the nut he’d chosen to crack was as hard as the sidewalk and cold as a bag of frozen peas. Maybe pick someone easier next time, someone who already liked him. Maybe Winetta Simpson, a neighbor who was always inviting him over for coffee and a chat. He’d felt bad about turning her down all the time, so he’d gone over there once. She greeted him at the door with a bottle of Royal Crown, glittery purple eye shadow, and a negligee that looked like a lace tablecloth thrown over a buffalo.


Since the 14K Triad case, Isaiah had handled the usual assortment of neighborhood woes. Store thefts, break-ins, lost children, wife-beaters, bullies, and con men. The only halfway-interesting case involved a girl who’d been accused of hanging her boyfriend and making it look like a suicide. There wasn’t enough evidence for an arrest but the boyfriend’s family was sure she’d done it. Isaiah made some initial inquiries and discovered the boyfriend was a meth dealer who stalked his estranged wife, beat his twin girls, and had kiddie porn on his laptop. Isaiah decided the world was better off without him and turned down the case.


“What’s flamin’, son?” Dodson said. He strolled in like the landlord; an icy breeze with an attitude, condensed of stature but walking large. He’d gained a few pounds but was still thin and roped up; immaculate in a white T-shirt, jeans, and a modest gold chain. “So what’s up with you?”


“Nothing special. How’s Micah?”


Dodson made a face like he was remembering a car accident. “Man, that baby is work. You know he can’t do nothin’ for hisself? Can’t even hold his oversize head up. You got to watch him all the damn time.”


“You didn’t know that going in?”


“Knowing and doing is two different things. You know Cherise makes me wash my hands every time I pick him up? I don’t keep my toothbrush that clean, and the kid is always spittin’ up and he farts like he’s full of propane. I couldn’t believe it the first time I changed his diaper. He don’t eat nothing but mother’s milk and his shit’s the same color as hot dog mustard and got birdseed in it.”


“Birdseed?” Isaiah said.


“It looks like birdseed,” Dodson replied, “and for some reason, we’re always hurrying and rushing around, why I couldn’t tell you. Damn baby ain’t no bigger than a pot roast and he ain’t goin’ nowhere. And everything’s a damn crisis. The boy gets a rash on his ass, and Cherise and her mama carry on like he had a tumor on his neck. I said, what are y’all worried about? Everybody gets a rash on they ass at one time or another. I got a rash on my ass right now.”


“How’d that go over?” Isaiah said.


“Like I farted at a funeral, and Cherise done lost her sense of humor altogether. Other night, I was changin’ the boy’s diaper, trying to keep it light, you know how I do. I said, ‘Cherise, check this out. The baby’s got a hard-on, and he takes after his daddy too!’ Girl didn’t crack a smile and her mama looked at me like I was Crip Walkin’ on her grave—and check dis. I got to use my inside voice. The fuck does that mean? I am inside. And pictures! Lord have mercy. It’s like we got to record every minute of that li’l nigga’s life. Might as well get a movie camera and set it on forever.”


“So you’re not enjoying this at all?”


“Sometimes,” Dodson said, thoughtful now. “But mostly when it’s just me and him. Like when he’s asleep and I’m carrying him on my shoulder. All that other stuff goes away.” Dodson went quiet a moment, like he was feeling the love and wonderment of having a child.


The moment was too heartfelt for Isaiah. He fiddled with his spoon. “So we’re partners.”


“I’m ready,” Dodson said, coming out of his reverie. “But we need to talk about some other things first. Are you on social media?”


“No,” Isaiah said, perishing at the thought.


“Do you advertise?”


“No.”


“Have you got a list of former clients?”


“No.”


“Do you keep books?”


“No.”


“Do people owe you money?”


“Yes.”


“How much?”


“I don’t know.”


“You don’t know” Dodson said. “How can you not know?”


“I don’t keep track. I figure people will pay me sooner or later.”


Dodson looked at him like he’d flunked his GED. “If this is business, we got to run it like a business.”


