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This one’s for my literary agent Danny Baror and my film agent Brian Lipson, both of whom have helped make my life more comfortable, and to them I send my sincere appreciation for their consistent efforts to improve my career, which can be a full-time job unto itself, and for being good friends. Thanks, guys.


And an acknowledgment to my friend Jim Mickle for directing my works so well on screen, and for my brother Nick Damici for adapting those works so kindly and carefully.



Once you get dead, then you ain’t dead anymore, and you come back because somebody pressed on your chest and you took a breath and shot a turd, you got a different view on things. That being said, if I ain’t in the hospital, and I can get around, I never miss Tuesday night chili.

—Jim Bob Luke
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I was still getting over being dead, and let me tell you, that’s a comeback.


I died twice in the hospital after being stabbed, and the last thing I remember before I awoke from death was Leonard being there, shoveling vanilla cookies into his face, waiting for me to wake up. Actually, I was awake, but I couldn’t fully open my eyes other than just enough to see him. I repeatedly felt as if I were drifting away on a slow boat to nowhere with a stick up my weenie. That turned out to be a catheter, but it felt like a stick. A big one.


Doctors and nurses saved me from the big, dark plunge, and I didn’t thank Jesus when I came around. I thanked the medical staff, their years of schooling, their tremendous skills. I always figured if I was a doctor and I saved some person’s life, and the first thing they said when they came around was “Thank Jesus,” I would have wanted to stick a pair of forceps up their ass and tell them to see if Jesus could yank those out for them.


Bottom line was, I was back. It took me a few months to pull it together, but finally I was out and about regularly, and on this day I was totally on my own. I had lost a few pounds while being on the tube-down-your-throat diet (not the same tube as the one in my pecker, I hasten to add) but as of recent, my strength was back. I felt like I could bench-press two-fifty and beat an angry gorilla’s ass, but maybe not in a fair fight.


That said, I also had days when I would weep uncontrollably and had the concentration of a squirrel. Doctors told me there would be days like that, days when I not only knew I was mortal, but had come smack up against the concept. Watching cartoons helped. I came around pretty quick, and the doctors were amazed that I didn’t have any real posttraumatic stress. I didn’t mention it to them, but I thought, No, I only have that when I kill people, and I’d learned to live with that stress as if it were merely a quarrelsome comrade. I had plenty of practice there, having known Leonard much of my life. But as far as quick recovery went, I’ve always been like that. Recuperation skills and a hard head have served me well in life.


So there I was, doing better, back to work, feeling mostly normal, only having brief visitations from the mortality fairy and a now-and-then concern about the eventual heat death of the solar system from the inevitability of the exploding sun. I’m something of a worrier.


On this day I had office duty at Brett Sawyer Investigations, where I worked for my girlfriend, Brett, worked with my best friend, Leonard. I was sitting with my feet on the desk, noticing my socks didn’t match, feeling like a classic private eye, though my detective skills were right up there with my mathematical ability, which means you shouldn’t ask me to do your taxes. But I’m persistent. That’s another good trait you can add to quick recuperation time and a hard head. When I was sixteen my dad got me a job with a fellow who had me help him haul brush and tear down old houses he had bought to sell for scrap lumber. My dad said to him on my first day at work, “He might fuck up a lot, but he’s no quitter.”


That was kind of my motto.


I was at the office alone because no one else could be there that morning. Leonard was in Houston having sex with some guy he met on the Internet, which made me nervous for both of them, and Brett was nursing a cold. She shared her cold with a young woman named Chance who had turned out to be my daughter. DNA tests proved it, and I was damn happy about it. I had only known about her a short time, but she meshed with my family of Brett and Leonard and Buffy the dog as if she had been with us since birth.


Chance was staying at our house and working part-time at the local newspaper as a proofreader, looking for full-time employment. She had a journalism degree, which is kind of like a degree in Latin. The uses are small.


Like Brett, Chance was off work, home with her cold, resting on the couch. I figured I was next to get the bug, but so far I felt tip-top. After being stabbed in the stomach and dying for a while, coughs and sniffles could kiss my ass.


Buffy, the German shepherd Leonard rescued from an asshole who was kicking her, was with me at the office, lying on the sofa. She was remarkably well mannered, and much better housebroken than I was. Ask Brett. She’ll tell you.


