




[image: image]






Praise for George Pelecanos


‘Pelecanos is becoming one of the great chroniclers of American society’


The Times


‘The Night Gardener is packed with convincing detail and insights into the minds of cops and criminals … complex and gripping. Highly recommended’


Ireland on Sunday


‘Perhaps the greatest living American crime writer’


Stephen King


‘This is much more than just a serial-killer novel; as ever, Pelecanos tackles race, family, loyalties and drug culture with the utmost delicacy of touch, providing a gently panoramic and compassionate view of the ills as well as the positive elements of American society’


Guardian


‘Another polished … performance from Pelecanos’


Mirror


‘The characters leap off the page, and the seedy, depressing reality of urban breakdown in America is wonderfully evoked’


Irish Independent


‘[Soul Circus] firmly establishes him as a prince of crime writers who may one day become king … This is a gripping story’


Esquire


‘Pelecanos has a rare gift of creeping inside the heads of his characters and making them real … This is a wonderful, powerful novel that deserves to win an Oscar’


Time Out


‘Pelecanos transcends the elements of formula because his grasp of the nuances of his characters’ lives is sure, and his writing reflects fine details without false sentiment’


Spectator


‘A giddy mixture of Pelecanos’s righteous fury at the way drugs have ravaged the poorer sections of the city he loves, and unflinching look at racism, and a high energy thriller. Great’


Observer


‘Pelecanos turns a mystery into a moving story with no easy conclusion’


Sunday Telegraph




GEORGE PELECANOS was born in Washington, DC in 1957. He worked as a line cook, dishwasher, bartender, shoe salesman, electronics salesman, construction worker, and retail general manager before publishing his first novel in 1992.


He is the author of 15 crime novels set in and around Washington, DC. The Big Blowdown was the recipient of the International Crime Novel of the Year award in both Germany and Japan and King Suckerman was shortlisted for the Gold Dagger award in the UK. He is also an award-winning journalist and pop-culture essayist who has written for the Washington Post.


Pelecanos served as producer on several feature films, and is a writer and producer on the acclaimed HBO series The Wire, for which he was nominated for an Emmy.


He lives in Silver Spring, Maryland, with his wife and three children.




By George Pelecanos


The Way Home


The Turnaround


The Night Gardener


Drama City


Hard Revolution


Soul Circus


Hell to Pay


Right as Rain


The Sweet Forever


Shame the Devil


The Big Blowdown


Down By the River Where the Dead Men Go


Shoedog


Nick’s Trip


A Firing Offense





SHAME THE DEVIL


GEORGE PELECANOS


[image: image]




FOR EMILY





ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



I’d like to express my appreciation to the staffs of the District of Columbia and Montgomery County library systems, who provided assistance in the research for this novel. Thanks to Sloan Harris and Alicia Gordon for their friendship and guidance; my longtime editor, Michael Pietsch, for his friendship, instincts, and smarts; and everyone down the line at Little, Brown for their general kindness. My wife, Emily, and my children, Nick, Pete, and Rosa, continue to be unselfish in sharing me with my work, and for that, and for everything else, I can only say, I love you very much. Finally, a special nod to Joe Aronstamn, who lives it every day.





WASHINGTON, D.C.


JULY 1995






ONE



The car was a boxy late-model Ford sedan, white over black, innocuous bordering on invisible, and very fast. It had been a sheriff’s vehicle originally, bought at auction in Tennessee, and further modified for speed.


The car rolled north on Wisconsin beneath a blazing white sun. The men inside wore long-sleeved shirts, tails out. Their shirtfronts were spotted with sweat and their backs were slick with it. The black vinyl on which they sat was hot to the touch. From the passenger seat, Frank Farrow studied the street. The sidewalks were empty. Foreign-made automobiles moved along quietly, their occupants cool and cocooned. Heat mirage shimmered up off asphalt. The city was narcotized – it was that kind of summer day.


‘Quebec,’ said Richard Farrow, his gloved hands clutching the wheel. He pushed his aviator shades back up over the bridge of his nose, and as they neared the next cross street he said, ‘Upton.’


‘You’ve got Thirty-ninth up ahead,’ said Frank. ‘You want to take that shoot-off, just past Van Ness.’


‘I know it,’ said Richard. ‘You don’t have to tell me again because I know.’


‘Take it easy, Richard.’


‘All right.’


In the backseat, Roman Otis softly sang the first verse to ‘One in a Million You,’ raising his voice just a little to put the full Larry Graham inflection into the chorus. He had heard the single on WHUR earlier that morning, and the tune would not leave his head.