Over the next couple of weeks, Dodson got a Facebook page up and running and had his nephew design a simple web page. Isaiah was shocked when he found out Dodson had named the partnership.


“IQ Investigations?” Isaiah said. “Where did that come from?”


“The company needs a name. What are people supposed to tell each other? You need help, go to Isaiah’s house?”


It’s a company now? Isaiah thought. The word smacked of cubicles and secretaries and employee handbooks. At least Dodson hadn’t inserted his own name. That would have been too much.


“After we get going, get some size to us?” Dodson said. “I want my name on the door.” He made Isaiah write out a couple of lists. The first was his former clients, Dodson saying the best contacts were the ones you already knew. The second list was all the people who owed Isaiah money and how much.


“It’s a lot of people,” Isaiah protested.


“You got a memory like a tape recorder. Just write the shit down and quit whinin’ like a bitch.”


Isaiah almost snapped back but managed to restrain himself. He wished they’d talked about the partnership in more detail. How long would it last? A year? Five years? Was it till death do us part? There should have been a trial period, and what happened if you wanted out? Could you just cut the cord, no hard feelings? That didn’t seem likely.


Dodson got serious about collections. He called, wrote emails, badgered and harassed and made house calls on the recalcitrant. Tudor was a mortgage broker and a wealthy man. Isaiah had tracked down a young couple that had wrecked one of Tudor’s rentals, and Tudor had never paid a nickel for his services. Dodson went to his office.


“Pay him?” Tudor said, dusting imaginary lint off his shiny gray suit. “Why should I pay him? I hold the mortgage on his house. And that other one too, for that kid, Flaco.”


“And you think that entitles you to what? Not paying your bills? I’m not leaving this office ’til I have a check for the full amount.”


“Is that so? Well, you might need a sleeping bag and some groceries because you’ll be here a long time.”


“And you might need a security guard to guard your house at 674 Piru Drive,” Dodson replied. “Be a shame if somebody broke all those fancy windows, kicked down your door, and made off with your bling collection and that raccoon coat your wife wears in the summertime.”


“It happens to be mink,” Tudor said. “Are you threatening me, young man?”


Dodson went into his gangsta stance, chest to chest, his head tipped to one side, weight on his back foot, hands down but curled. “You’re goddamn right I’m threatening you. That’s our livelihood right there and if you take food out of my baby’s mouth I’ll flush your whole life down the toilet.” Dodson left with the check.


He started contacting former clients, introducing himself and explaining the new situation. “We’re here,” he’d tell them. “No need to stress yourself out. When life throws some bullshit curve ball at you, me and Isaiah will catch it for you and throw it right back.” Make it an opportunity like they did on the shopping networks. If you don’t have that dress that goes from work to date night with hubby? Ladies, do we have the answer for you.


Dodson presented Isaiah with an Excel spreadsheet. There was a list of client names, dates, payments, accounts receivable. This was exactly what Isaiah feared. Being controlled by the bottom line. But his fear took a backseat when he saw how much money Dodson had collected and how much was still owed.


“That’s incredible,” Isaiah said.


“It’s a damn shame is what it is. And these people over here said they already had deals with you.” Some handwritten notations were on the bottom of the page.


Orlando Suarez Clean carpet. Three rooms only


Billy Phan Build doghouse.


Adam Papadakis Reupholster sofa.


Louella Barnes Reindeer Christmas sweater


“Reindeer Christmas sweater?” Dodson said.


“Maybe it’ll be nice,” Isaiah answered feebly.


“I saw it. Louella’s eyes are bad. The sweater will come down to your belly button and only got the antlers on it. I told her she should go buy you one at the store if she can get there without getting hit by a bus.” Dodson sipped his coffee, more sugar in it than a Snickers bar. “And from now on, no more sweaters, cupcakes, gardening, plumbing, or any other damn thing. Everybody pays real money. Are we agreed?”


Isaiah felt rushed. “Okay. But only what they can afford.”


He thought his decision would be final but Dodson said, “But most of ’em can’t afford diddly. How about this? We set a minimum. A hundred bucks.”


“Too much. If you’re making minimum wage that’s almost a whole day’s pay. That could be rent money or food money.”