It was a pleasant morning, sitting there in the office wearing a pair of new blue jeans that my lady Brett said for once fit me in the ass, and I had on some new tan shoes that Buffy had chewed only slightly. I had on a nice green pullover shirt without food stains. My underwear was clean. My thinning hair was combed, and I had a cup of coffee with real cream in it and one package of Sweet’N Low. I had an open bag of Leonard’s vanilla cookies that he had hidden behind our office refrigerator, and they were so good. Not only because of the taste, but because Leonard thought they were well concealed. I planned to eat them all and put the empty bag back behind the fridge. I might even put a note in there that said Cookie Fairy was here. Fuck you. You didn’t share at the hospital.


As I sat there, contemplating on my return from the dead, I think I was starting to catch on to something about that whole nature-of-the-universe thing, bordering on some incredibly brilliant revelation that might be written up into some kind of philosophical paper, when the door opened and a black lady came in.


She was well groomed, overweight, wearing red stretch pants, a loose green top, and pink house shoes. All she needed was a church-lady hat with a fishing lure and a golf ball sewn onto it. She was carrying a purse about the size of an overnight bag. She could have been forty. She could have been fifty. She was certainly tired-looking.


I took my feet off the desk.


She said, “You the only one here?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Where’s that black one?” 


“Leonard or Marvin?”


Marvin was no longer there. He had sold the business to Brett, but I thought she still might be referring to him.


“They black?” she asked.


“Yes, ma’am. All the time.”


“They both work here?”


“Actually, only one of them does. Like me, he’s a worker bee.” 


“Which one of them black fellows looks like he’s pissed off?” 


“That would be both of them. One is stocky and sometimes carries a cane, and he’s maybe five or six years older than me. He’s no longer here. The other one is muscular and my age and likes vanilla cookies. Just like these.”


I patted the bag.


“I guess it’s the muscular one I saw.”


“Now that I think about it, they’re both muscular. But one is older and heavier, like a bear that was trained to wear clothes.”


She was studying me hard.


“As you can see,” I said, “I’m not either of the black ones.”


“I was just thinking I can’t tell how old you are. White people, they’re hard to judge. Can I have a cookie?”


“Take two. Would you like coffee?” 


“You got a clean cup?”


“You bet I do.”


She told me how she liked it. I got up and fixed her a cup. No artificial sweetener for her; she took four packages of sugar, stirred it with one of our plastic spoons, tasted it, asked for one more package, and I gave it to her. While she drank her coffee, she dunked one of her cookies in it and nibbled. She knew what was up.


“I guess it don’t matter which one it is. I seen him come up the stairs and go down, so I figured he worked here, and him being black, I thought I’d want to talk to him.”


“Some of us white folks talk and investigate pretty good.” 


“I guess so.”


“How’d you see him?” 


“What do you mean?”


“The black guy, Leonard. I assume you weren’t in the tree by the parking lot with a pair of binoculars.”


“Are you being a smartass?”


“Only a little.”


“I live across the street, Master Detective. That’s why I’m here in my house shoes. I sort of put on what was in front of me.”


“I guessed that.”


“No you didn’t,” she said.


“All right, I didn’t.”


“I got some money. I don’t want anything for free.” 


“I’ve offered nothing for free.”


“Uh-huh,” she said. She removed a change purse from her very large handbag, which had enough room for an alternate universe, and probed around in it like she was digging for King Solomon’s gold. She took out a wad of bills that would have choked a dinosaur and slapped those on the desk, poured some coins on top of them.


She looked at me. I reached over and pulled the money close and counted it out. It was a big wad, but most of it was in small denominations. Forty dollars in ones, a five, a dog-eared twenty with a chewed corner, chewed by an actual dog, maybe. There was twenty-eight cents in change and a nice pile of lint and a round chunk of peppermint wrapped in plastic. She took the peppermint back and dropped it into her purse. I bet that peppermint is still falling.


“What’s that buy me?” she asked.


“Honestly? A cup of coffee, some of these cookies, and maybe you and me could go to the movies.”


“I don’t date white men.”


“I know how to show a lady a good time.”