The Ford passed through the intersection at Upton.


Otis looked down at his lap, where the weight of his shotgun had begun to etch a deep wrinkle in his linen slacks. Well, he should have known it. All you had to do was look at linen to make it wrinkle, that was a plain fact. Still, a man needed to have a certain kind of style to him when he left the house for work. Otis placed the sawed-off on the floor, resting its stock across the toes of his lizard-skin monk straps. He glanced at the street-bought Rolex strapped to his left wrist: five minutes past ten A.M.


Richard cut the Ford up 39th.


‘There,’ said Frank. ‘That Chevy’s pulling out.’


‘I see it,’ said Richard.


They waited for the Chevy. Then Frank said, ‘Put it in.’


Richard swung the Ford into the space and killed the engine. They were at the back of a low-rise commercial strip that fronted Wisconsin Avenue. The door leading to the kitchen of the pizza parlor, May’s, was situated in the center of the block. Frank wiped moisture from his brush mustache and ran a hand through his closely cropped gray hair.


‘There’s the Caddy,’ said Otis, noticing the black DeVille parked three spaces ahead.


Frank nodded. ‘Mr Carl’s making the pickup. He’s inside.’


‘Let’s do this thing,’ said Otis.


‘Wait for our boy to open the door,’ said Frank. He drew two latex examination gloves from a tissue-sized box and slipped them over the pair he already had on his hands. He tossed the box over his shoulder to the backseat. ‘Here. Double up.’


Roman Otis raised his right hand, where a silver ID bracelet bearing the inscription ‘Back to Oakland’ hung on his wrist. He let the bracelet slip down inside the French cuff of his shirt. He put the gloves on carefully, then reflexively touched the butt of the .45 fitted beneath his shirt. He caught a glimpse of his shoulder-length hair, recently treated with relaxer, in the rearview mirror. Shoot, thought Otis, Nick Ashford couldn’t claim to have a finer head of hair on him. Otis smiled at his reflection, his one gold tooth catching the light. He gave himself a wink.


‘Frank,’ said Richard.


‘We’ll be out in a few minutes,’ said Frank. ‘Don’t turn the engine over until you see us coming back out.’


‘I won’t,’ said Richard, a catch in his voice.


The back kitchen door to May’s opened. A thin black man wearing a full apron stepped out with a bag of trash. He carried the trash to a Dumpster and swung it in, bouncing it off the upraised lid. On his way back to the kitchen he eye-swept the men in the Ford. He stepped back inside, leaving the door ajar behind him.


‘That him?’ asked Otis.


‘Charles Greene,’ said Frank.


‘Good boy.’


Frank checked the .22 Woodsman and the .38 Bulldog holstered beneath his Oxford shirt. The guns were snug against his guinea-T. He looked across the bench at his kid brother, sweating like a hard-run horse, breathing through his mouth, glassy eyed, scared stupid.


‘Remember, Richard. Wait till you see us come out.’


Richard Farrow nodded one time.


Roman Otis lifted the shotgun, slipped it barrel down into his open shirt, fitting it in a custom-made leather holster hung over his left side. It would show; there wasn’t any way to get around it. But they would be going straight in, and they would move fast.


‘Let’s go, Roman,’ said Frank.


Otis said, ‘Right.’ He opened the car door and touched his foot to the street.


‘C’mon,’ said Lisa Karras, ‘put your arms up, Jimmy.’


Lisa’s son raised his hands and then dropped them as she tried to fit the maroon-and-gold shirt over his head. He wiggle-wormed out of the shirt, giggled as he backed up against a scarred playroom wall. Looking at him, Lisa laughed too.


There were mornings when she would be trying to get him off to school or get herself to an appointment and Jimmy would keep pushing her buttons until she’d lose her temper in a big way. But this was not one of those mornings. Jimmy had been out of kindergarten since June, and Lisa had not picked up any freelance design work in the last month. This was just a slow morning on a hot summer day. The two of them had nothing but time.


‘Hey, kiddo, I thought you said you wanted some ice cream.’


Jimmy Karras zoomed over and raised his arms. Lisa got the short-sleeved Redskins jersey on him before he had a chance to squirm out of it, then sat him down and fitted a pair of miniature Vans sneakers on his feet.


‘Double knots, Mom.’


‘You got it.’


Jimmy stood up and raced off. He skipped once, something he did without thought when he was happy, on the way to the door.