“Or lottery ticket money or Miller High Life money. People are taking advantage of you, Isaiah. They don’t think before they call you, they just call you. What the hell were you doing looking for Winkie’s cat? It was under the house and she could have looked under there herself—and what about Cheesy Williams? You helped him with that insurance thing. Took you two whole days.”


“What’s wrong with that?” Isaiah said.


“Nothing’s wrong with it, but he’s a garbage man. He makes union wages, seventeen dollars an hour, and what did he pay you with? His girlfriend came over to your house and washed the windows. He didn’t do nothin’ but watch.” Dodson had a point, Isaiah thought. “Look at it this way,” Dodson went on. “Your windows might be clean, but can you spend ’em? Let me be in charge of the finances. I know about money and you don’t.” Dodson was right, Isaiah thought, which was aggravating in itself.


“Okay,” he said. “You’re in charge of the money.”


“You promise?” Dodson said skeptically. “I know you don’t like people fuckin’ with your business.”


“I promise,” Isaiah said, immediately wanting to take it back.


“Okay, how about this? A fifty-dollar minimum and they can make payments. Spread it over a year and that’s four dollars and sixteen cents a month. Anybody can afford that.”


“I don’t know,” Isaiah said, trying to draw this out until he could think of an argument.


“Do you want to live by the skin of your teeth for the rest of your life? You got to get ahead, Isaiah, put some away. What if something comes up and you really need cash? You can’t get a second on a dog house. You need to be sensible.”


Isaiah could feel his scalp tingling, a sign of fear, oncoming disaster, loss of control, or all of the above. So what did he expect? Partners meant being reasonable, compromising, sharing control. This was starting to seem like a bad idea already. “Okay,” he said in a voice that was nearly a whisper.


“All right,” Dodson said. “We rollin’ for real.”


“What about those big cases you talked about?”


Dodson smiled, ever confident. “Don’t worry about it. I got some irons in the fire.”


Dodson was worried about it. Rich people had all kinds of resources at their disposal. Needing Isaiah’s services would be a rare thing. The Facebook page had received a grand total of a hundred and seventeen views, and all of them were people Isaiah already knew. Dodson posted articles touting Isaiah’s accomplishments, an announcement of their partnership, a mission statement, headshots of himself posing like Kat Williams, and the only personal photo Isaiah would let him use: standing twenty feet away in the shade of a lemon tree. He looked like he was hiding. But the thing that kept Dodson up nights and made him sweat was that he hadn’t told Cherise he’d sold his half of the food truck.


He could just hear her: Let me see if I understand, she’d say in her are-you-stupid voice. You used all of our savings and took out loans to buy the truck and then went ahead and sold it so you can play detective with Isaiah? Do you know Louella Barnes paid him with a reindeer sweater?


They got married at the United in God Baptist Church. Reverend Arnall performed the ceremony. Cherise’s family and friends were seated on one side of the chapel. A normal collection of black folks. Dodson’s people were on the other side: his mother and sister, his father not sober or interested enough to attend. Isaiah, Deronda, and Nona were there, as well as Dodson’s old friends; the kind of people you’d see on wanted posters in the post office; thugs, hoochies, gangstas, hustlers, and bruthas on parole for a variety of felonies. Their idea of dressing up was to wear whatever they wore yesterday, except for Cheesy’s girlfriend, Libertine. She was heavy and round and had on a silver halter top and matching shorts. Cherise said she looked like a ball of Jiffy Pop coming off the stove. At Cherise’s insistence, none of them were invited to the reception, but a few did bring gifts. A box of 9mm ammo, a cock ring, an old version of Grand Theft Auto, and a bong made out of a clarinet.


If Cherise found out about the truck he wouldn’t see her naked again until his nuts were like dried apricots. He was paying the bills with the checks he got from Deronda, which weren’t much, and Cherise was on maternity leave and getting half pay. He could feel his checkbook scraping the bottom of his bank account.