“I ain’t prejudice, mind you. I just don’t deal with white people any more than I have to.”


“That’s kind of the definition of prejudice.” 


“So that won’t get me nothing?”


“Tell me what’s going on, and maybe I can see what this will do for you. It might be a simple business that I can take care of quickly.”


“I need you to talk to a fellow.”


“I guess we’ll be talking about something specific?” 


“What’s that mean?”


“Means you have a point to all this. You would want me, or the darker gentleman, to talk to him about something that’s on your mind, right?”


“I suppose you could say that,” she said. “I think my son was murdered.”


“Oh,” I said.


Now I was truly interested. I had feared this would be a lost-cat job, and though I’ve nothing against reuniting folks with their lost pets, most of the time a cat will just come home.


“I want the black man to do it ’cause he’s black.” 


“You think that would help?”


“You might not fit into the projects in Camp Rapture.”


I nodded. “That could be true. Sounds to me like you need the police. I know a good cop that can help you.”


“I been to the cops. They say I need proof.”


“Yep. That’s the way it works.”


“This is in Camp Rapture,” she said. 


“Ah,” I said. “The pit.”


“Shit hole is more like it,” she said.


“Cop I was talking about is one of the black men you saw here, Marvin Hanson, but he’s a LaBorde cop, not Camp Rapture.”


“Then get the other one,” she said. “I want the black man here to get proof. Dealing with cops makes my ass hurt and nothing gets done.”


“When I’m not toting a bale for them ole white masters or hoeing a row of cotton, I work here as well. And I gave you the vanilla cookies. Trust me, the black one, he wouldn’t have given you the crumbs in the bottom of the sack.”


“You ain’t never hoed no row of cotton.”


“And neither have you. Only cotton around here in the last fifty years is in an aspirin bottle.”


That made her grin.


I said, “I have done farmwork, though. Used to work in rose fields. I worked in an aluminum chair factory, had an unfortunate period of employment at the chicken plant—”


“You worked there?”


“I didn’t fit in. It was what you might call an unsuccessful period in my work history.”


“I worked there.” 


“When?”


She told me.


“I was there then,” I said. 


“Say you was?”


“I was.”


“You remember that woman got attacked on the other side of the fence, and a white fellow climbed over it and saved her?”


“That was me.” 


“No it wasn’t.” 


“Yes it was.”


“You the one … you was thinner then, wasn’t you?” 


“Thanks for noticing.”


I had just been congratulating myself on how much weight I had lost, and now she was telling me I was thinner then. Certainly I had been a bit more spry.


“I was right there in the crowd,” she said. “I didn’t know that was you.”


“Yep. I got a free vacation from the employer out of it. It wasn’t as refreshing as I would have hoped. But that’s neither here nor there.” 


I didn’t mention the black man she wanted to take her case had gotten us left by a cruise ship, and then we had been attacked by thugs on a beach, and Leonard had gone around wearing an embarrassing hat and a bad wound. We got wounded a lot. We had a way of annoying people.


“Okay,” she said. “Okay. That’s good. You was the one, that’s good. You did good by that girl. Saving her like that. You’re hired.”


“Keep in mind I can only do so much for this amount of money.”


“You talk to this fellow seen the murder, that’s all I want. Start there.”


“All right. Tell me what it is me and this fellow will be talking about. Besides murder, I mean. I’m going to need details. I’ll want to visit with the cops too.”


She shook her head. “I don’t like that. I said I talked to them. Shit. I’m pretty sure they was the ones done it.”
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Her name was Louise Elton, and she had a hell of a story. When she finished giving me all her details, I called Leonard. He didn’t pick up, so I left a message. I’d hoped he might be back in town but didn’t expect him to be. He and John, his longtime lover, were still broken up, something they did about as often as cows went to pasture, and Leonard had decided to play the field. That’s how he met the guy on the Internet.


Louise’s son’s name was Jamar. There wasn’t any proof the cops killed him, except there was a guy who claimed to have seen it. But there were problems with his story, or at least that’s how the cops saw it. She was convinced this guy had information I could use.


I thought I could at least talk to him and get a read. His name was Timpson Weed. The projects in Camp Rapture were where Timpson hung his hat, if he wore one. It was not a nice place and white people were still considered the enemy down there. Thing was, though, I was bored, and Leonard wasn’t around, and I had a number for the apartment.