Ice cream at ten A.M. Lisa almost laughed, thinking of what her peers would have to say about that. Most of the other mothers in the neighborhood were content to sit their kids down in front of the television set on hot days like this. But Lisa couldn’t stand to be in the house all day, no matter the weather. And she knew that Jimmy liked to get out too. A trip to the ice-cream store would be just fine.


Jimmy stood on his toes at the front door, trying to turn the lock. A rabbit’s foot hung from a key chain fixed to a belt loop of his navy-blue shorts. The rabbit’s foot was white and gray, with toenails curling out of the fur. Lisa had given her husband, Dimitri, a few sharp words when he had brought it home from the surplus store, but she had let the matter drop when she saw her son’s eyes widen at the sight of it. The rabbit’s foot was one of those strange items – pocket-knives, lighters, firecrackers – that held a mutual fascination for fathers and sons. She had long since given up on trying to understand.


‘Help me, Mom.’


‘You got it.’


She rested the flat of her palm on his short, curly brown hair as she turned the lock. His scalp was warm to the touch.


‘Mom, can we go for a Metro ride today?’


‘One thing at a time, okay, honey?’


‘Could we take the Metro to the zoo?’


‘I don’t think so. Anyway, it’s too hot. The animals will all be inside.’


‘Aw,’ said Jimmy, flipping his hand at the wrist. ‘Gimme a break!’


Jimmy ran down the concrete steps as she locked the front door of the colonial. She watched him bolt across the sidewalk and head toward the street.


‘Jimmy!’ she yelled.


Jimmy stopped short of the street at the sound of her voice. He turned, pointing at her and laughing, his eyes closed, his dimples deeply etched in a smooth oval face.


Mrs Lincoln, the old woman next door, called from her porch, ‘You better watch that boy!’


Lisa smiled and said cheerfully, ‘He’s a handful, all right.’ And under her breath she added, ‘You dried-up old crow.’


As Lisa got down to the sidewalk of Alton Place, Jimmy said, ‘What’d you say, Mom?’


‘Just saying hello to Mrs Lincoln.’


‘You mean Mrs Stinkin’?’


‘Now, don’t you ever say that except in our house, honey. Daddy was just kidding when he made up that name for her. It’s not nice.’


‘But she does smell funny, though.’


‘Old people have a different smell to them, that’s all.’


‘She smells.’


‘Jimmy!’


‘Okay.’


They walked a bit. They stopped at the corner of 38th Street, and Jimmy said, ‘Where we goin’ for ice cream, Mom?’


‘That store next to the pizza parlor.’


‘Which pizza parlor?’ said Jimmy.


‘You know,’ said Lisa Karras. ‘May’s.’


Roman Otis went in first, putting a hard shoulder to the door. Frank Farrow stepped in next, cross-drawing the .22 and the .38 revolver at once. He kicked the door shut behind him as Otis drew the sawed-off and pumped a shell into the breech.


‘All right,’ said Otis. ‘Don’t none a y’all move.’


Charles Greene, the pizza chef, stood still behind the kitchen’s stainless-steel prep table and raised his hands. Mr Carl, a short man with a stub of unlit cigar wedged in the side of his liver-lipped mouth, stood to the side of the table. On the tiled floor beside him sat an olive-green medium-size duffel bag, zipped shut.


‘What is this?’ said Mr Carl, direct and calm, looking at the armed white man with the gray hair.


Frank up-jerked the .38. ‘Raise your hands and shut your mouth.’


Carl Lewin raised his arms very slowly, careful not to let his sport jacket spread open and reveal the .32 Davis he carried wedged against his right hip on pickup day.


‘Against the wall,’ said Frank.


Greene and Mr Carl moved back. Frank holstered the .22, stepped over to the duffel bag, and opened it. He had a quick look inside at the stacks of green: tens, twenties, and hundreds, loosely banded. He ran the zipper back up its neck and nodded at Otis.


‘Okay, pizza man,’ said Otis. ‘Who we got in the front of the house?’


Charles Greene licked his dry lips. ‘The bartender. And the day waiter’s out in the dining room, setting up.’


‘Go out there and bring the waiter back with you,’ said Otis. ‘Don’t be funny, neither.’ Greene hesitated, and Otis said, ‘Go on, boy. Let’s get this over with so we can all be on our way.’


Greene had a look at Mr Carl before hurrying from the kitchen. Mr Carl stared at the gray-haired white man without speaking. Then they heard footsteps returning to the kitchen and a chiding young voice saying, ‘What could be so important, Charlie? I’ve got side work.’