Dodson drove home from Isaiah’s, pissed he hadn’t stood firmer on the minimum. He was either in charge of the money or he wasn’t. He stopped at Beaumont’s to grab an overpriced grapefruit juice, a habit he’d developed in his drug-dealing days to get the crack taste out of his mouth. He was glad all that was behind him. The violence, the hustling, prison.


“How are you, Juanell?” Beaumont said as Dodson stepped up to the counter. “You still selling counterfeit Gucci bags out the trunk of your car?”


“I quit that a long time ago,” Dodson said.


“What are you doing these days?”


“I partnered up with Isaiah.”


“Isaiah?” Beaumont said in disbelief. “You mean our Isaiah?”


“Yes, our Isaiah.”


“What are you, some kind of secretary?”


Dodson paid for the juice and left. As he came out of the store Deronda pulled up at the curb in a brand-new, bright red Miata. She was bobbing her head to Mos Def’s “The Edge.” She was dripping bling, her hair straightened, unflattering bangs on her forehead, her nails too long to be functional and so sparkly you could see them from Jupiter.


“Whassup, Dodson?” she said, sounding suspiciously cheerful. “How’s everything in your fucked-up world?”


“Fine. How’s everything in yours?” He wondered where she got the car but didn’t ask, assuming she’d smothered yet another baby daddy with that world-class badonk.


“Heard you and Isaiah might be getting together.”


“We’ve formed a partnership. We have compatible personalities and other attributes that complement each other. He appreciates my business acumen and instinct for opportunity and I’m happy to say we’ve far exceeded our financial goals and look forward to a successful future. Is that broke-down food truck doing any business?”


“It’s not truck anymore. It’s truckssss. I got three of ’em now.”


“What three?” he said.


“Do you know Tudor, the mortgage broker?” Deronda said. “That’s a smart man, right there. He saw my potential, my charisma, my star quality. He got the bank to give me a fat-ass loan.” Deronda looked at her nails and blew on them. “Yeah, I’m an LLC now and a CEO on top of that. Oh and by the way? It ain’t D&D’s Fried Chicken no more. It’s just plain D, and I’m makin’ money, son.” She looked in the mirror and patted her hair. “I really do appreciate you sellin’ me your half of the food truck for a muthafuckin’ song. Definitely shows your business acumen and instinct for opportunity.”


Dodson was silent a moment. He hadn’t been this tongue-tied since his early days with Cherise.


“What was that?” Deronda said, cupping her hand around her ear. “I can’t hear you? Are you okay? Because you look like you choking to death on your jealousy.”


“Nobody’s choking,” Dodson said, struggling to maintain his cool. “And I’m happy for you. An uneducated stripper from your poverty-stricken background deserves a second chance.”


“Y’all still gettin’ paid with blueberry muffins?”


“No, we have new regulations about fees.”


“I hope they keep you out the poorhouse.” She revved the engine. “Y’all take it easy now. I wish you success exceedin’ your financial goals.” She gave him a wide-eyed laugh, did a few fuck-you head bobs, and sped off to the beat. Dodson felt humiliation ooze over him, hot and slimy. He’d never live this down. Never.


When he got home, Cherise was in her sweatpants and a long T-shirt that said MAMA BEAR. There was another one that said PAPA BEAR but he’d accidentally thrown it in a dumpster. Cherise was walking in little circles with the baby in her arms, cooing and patting him on the back. She was still on the heavy side but at least you could see where her waist used to be. She hadn’t put on lingerie since Before Christ. All she wore now were big, white, senior citizen panties and the same bra the Russian women wore at the Olympics.


“We’re out of Pampers, Juanell,” she said, not even looking at him.


“How we can we be out of Pampers again?” Dodson said, wondering what happened to Hello, sweetheart and a kiss. “That baby shits like a grown man.”


“Didn’t I tell you about that kind of language? I don’t want to hear it around the baby.”


“Since when does he speak English? If that’s the case, we don’t need that baby monitor. He can just holla at us.” Dodson kissed her and kissed the baby. “Whassup, Micah? How’s my big-head boy? Damn, are you giving him hormone shots? He’s bigger than when I saw him this morning.”