After having a lunch of some very bad soup I heated in the office microwave, I gave Buffy a pat, got my coat, and drove over to Camp Rapture. It was a fairly short drive from LaBorde, and the projects looked like a place where dreams went to commit suicide and hope got screwed in the ass.


It was a cold day, and my breath came out white when I got out of the car. I pulled my coat tighter around me, started walking along the cracked sidewalk toward a row of apartments. They looked rough. The bricks were chipped, the walls were painted with graffiti, sweet nothings like I FUCKED YO MAMA AND HER PUSSY STANK.


There were similar remarks here and there, names plastered on the wall with what the police liked to call gang signs. Sometimes, if the same signs were on an underpass, they claimed they were satanic. They liked to keep it simple. Whatever they wanted them to be, they became.


Cops in Camp Rapture had really gotten a bad rap of late, though for that matter, they had always had a bad rap, and there was some evidence it was deserved. Not six months ago, they had “discovered” a car thief in a ditch near the car he had stolen, and he’d been shot in the back of the head five times. He was written down as a suicide. That didn’t hold up, of course, but I think they thought it might, which gives you some idea of their level of professionalism.


I saw a group of young black men moving in my direction. Late teens and twenties. They were walking that kind of tough-guy walk where one leg seems to drag behind the other. They had their hands in their pockets and there might have been something other than hands in those pockets. Not expecting a shoot-out, I hadn’t brought my gun with me. I hated how it was for them, young men without jobs or much in the way of future plans, but mostly I hated there were five of them and there was one of me.


“How are you gentlemen?” I said as they gathered around.


“We fine,” said one of them. He was a tall kid with long, lean muscles and a red shower cap on his head. I’ve never quite understood that fashion statement, but I will say this: If it rained or he decided on a quick shower, he was ready.


“What you want?” said the one with the shower cap. 


“Money and fame, of course.”


“You a smartass?” said Shower Cap. This question came up frequently.


“Yep.”


“You won’t be so smart with your teeth on the ground and your ass kicked up around your neck.”


“I would neither be smart nor happy if that were to happen,” I said. “I’m looking for a fella. You might know him. I have an apartment number.”


“We know him, you can bet your white ass we won’t be pointing him out,” Shower Cap said.


“Well, as I prefer not to bet my white ass, thank you for your time,” I said.


I walked through a gap in the near circle they had made and didn’t look back. When it came to young men with nothing to do and chips on their shoulder, you handled it the way you handled junkyard dogs. Show no fear, don’t make eye contact, and walk away slowly and hope they don’t bite you on the ass.


I walked toward where I thought the number of the apartment might be but wasn’t. The numbers were wonky. I went around the other side of the apartment. There were a bunch of kids playing on that side, boys and girls, eleven years old or so, kicking a ball around.


They stopped as I came around the corner. White-man sightings were as rare as Bigfoot in those parts. One of the little girls said, “What you doing around here?”


She was rough-looking, had her hair in cornrows, and was wearing clothes that looked to have been handed down from someone larger. She had on pink tennis shoes with dirty white shoestrings in them. She wore an oversize T-shirt with writing that said MY ASS MATCHES YOUR FACE.


Charming.


“Looking for someone?” I said. 


“You po-po?”


“I am not the po-po. Aren’t you kids supposed to be in school, or maybe setting fire to something?”


“It’s Saturday, fool,” the girl said. 


“You know,” I said, “it is.”


“Course it is, and tomorrow be Sunday, and the day after that be Monday.”


“In school, I bet you make As.”


“Naw I don’t.”


“But your marks in personality are high, aren’t they?” 


“What?”


“Nothing. I’m looking for a man named Timpson Weed. I got five dollars for the first person points me to where he lives, and if he actually lives there, I got another five when I come back from seeing him.”


I was already out a large part of my initial down payment on the case.


The little girl gave me the hairy eyeball, like a banker considering your credit report. “Let me see you money.”


I took a five out of my wallet and held it between my fingers. 


“Right there,” she said. She pointed at a door on a landing above us.


“I was told number nine-oh-five, not six-oh-five.”