The waiter, who was named Vance Walters, entered the kitchen with Greene behind him. At the sight of the men and their guns, Walters nearly turned to run, then swallowed and breathed out slowly. The moment had passed, and now it was too late. He wondered, as he always did, what his father would have done in a situation such as this one. He raised his hands without a prompt. If he’d just cooperate, they wouldn’t hurt him, whoever they were.


‘What’s your name?’ said Frank.


‘Vance,’ said the waiter.


‘Over there against the wall with your boss,’ said Frank.


Otis watched the waiter with the perfect springy haircut hurry around the prep table. One of those light-steppin’ mugs. Vance with the tight-ass pants. Otis knew the look straight away. Marys like Vance got snatched up on the cell block right quick.


‘I’ll get the bartender,’ said Frank to Otis.


Frank Farrow left the kitchen. Otis pointed the shotgun at each of the three men against the wall in turn. He began to sing ‘One in a Million You’ under his breath. As he sang, he smiled at Mr Carl.


Detective William Jonas cruised up Wisconsin in his unmarked and made the turn up 39th. The cold air felt good blowing against his torso, and for a change he was fairly relaxed. It wasn’t often that he rolled on the clean, white-bread streets of upper Northwest’s Ward 3. Most of his action was in neighborhoods like Trinidad, Petworth, LeDroit Park, and Columbia Heights. But this morning he had an interview with a teenage kid who worked at the chain video store over near Wilson High. The kid lived in Shaw, and he had grown up with a couple of young citizens charged with beating a pipehead to death outside a plywood-door house east of 14th and Irving. Jonas hated to roust the kid at work, but the young man had been uncooperative on his home turf. Jonas figured that the kid would talk, and talk quick, at his place of employment.


William Jonas had two sons at Wilson himself. They took the bus across town from Jonas’s house on Hamlin Street, over in Brookland.


It wouldn’t be too long before he had his boys in college and could retire his shield. The money was already put away for their schooling. He’d been saving on an automatic-withdrawal plan since they were boys. Thank the good Lord for blue chips. With his pension and the house damn near 75 percent paid off, he and Dee could enjoy themselves for real. He’d be in his middle fifties by then – retired and still a relatively young man. But it was a little early to be dreaming on it. He had a few years left to go.


As he went slowly up 39th, Jonas noticed a parked car on his right, looked almost like an old cop car, with a man behind the wheel, sitting there with all four windows rolled down. The man was pockmarked and sweating something awful; his sunglasses slipped down to the end of his nose as he bent forward, trying to put a match to a cigarette. Looked like his hand was shaking, too, and … damn if he wasn’t wearing some kind of rubber gloves. As Jonas passed, the man glanced out the window and quickly averted his eyes. In the rearview Jonas saw Virginia plates on the front of the car – a Merc, maybe. No, he could see the familiar blue oval on the grillwork: a Ford.


Veazy Street, Warren, Windom … Now that had to be the only car he’d seen all morning with the windows down on a hotter-than-the-devil day like today. Everyone else had their air-conditioning on full, and what car didn’t have air-conditioning these days? And the man behind the wheel, white like everyone in this neighborhood but still not like them, had seemed kind of nervous. Like he didn’t belong there. Wearing those gloves, too. Twenty-five years on the force and Bill Jonas knew.


He had a few minutes before his interview with the video-store kid. Maybe he’d cruise around the block, give that Ford another pass.


Richard Farrow hotboxed his smoke while watching the black car hang a left a few blocks up 39th. Any high school kid with an ounce of weed in his glove box would have spotted the unmarked car. And the driver, some kind of cop, had given him the fish-eye as he passed.


The question was, Was the black cop in the black car going to come around the block and check him out again?


Richard touched the grip of the nine millimeter tucked between his legs. The way he had it, snug up against his rocks and pressing on his blue jeans, it had felt good. But now the sensation faded. He grabbed the Beretta and tapped the barrel against his thigh. He dragged hard on his cigarette and flicked the butt out to the street.


God, it was hot.


What the fuck was he doing here, anyway? Sure, he’d done his share of small-time boosts – car thefts, smash-and-grabs, like that – with his older brother when they were in their teens. Back between Frank’s reform school years and his first four-year jolt. Then Frank got sent up for another eight, and during that time Richard went from one useless job to the next, fighting his various addictions – alcohol, crystal meth, coke, and married women – along the way. The funny thing was, when Frank got out of the joint the last time, he was smarter, tougher, and more connected than Richard would ever be. Yeah, crime and prison had been good to Frank. So when Frank had phoned and asked his little brother if he would be interested in a quick and easy score that he and Otis were about to pull off, Richard had said yes. He saw it as a last chance to turn his life around. And to be on a level playing field – to be a success, for once – with Frank.