“He’s perfect,” Cherise said with that dreamy-eyed smile she’d had since she left the hospital.


“Say, Cherise. You got an ETA on when we gonna be hittin’ it again? It’s been a whole month.”


“And it might be another month,” she snapped. “I just had a baby, okay? An eight-pound baby.”


“That’s why I thought you’d be all loose and juicy.” Dodson wished the words were a boomerang that would turn around and come back. Cherise gave him a look that sliced off the top of his head.


Cherise’s mother, Gloria, came out of the kitchen. “Did you see Micah’s diaper rash? I don’t think that ointment’s doing anything. You should switch to that organic brand, Motherlove, I’ve heard good things about it.” She looked at Dodson, scowled and said, “Oh, it’s you.”


“Yes, it’s me. Who’d you expect? Your ex-husband who went all the way back to North Carolina just to get away from you?”


“Josiah was a bum just like you. I’m surprised you two aren’t related.”


Gloria was an ossified, dead-certain old woman who wore dark print dresses, glasses with rhinestones embedded in the frames, and nurse’s shoes. She was one of those people who was right about everything and knew the proper way, the only way, to do everything from making a pie crust and removing stains to child-rearing and dealing with the white man. She brushed past Dodson like he was a dead branch on an azalea bush and slipped a towel between Cherise’s shoulder and the baby. Gloria tossed her head. “How something as beautiful as this child could have a father like you, God only knows. If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a hundred times, Cherise should have married Earl Cleveland. That man is a plastic surgeon now.”


“He needs to be,” Dodson said. “His whole damn family is ugly.”


“Juanell,” Cherise said, glaring at him. “Go get the Pampers.” Dodson turned and headed for the door.


“And some Motherlove too,” Gloria said. “I think they have it at Whole Foods.”


Dodson stopped. Whole Foods was way over near the harbor. It would take him forty-five minutes to get there in the traffic and forty-five minutes to get home again. He started to protest but he could feel the women’s eyes daring him to turn around, and he knew if he did those eyes would become sledgehammers and beat him into the ground like a fence post. “See you in a while,” he said.


He was walking around Whole Foods looking for Motherlove. He couldn’t believe all the shit they sold in here. Amazing Green Grass Superfood, Deer Velvet Extract, Neptune Krill Oil, Organic Certified Noni Juice, Cranberry Proanthocyanidins, and more Omegas than there were cars on the 710 freeway. Did white folks really need all this shit to stay alive? No wonder people of color were taking over. All they needed was a bowl of kimchee and a fried baloney sandwich and they were good to go. He bought the Motherlove and went out to his car. There was a note on the windshield. He read it and dropped the Motherlove, an icy daddy long legs skittering up and down his spine. “Lord have mercy.”


Hello there, Mr. Dodson! You and I have yet to meet so I will, without further ado, get to the point. I have recently come across some information that I’m quite sure might be of great interest to you. I have been informed by a source (unimpeachable) that you and your friends, Isaiah Quintabe and Deronda Simmons, are the individuals, who, some years ago, relieved Junior (a drug dealer) of a large amount of money, and in doing so, caused him and a companion serious bodily harm. It would be in your best interest (and health) to meet me tomorrow at exactly 9 am Pacific Standard Time at 775 Atlantic Blvd, Long Beach, California 90803. Don’t be late. Warmest Regards. C Babbitt, Esq.


When Dodson was seventeen, he lived in an apartment with Isaiah. Deronda was his girlfriend, and at the time, they were broke. They either had to come up with some cash or move out and be on the street. At Deronda’s urging, Dodson robbed a drug dealer named Junior, and in the process, things went very wrong. Junior and his bodyguard, Booze Lewis, were about to execute him when Isaiah came to the rescue. He shot and severely wounded both men. Michael Stokely was in charge of Junior’s security and the scariest muthafucka in the hood. He was humiliated. Junior, Booze, and Stokely were back on the street now, dangerous as ever. Dodson thought about showing the note to Isaiah but changed his mind. It would put that whole painful mess in the spotlight again and he’d endured enough humiliation with Deronda. He picked the Motherlove off the ground. No, he decided. He’d dig his way out of this all by himself.