“You know so good, why you asking?”


“That is a very good point.”


I had asked because the lady who hired me said she couldn’t remember if it was a nine or a six. This way I had confirmation. Either that or I had just been worked out of five dollars.


I gave her the bill, went up the stairs and over to the door. I could smell cooking food from under it, chicken and dumplings and a lot of onions. I could also hear the TV going, a game show. I knocked on the door. I waited through a couple of ice ages before it was opened.


It was a short woman with a flower pattern on her housecoat. She was about thirty-five. She had her hair cut close. She was a little thick, with breasts that appeared to need somewhere else to live, there not being enough room in the housecoat. She wore fluffy pink house shoes, a fresher pair than those Mrs. Elton had worn; must have been a trend. They were open in the front and her toes stuck out and her toenails were painted silver. Her fingernails didn’t match. They were red.


“What you want?”


“And good afternoon to you.”


“What the fuck you want? I got things to do.”


“I was told this was the address of the charm school.” 


“The what?”


I was being uppity and an asshole, but all I was trying to do was help Louise Elton get a fair shake for her son and I had gotten nothing but shit from an eleven-year-old on up. For all I knew, Louise’s son Jamar was a bad guy and had died being bad, but the idea was to find out, and so far I was batting nothing. On the other hand, considering how it was in Camp Rapture, at least in some sections, I’d be suspicious too, especially if they thought I was a cop.


“Who’s that at the door?” I heard a voice say.


I tried peeking around the woman in the doorway, but that wasn’t possible. She had a way of moving so that she was in my eye line. A moment later a big black man without a shirt came to the door and eased her aside.


“What’s all this racket?” he said.


“This peckerwood done here asking questions,” the woman said. 


“Go on back in there and watch the stove. And pull that goddamn housecoat together, woman.”


She gave me a look that almost knocked me over the railing, then disappeared in the back to watch the stove and whatever was cooking.


“What you want?” the big man said. He was really big. Tall, wide, and though he had some belly, it wasn’t all fat that was moving around under it. Somewhere in there were some abdominal muscles that wanted to show me they were still hard, just slightly marbled.


“Are you Timpson Weed?”


“What if I am?”


“Louise Elton sent me?”


“She did? She still on that business with Jamar?”


“Still is.”


“That nigger’s dead and most apt to stay that way. Ain’t nothing else for it.”


“I’m a private investigator, and she hired me to check into his death. See if maybe there was more to it than the police say.”


“Course there is. Always is.”


“Police aren’t always out to screw you,” I said. “I know some good ones.”


“Ought to try being a nigger for a day.”


“Black cop, I’m talking about.”


“Yeah, he’s just a white man painted over. I’ve had some experience.”


I didn’t see any point arguing.


“I’m just trying to help her out,” I said.


“Taking her money, you mean.”


“Not much money.”


He studied me for a while. “I ain’t got nothing much to say.” 


“Tell me the little you have to say?”


He had grown quiet, as if there were spies in the woodwork. “I don’t know,” he said.


“It’s to help a lady out. If it’s not what she wants to believe, then that’s better than not knowing what happened.”


“Tell you what, you buy me a beer.” 


“Where?”


“The joint outside the city limits. Seven o’clock.” 


“Joint have a name?”


He laughed. “That’s just it. It’s called the Joint.” 


“Seven p.m. I’ll find it.”


“Might want to bring a razor and a billy club with you. The clientele is old-school.”


“Meaning?”


“They don’t like white guys. Hell, they ain’t that fond of each other.”
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I went downstairs and started across the lot, and here came those young men again, the red shower cap in the lead, all of them doing that leg-drag act. I had a feeling they had decided to give me a bit of a bounce just to show Whitey who was in charge down here. I was glad to let them be in charge.


I glanced around to see if there was another way to my car, but there was only a clearing to the right and the projects to the left. The clearing led across a dried-out field of grass littered with broken bottles and no telling what all. On the other side of it was another housing project. I would have had to have packed a camp stove and provisions to walk that far around to avoid trouble. That’s what I should have done anyway, but my pride wouldn’t let me. Or, to be more exact, I was too lazy to do it.


The little girl I gave the five dollars to came out of an open door in the projects and said, “You find him?”