Richard looked in the rearview. The black car had circled and was coming up behind him on 39th.


Richard turned the key in the ignition. A natural reaction, that’s all. He realized Frank had told him not to, but … fuck it, it wouldn’t do any good to get himself down about it now. He’d done it.


The cop car was slowing down. It was crawling.


‘Come on, Frank,’ said Richard. He heard the high pitch of his own voice and was ashamed.


Richard stared straight ahead as the cop car accelerated and passed. Richard exhaled, removed his glasses, wiped at the sweat that stung his eyes.


The cop car stopped at the next corner, pulled over, and idled beside a fire hydrant.


Richard steadied the Beretta, pulled back on the receiver, eased a round into the chamber. What was he doing? What was he going to do now, shoot a cop? This was crazy. He’d never shot anything, not even an animal in the woods. Frank had told him to carry the gun. Frank had made him bring the gun.


Richard Farrow looked at himself in the rearview mirror. He saw a pale, wet mask of fear.


Frank Farrow pressed the flat of his palm against the bartender’s shoulder. He pushed him firmly through the open door into the kitchen. The bartender, heavy and broad of back with a friendly pie-plate face, stared at the three men against the wall. A long-haired, sharply dressed black guy was holding a shotgun and singing to himself on the other side of the prep table. He stopped singing as Frank entered the room.


Frank said to the bartender, ‘What’s your name?’


‘Steve Maroulis.’


‘All right, Steve. You’re going to be smart, right?’


Maroulis nodded and said, ‘Yes.’


‘Is there any rope here?’


Maroulis looked at the pizza chef, tried to make a casual gesture that played clumsy. ‘I don’t know.’


‘Who knows?’ said Frank.


‘Got some clothesline rope over in that utility closet,’ said Charles Greene. ‘That there’s the onlyest rope we got.’


‘Get it, Steve,’ said Frank.


‘Gonna have to tie you gentlemen up,’ said Otis. ‘Give us time to, uh, effect our getaway.’


Maroulis went to the closet on the opposite wall and opened its hinged gate.


Mr Carl watched the black guy with the funny hair. The joker was holding the shotgun loosely, barrel-down against his thigh. How long would it take to raise a sawed-off and pull the trigger? Two seconds? He could draw the .32 quicker than that. He did have that element of surprise. Hell, not even his own employees knew he carried a piece. He could wait until the gray-haired one got distracted. Shoot the spade first, the gray-haired sonofabitch next. Then, after it was over, find the one who tipped these two to the pickup.


Mr Carl hitched up his slacks, kept his hands on his belt line.


Go ahead, Maroulis, Mr Carl thought. Just keep ratfucking through that closet.


Frank turned around. ‘How’s it coming, Steve?’


‘I don’t see the rope.’


‘It’s on the bottom shelf, man,’ offered Greene.


Vance Walters felt his knees weaken. He willed himself to stand straight.


Now, thought Mr Carl.


I’ll do it now, while gray-hair’s got his back turned. These two are nothing. Lettuce-pickers. I’ll shoot the spade first and then the gray-haired bastard. Someone will pin a fucking medal on me –


‘Let’s go, Steve,’ said Frank. He looked up at the wall: A stainless-steel paper-towel dispenser hung there, shiny and clean. He could see the reflection of the men behind him in its surface.


Otis glanced at his wristwatch, turned his head to the side. ‘C’mon with that rope!’


Carl Lewin’s hand inched inside his jacket.


Now. Nigger, you are going to die now.


In the towel dispenser’s reflection Frank Farrow watched Mr Carl reach into his jacket. He saw Mr Carl’s hand on the grip of a gun.


Frank spun around and leveled his gun at Mr Carl. Their eyes met and locked. Mr Carl’s finger jerked in spasm. Frank squeezed the trigger of the .38 three times.


Mr Carl took two rounds in the chest. The third blew tiling off the wall behind him. Mr Carl winced, spit the cigar and a spray of blood onto the prep table. His hands flopped comically at the wrists as he dropped to the floor.


Frank went to Mr Carl. He stood over him and kicked him in the stomach. He stepped back and shot him again. The corpse jumped and came to rest.


A sliver of tile had cut into Vance Walters’s cheek. His hand flew to the spot as tears welled in his eyes. But he didn’t let the tears go. He swore to himself then that he wouldn’t cry.