CHAPTER TWO


Everybody Pays Real Money


The partners worked their first case together. The client was Carter Samuels, a police officer who was sleeping with Dodson’s Auntie May. She was twenty years his senior but they seemed to really care about each other. They went on dates to Huntington Beach, where they wouldn’t be recognized, they held hands, sent each other love texts, and bought each other presents. Auntie May wasn’t concerned about her religious convictions or that Carter was married and had three kids. When Dodson asked her about it she said, “The Bible says, ‘The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.’ Well, I wanted and the Lord came up big-time.”


When Carter was a young man, he had appeared in an adult movie titled Wanda’s Hole in One, starring Wanda Wonder Lips. On the box cover, the grinning porn star, naked except for golf shoes, was bent over setting a golf ball on a tee. Carter played Caddy #1 and was featured in most of the scenes because of his extraordinary nine iron.


Wanda was heard to remark, “Damn. Put a steering wheel on that thing and you could drive yourself home.” Unfortunately for Carter, Caddy #4, whose real name was Spencer Witherspoon, street name Spoon, had kept a copy of the movie on DVD.


Carter met Isaiah and Dodson in the parking lot at Shop ’n Save. He was wearing his uniform and looked like somebody had driven a bus over his spirit. “Spoon’s blackmailing me,” he said. “He wants ten thousand dollars or he’ll spread that video all over town.”


Isaiah had met Spoon some years ago. Isaiah was at the Coffee Cup, sitting at the counter, having breakfast. Suddenly, this drug-crazed wild man burst in, waving a gun. He pointed it at Verna.


“Gimme the money and don’t fuck around,” he said. “Or I’ll shoot you right through your belly button.”


Verna, whose strength of will was comparable to earthquakes and the Great Wall of China, refused. “I worked my fingers to the bone for this money, and I’m not giving you one red penny!” she said. Verna picked up a pan of cinnamon buns and threw it at him. Startled, Spoon fired into the air. As he raised his gun again, Isaiah barreled into him. They grappled briefly, but Spoon threw him off and escaped. Isaiah didn’t know him then, but eventually he identified him and put him in jail.


“I know him,” Isaiah said. “He’s dangerous, an armed robber. I don’t know what he’s doing now.”


Carter seemed preoccupied, giving Dodson a dubious look. “What are you doing here, Juanell?”


“I’m Isaiah’s partner,” Dodson said.


“You are? Last I heard, you were selling counterfeit Gucci bags out the trunk of your car.”


“Go on, Carter,” Isaiah said.


“I can’t afford ten thousand dollars,” Carter said in that strangled voice of the desperate. “We barely make it as it is. What’s my wife gonna say? What am I gonna tell my kids?”


“What are you gonna tell my Auntie May?” Dodson said.


Carter ignored that. “I’ll lose my job over this.”


“Where does Spoon live?”


Carter looked at Isaiah and lowered his voice, which didn’t really matter since Dodson was sitting across from him. “He’s really your partner?” Carter said.


“Yes, he’s my partner,” Isaiah replied before Dodson went off on him.


“I don’t know where Spoon lives. I’ll run him through the system. You’ve gotta get me out of this, Isaiah. You’ve got to.”


Ordinarily, Isaiah would have said something like Don’t worry, everything will be okay, but Dodson cut him off. “Let’s talk about fees, Carter.”


“Fees?” Carter reacted like he’d never heard of such a thing. “Well, okay, how about this? I know a fella who installs burglar alarms. I can get you a big discount.”


“That’s not gonna cut it, Carter. This is a complicated case and let me see … ” Dodson did some imaginary calculations on his phone while he muttered to himself, “Two of us working on it … per diem … expenses … hazard surcharge.”


“What are you talking about, hazard surcharge?” Carter said.


“Spoon is a dangerous muthafucka who robs people with a gun. If that ain’t damn hazard I don’t know what is.”


“Well, quit messing around and tell me what the damage is.”