I stopped, kept an eye on the young men. They were still coming. 


“I did,” I said.


“Then you owe me five dollars now, don’t you?”


“Guess I do.”


“Ain’t no guessing about it.”


I got five dollars out of my wallet, glanced toward the young men. They had stopped and started to mill, like they were waiting on me. Behind them, coming up the walkway, I saw Leonard. He had gotten my message, which meant he had been near home when I called. He was walking in that kind of swagger he has, his head held up; his eyes, even from a distance, looked like two hard nuggets of coal. He had on a shadow-black fedora, his new affectation, and he wore it like he was a black Humphrey Bogart and was swinging two sets of nuts.


“Them boys don’t like you none,” said the little girl, glancing in their direction.


“I don’t even know them.” 


“That why they don’t like you.” 


“I don’t plan to agitate them.”


“They always agitated. That big one, got on the blue shirt, that Laron. He lives to fuck people up.”


“You got a mouth on you, kid.” 


“Ought to heard my mama.”


“What about the one in the shower cap?”


“He bad as Laron. Laron, he don’t talk much, but Tuboy, he a talker, and he sneaky. He got a razor he carry behind his back under his shirt.”


“Thanks for the tip.” 


“Won’t do you no good.”


The boys were starting to come my way again. 


“They gonna sort yo’ shit just ’cause they can.” 


“It might sort out different than they expect.”


“Why, you gonna turn into a bunch of white boys? That your superpower?”


“My superpower is a friend in the right place,” I said, and started toward the crowd of men.


Leonard had come up behind the boys now. He had already read the situation, and since he had on his badass hat, he was talking shit.


“Get the hell out of the way,” I heard him say, and they parted before him as if he were a Mack truck. Leonard isn’t a little guy, but he’s not supersize either. He always gives the impression of being bigger, way he talks and walks. He leads with his dick, as one old man we trained martial arts with once put it.


“Hey, man,” said the big one, Laron. “What the fuck you doing? Coming up in here like that.”


Leonard hooked him to the head with a right and knocked him down. Laron lay still, either unconscious or wisely aware that getting up would be a bad idea.


Red Shower Cap, also called Tuboy, turned then, brought his hand out from behind his back. I got a glimpse of the razor opening. I started running toward them.


Leonard stepped up and hit Tuboy in the mouth while he was bringing his hand around. Tuboy fell to his knees and dropped the razor. He rocked in place.


One of the young men looked as if he might try and pick the razor up.


“Fixin’ to be a stack of you assholes laying up in here,” Leonard said, whipping his head around, glaring at the others.


They stepped back. 


I arrived.


“Good,” Leonard said. “Now you show up. You stop for a bowl of chili?”


“Came as fast as I could, but I did want that chili.”


Leonard reached over and grabbed the shower cap on Tuboy’s head, yanked it off. There were cornrows underneath and there was lint in the cornrows.


“What you got this on for, you stereotypical country motherfucker,” Leonard said. He looked at the others. “I ought to just slap the ever-loving pig shit out of all of you. Living up in here like a pack of roaches, wearing a fucking shower cap. What are you, animals?”


I thought, Animals wear shower caps?


“You ain’t got no call to talk to us like that, brother,” said one of the young men.


“I ain’t your fucking brother. Shoo on out of here, and take these fat asses with you. I’ll keep the shower cap. I’m going to shit in it.”


They scattered like geese. They didn’t bother to take Laron or Tuboy with them. It was every asshole for himself. Tuboy was still on his knees. His eyes were glazed. He was probably seeing little blue gnomes riding on unicorns.


“He’s out, Leonard,” I said.


Leonard used the palm of his hand to push him. Tuboy groaned a little, toppled, and lay on his side.


The little girl came over. “You think you’re bad, don’t you?” She said this to Leonard.


“Baby girl, I don’t think, I know I’m bad.” 


“Them boys hold grudges,” she said.


“Do they now? Well, that’s going to worry me for days. Who the hell are you?”


“Reba. I was named after a white lady that sings.” 


“Yeah?” Leonard said.


“Mama liked that cracker shit. I don’t. I like me some real music. I mainly go by Little Woman.”


“You just made that up,” Leonard said. 