Charles Greene was silent, stunned, openmouthed. Steve Maroulis stood still, the clothesline slack in his shaking hands.


A look passed between Frank and Otis. Otis took the clothesline from Maroulis’s hand and tossed it over the prep table to Charles Greene.


‘Okay, bartender,’ said Otis. ‘You and the waiter: lie down on your bellies.’


‘You,’ said Frank, pointing the .38 at Greene. ‘Tie them up. Feet to hands.’


Detective William Jonas thought he heard something. Muffled, like. Couldn’t be gunshots, not in this neighborhood. Kids lighting off a string of firecrackers or ladyfingers, most likely – it was July. Or a car or Metrobus backfiring on Wisconsin. Hard to tell with the air blower on full and the crackle coming from the mic.


He had called in the plate numbers of the Ford, and now he was waiting to see if the car was on the hot sheet. He’d have word on that momentarily, and then he’d be gone. He didn’t know why he was wasting his time messing with this one, anyway. He was Homicide, not a beat cop. He had done his beat time, and he had worked hard to get his shield. Still, there was definitely something wrong about that sweaty white man wearing those gloves back in the white car.


Jonas got the negative response. He ordered in a cruiser anyway to check out the suspicious vehicle and its driver, and thanked the dispatcher. He replaced the mic in its cradle and pulled away from the curb.


He drove up toward Nebraska Avenue, took Albemarle Street over to Wisconsin, and parked his car in front of the big video store. He looked at his watch: a little early to take the kid off his shift. He had, what, ten, fifteen minutes to kill? Maybe he’d go on back and see what was up with that guy on 39th. By now the uniforms would have arrived. By now they’d be talking to the guy, checking him out. He was awful curious to hear what the guy had to say.


William Jonas pulled out of his spot and swung his vehicle around on the main drag. He headed south on Wisconsin.


‘Put your heads down,’ said Frank to the three men lying bound on the floor behind the prep table. The pizza chef, Greene, had tied Maroulis and Walters. Otis had tied Greene. Frank Farrow had dragged Mr Carl’s body next to a drain set in the center of the room. His blood ran slowly down a slight grade in the floor and dripped through the grates of the drain.


Greene and Walters had lowered their heads. Maroulis had kept his head up; the carotid artery swelled in his neck.


‘Please,’ said Maroulis. ‘We haven’t seen anything. None of us will remember you. I’m speaking for all of us—’


‘Put your forehead on the tiles.’


‘Please.’ Maroulis’s eyes were pleading, wild and red. He looked at Frank. ‘Don’t make me put my head down. Please.’


‘Do what I say and you won’t get hurt.’


Maroulis put his head down slowly. In a low voice he began to pray: ‘Pateri mon …’


Otis listened to the bartender, chanting some kind of bullshit in a tongue he had never heard. Well, the bartender was the smart one of the bunch. He knew his bossman had gone and done them all by making that play.


Frank looked at Otis. Frank holstered the .38 and drew the .22 Woodsman with his right hand. He stepped quickly to Maroulis and shot him in the back of the head.


Greene began to scream. Frank waved gun smoke out of his face as he walked over to Vance Walters.


Walters felt the cool touch of metal behind his ear. Frank shielded his face from the blow-back and put his finger to the trigger.


‘Dad,’ said Walters. He yelled, ‘Daddy!’


His last moment felt like fire and confusion.


‘Naw, man,’ said Greene, tears rolling one after the other down his cheeks. ‘Not me, man, I hooked you up!’ He sobbed and begged and screamed as he writhed violently against the rope. A line of saliva dripped from his mouth to the floor.


Frank stepped around Vance Walters’s corpse. He put the muzzle of the Woodsman to Greene’s head.


Richard Farrow had heard the gunshots come from inside the pizza parlor, but apparently the black cop had not. He had pulled away and been gone ten minutes. Richard was relieved at first, but growing shaky again as the time ticked off. He smoked another cigarette, tapped his hand on the wheel, spun the automatic on the hot vinyl seat beside him.


Richard figured the cop had called in the Ford’s plates. But the plates had been lifted just that morning from Union Station’s long-term lot. Those Spanish guys in that garage had done them a solid there. Yeah, they’d done good –


Another gunshot sounded from inside the pizza parlor. Then another, and another behind it.


No, brother. God, no …


‘Phew,’ said Roman Otis. ‘One of ’em done fouled his britches.’


‘Put another round in each one and let’s go.’


‘What, you think they gonna walk away?’


‘Do it, Roman. Do it and let’s go.’