Dodson smiled like he was doing Carter a solid. “With the ten percent discount for first responders it comes to seven hundred and sixty-two dollars plus tax.”


Carter was shocked. “Seven hundred and sixty-two dollars? Isaiah, are you listening to this?”


Before Isaiah could reply, Dodson said, “I am in charge of the company’s billing department, so going forward, please direct your questions to me. If you’d like, we can put you on our financing plan, no interest for sixty days on your good credit.”


“Wait, Dodson,” Isaiah said. “There’s no charge, Carter. We’ll take care of it.”


“That’s more like it,” Carter said, with a triumphant look at Dodson. “I’ll get back to you on that address.”


After Carter left, Dodson was incensed. “The fuck was that, Isaiah? You made me look like a fool!”


“We’ll get paid with something that’s worth more than money.”


“Oh, I need to hear this. What’s worth more than money?”


“A police officer who will owe us a favor.”


Spoon’s last known address turned out to be fake, but Isaiah remembered that Deronda’s friend Nona was Spoon’s cousin. It turned out she hated him and was happy to give him up. Spoon was living in the Crest Motel on Long Beach Boulevard. Nona said, “If you see a cockroach runnin’ across the floor backwards, it’s him.”


The Crest was a Motel 3 with two floors and a soda machine with no soda and an anchor chain securing it to an iron railing. Dodson gave the clerk twenty dollars and got Spoon’s room number. “Number 204,” Dodson said when he came back to the car. “He’s in there. I heard him yelling at somebody.” Dodson was proving useful, Isaiah thought grudgingly. “You got a plan?” Dodson said.


“Not yet. Let’s hang around for a while, see what’s what.”


They sat in the car and waited. The silence was uncomfortable. Isaiah had overruled Dodson with an airtight argument. They both knew a favor from a police officer could save your life or keep you out of jail. But that hadn’t settled the pecking order. It had only increased the sense of competitiveness. For the moment, Dodson was distracted, playing a game on his phone and sending texts to Cherise. Isaiah had a book his brother Marcus had been reading just before he was killed. The Known World by Edward P. Jones. Isaiah was reading the part about Satan pledging to find evil out of good when Spoon emerged from the hotel room in a do-rag and boxer shorts. He stood at the railing, smoking a j and talking on his phone. He was insistent, selling something.


“That’s him,” Isaiah said.


A girl came out. She was white, miniskirt, high heels and a crackhead’s resignation, not enough room on her face for all the makeup. One more dreamer from Ohio or Iowa who’d watched too much E! channel, her fantasies overwhelming her common sense. Spoon muttered something threatening and the girl lowered her head and hurried down the steps.


“How old do you think she is?” Dodson said. “Fifteen? Sixteen?” She walked past the car. There were welts on her legs, a bruise on her cheekbone. “Sometimes you need a word that’s stronger than muthafucka. I’m gonna enjoy taking Spoon down.”


Isaiah could understand a teenage girl running away from home. What he couldn’t wrap his head around was why she wouldn’t return home in the face of shit like this. Was there abuse there too? Or were her parents so uncaring and belittling it was just another kind of hell? Such a waste. She’d probably get herself pregnant just to have someone who loved her and who she could love in return.


“Go on and catch her,” Dodson said. “I want to talk to her.”


“Why?”


“Just catch her, okay?”


When they pulled up next to her, Dodson leaned out of the window. “Excuse me. Could we talk for a minute?”


She stopped and looked them over. “I’m not getting into the car with two of you.”


“Leave this to me,” Dodson said, and he got out of the car. There was a taco stand right there. He gave the girl some money for her time and the two of them sat at the counter eating tacos while IQ waited in the car. Dodson’s street persona gave him cred, telling the girl in a very un-social-worker-like way how fucked over she was and what a piece of shit Spoon was for treating her like this.


“He didn’t mean it,” she said, barely audible.


“What’d he hit you with?” Dodson asked.


“His belt.”


“He took off his belt but he didn’t mean to hit you with it? It’s a good thing he didn’t mean to hit you with a hammer.”
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