“Startin’ now, then.”


“I like Reba,” Leonard said. “I mean the singer, if that’s who you’re talking about. You I don’t like at all, you little snot-nosed pile of rat shit.”


“Leonard,” I said. “Kid.”


“This ain’t no kid. That there is a fucking four-hundred-year-old midget vampire.”


“Fuck you,” Reba said.


“Fuck you too,” Leonard said. 


“You ain’t black at all?”


“What the fuck color am I? This look like shoe polish to you?” 


“Uncle Tom is your color.”


“Yeah, well, you want to stay in the goddamn projects and wear your own shower cap and house shoes and whine about the Man keeping you down, you go on and do it. Me, I spit in the Man’s fucking face, tell him it’s face wash, and he’s got to like it.”


“I hope you get et up by a tiger,” she said, walking away. 


“Not likely,” Leonard said.


“Leonard, really? You’re going to pick a fight with a kid?”


“She started it. Ancient midget-ass motherfucking vampire.” He yelled out to her then. “I hope your fucking tricycle has a flat.”


She kept walking away, and without looking back, she stuck her hand up in a fist, extended her middle finger.
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Leonard carried the red shower cap out to his pickup like a scalp he had taken in battle. He opened the door on the driver’s side, tossed it inside.


“Can you believe that? Motherfucker going around with a fucking shower cap on his head, and he didn’t even have a new do drying out under it, just a nappy head. What the fuck, man?”


“You are not a nice man, Leonard.”


We climbed in our respective rides and drove back to LaBorde. Leonard passed me with his window down, waving at me and showing me nearly all of his teeth. He had removed his fedora and was wearing the red shower cap.


Back in LaBorde we drove to the office, went upstairs, Leonard now wearing the fedora again. Buffy met us at the door and I took her out for a walk and to do her business. When she finished and I had a plastic bag of dog poo in the dumpster, I went upstairs and washed my hands. While I did that, Leonard hugged Buffy. He was the one who had rescued her, and I was the one who took her home. He said, “So give me the usual shit about my hat. Get it over with.”


“I like it.”


“What’s that? My hearing going?” 


“I like it.”


“Be still, my fucking heart.”


“No. The fedora works. Only hat you ever wore that worked, except for a cowboy hat. Though, I have to say, that shower cap was precious. Seemed closer to your true soul.”


“Fuck you. What exactly were you doing in the projects, anyway? Your message was cryptic. Old as you are, you ought to know the projects ain’t a good place for you to be. You might fall down and be yelling, ‘I can’t get up ’cause a bunch of niggers are whipping my ass.’”


“I was doing fine,” I said. “Since when have a bunch of jerks like those guys scared me?”


“I give you that, but that was a double-team job. You being up in there talking to my peeps without backup, and you lily-white, that’s not smart, Hap. We go into a place where it’s all cracker motherfuckers, I like you with me, so you could have waited a while.”


“I concede your point.” 


“Do you now?”


“I do. But they’re not your peeps, Leonard. Except for me and Brett and your reflection in the mirror, you pretty much don’t have peeps. And I don’t think you would wait on me if you got a wild hair up your ass, cracker motherfuckers or not.”


“True. Up in there, though, them projects, you can get your ass killed. Them ain’t good people.”


“They’re not all bad people.”


“Yeah, but there’s bad enough ones there to get you killed while the good ones watch. You’d think someone would clean that place up, way it is.”


“Easy to say from the outside,” I said.


“Shit, man, you drove by a white-trash fucker’s house and seen it falling down, a washing machine and a stack of tires on the lawn, you’d just think he was lazy-ass trash. You see black folk living like pigs, then you start handing out your liberal bullshit about how they are downtrodden.”


“They are. You should know that.”


“I know black folk been run over by a lot of shit, but a lot of what runs them over is their own self-pity. I was taught to work.”


“They need a job so they can work,” I said.


“Need to get off their ass and go look for one, same as them white-trash motherfuckers, who I bet you ain’t so sentimental about. Way I see it, color ain’t got nothing to do with that lame-ass shit. You go to work or you don’t. Opportunities ain’t always been there for black folks, but there sure ain’t any when you’re nested up in some shit hole living on a government check with a crack den next door.”
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