Yeah, thought Otis, Frank is one smart man. He’s going to tie us together now, for ever and for real.


Otis shrugged. He holstered the shotgun and drew the .45.


Richard Farrow left the motor running and got out of the car. He paced back and forth in the street. The heat of the asphalt came through the thin leather soles of his shoes. He looked down his arm and saw the nine millimeter in his hand. He looked toward a low-rise apartment building on his left and saw a curtain drop shut.


He heard four more shots.


‘We are fucked,’ said Richard. He glanced back at the car. No – he couldn’t go back to that hot car. Richard began to stumble-walk across the street toward the rear entrance of May’s.


He turned at the sound of a big engine. The black unmarked cop car was blowing toward him on 39th.


William Jonas accelerated when he saw the sweaty white man with the aviator shades standing in the middle of the street, holding a gun.


‘Aw, shit,’ said Jonas. The cruiser he had called for hadn’t arrived. No time to think about that now.


He hit the brakes fifty yards from the man, turned the wheel, skidded his car to a stop so that it blocked the street. He keyed the mic, screamed into it for backup. He dropped the mic to the floor, pulled his weapon, chambered a round, opened the door, and rolled out of the car onto the street. He got up into a crouch and positioned himself behind the hood of the car. He straightened his gun arm and rested it on the hood, his head and shoulders clear.


‘I’m a police officer!’ he yelled. ‘Throw the weapon to the side! Get down on your stomach and cradle your hands behind your head, now!’


The man paced a few steps, dizzy with confusion. He looked over at the back of the commercial strip, made a move toward it, changed his mind and walked back toward the Ford.


‘Drop the weapon!’ screamed Jonas.


The man looked in the direction of Jonas like he was hearing him for the first time. He opened the door of the Ford.


‘I said drop it!’ Jonas could hear a siren now. The backup would be here in a hot minute, maybe less. If the guy by the Ford could only hold onto his shit, then maybe everything could turn out all right.


Frank Farrow looked through the partially opened door as Roman Otis checked his gun and listened to the screech of tires.


‘Okay, Richard’s got company.’


‘How many?’ said Otis.


‘One for now.’


‘One’s better than two.’


‘Richard’s just standing there, out in the street. Goddamnit, I told him … All right, gimme the bag.’ Otis tossed the duffel over to Frank. ‘How many you got left in that forty-five?’


‘Four.’


‘I’ve got two in the thirty-eight.’ He holstered the .22 – useless at this range – and grasped the handles of the duffel bag.


‘You know what we gotta do,’ said Frank.


Otis shrugged. ‘Can’t do nothin’ else.’ He hand-brushed his hair back behind his ears.


Otis went to the door, yanked it open, and charged out into the sunlight. Frank went out behind him, calling his brother’s name.


William Jonas watched the man reach for the door handle of the Ford. Someone yelled, ‘Richard!’ The man looked back at the center of the commercial strip. Two men carrying guns and a duffel bag bolted from a door. Jonas speed-scanned: one of them was white with gray hair and a gray mustache, the other a tall, dark-skinned man with Las Vegas-looking hair. The image of them registered as Jonas returned his sight to the man by the Ford. The man by the Ford pointed his gun at Jonas.


He’s scared. He won’t shoot …


The man by the Ford steadied his gun with both hands.


Jonas thought of his wife and sons. He closed one eye, aimed, and fired his weapon.


Jonas’s first round penetrated the door of the Ford. His second round found its target. The pale white man’s sunglasses went funny on his face as he crumpled and swung down, his arm hooked around the window frame. Jonas could see a black line running like a worm down the front of the man’s face.


A round sparked off the hood in front of Jonas. He blinked, moved his gun arm, fired at the two men who were standing still and firing at him. He squinted, saw smoke coming from their guns, heard his windshield spider, kept firing even as a bullet tore into his bicep and another hit his shoulder as he was jerked up and back. He took another bullet high in the chest. It was like a hot needle going in. He screamed as he fell, firing his weapon into the front quarter panel of his own vehicle, feeling the shock of his back hitting the hard, hot pavement and the wind blow from his lungs. He stared up at the blazing sun and listened to the siren grow louder. He fought for breath and got it. He turned his head to vomit. He dropped his Glock and heard the dull sound it made on the street.


Goddamn plastic gun. Oh, sweet Jesus, I am hit.


Lisa Karras couldn’t believe the heat. She had called the weather service, but the temperature given on the recording didn’t begin to describe the feeling of actually being outdoors. Not that Jimmy seemed to notice. He was ahead of her, walking faster even as she slowed her pace.


‘Jimmy, honey, c’mon. We’ve got all day. The ice-cream store’s not going anywhere.’


He turned around and jogged backward, pointing to his mother with that evil, beautiful smile of his that couldn’t help but break her down.


‘I’m not biting for that,’ said Lisa. ‘I’m telling you, sweetheart, I can’t go any faster than this.’


Jimmy turned frontward and broke into a run. She called out to him weakly, but by now he was out of earshot, charging down Alton, halfway to 39th. Fireworks sounded from far away.


‘Where you goin’, man?’


‘I’m going to finish that cop.’


‘You hear them sirens? The two of us ain’t gonna make it if we stay. And I ain’t leavin’ you here, you know that.’


‘He killed my brother,’ said Frank.


‘Then we’ll just have to come back at a better time,’ said Otis. ‘Do him the same way.’


Jonas’s unmarked blocked the road. A patrol car skidded into the Wisconsin Avenue turnoff, rolled up 39th, and came to a stop behind the unmarked. The driver radioed for backup while his uniformed partner crawled out of the car.


Frank and Otis moved quickly to the Ford. Frank picked up Richard and threw him across the backseat of the Ford. He tossed the duffel bag on top of Richard, ignoring the uniform’s shouted commands, and got under the wheel. Otis was already on the passenger side of the bench.


Frank yanked down on the tree and fishtailed coming out of the space. Sirens wailed from several directions. They heard the pop of gunshots behind them, and neither ducked his head.


Otis wiped sweat from his forehead, glanced at the speedometer: fifty, sixty … okay, shit, it would be all right. Frank always did know how to handle a ride.


‘Gonna be a trick to get us out of here,’ said Otis. He holstered the .45.


Frank saw a flash of cop car moving toward them on the street called Windom to his right.


‘Punch this motherfucker,’ said Otis.


Frank pinned the accelerator. The car lifted, and both of them were pushed back against the seat. The Ford blew through the fourway and caught air coming over a rise.


‘Watch it,’ said Otis, as something small ran backward into the street ahead. ‘Hey, Frank, man, slow down …’


Something was wrong. There were ambulance or police sirens all over now, and Lisa Karras knew something was wrong. She broke into a run.


‘Jimmy!’ she yelled, frantic because he was still going toward the intersection of 39th and he was too many steps ahead and it was too hot. ‘Jimmy!’


He turned and ran backward. She saw his crooked smile and the flush of his cheeks as he tripped back off the curb. She saw surprise on his face, but only for a moment. A blur of white car lifted him and pinwheeled him over its roof. He was hinged at an awful angle as he tumbled over the car.


That is not my little Jimmy, thought Lisa Karras.


That’s just a broken doll.


Frank Farrow gave the cracked windshield a spray of fluid and hit the wipers. Blood swept away and gathered at the edges in two pink vertical lines.


Roman Otis turned his head, looked through the rear glass. A woman was in the street, her hands tight in her hair. Her mouth was frozen open, and she was standing over a small crumpled thing.


Frank gave it a hard right onto Nebraska Avenue, downshifted the automatic to low coming out of the skid, and then brought it back up to drive. He passed a Jetta on the right and crossed the double line passing a ragtop Saab.


‘There’s Connecticut Avenue,’ said Otis. ‘I remember it from the map.’


‘I see it.’


‘You ain’t gonna make that yellow, partner.’


‘I know.’


Frank shot the red; a car three-sixtied as they went through the intersection and down a steep grade, Frank’s hand hard on the horn. Vehicles ahead pulled over to the right lane.


Otis breathed out slowly, checked the backseat, looked across the bench.


‘Look – about your brother.’


‘Forget it.’


‘Your brother did good, man. Remember it. He kept that cop busy and he did good.’


Frank was expressionless.


‘Frank.’


‘I said forget it. Where’s the switch?’


‘Tennyson at Oregon. About a mile up ahead.’


Otis closed his eyes. Frank’s brother was dead, stretched out under a bag of money. Otis and Frank had just killed five – four whites and a black – including a kid. Maybe even killed a black cop, too. Be hard to find a jury of any racial mix that wouldn’t give the two of them that last long walk. And here was Frank, colder than the legs on Teddy Pendergrass, barely breaking a sweat.


Well, no one would ever accuse Frank of being too human. One thing was certain, though: There wasn’t anyone else you’d want to be riding with when the death house was calling your name.




TWO


Frank Farrow parked behind an LTD on a residential street named Tennyson, near Oregon Avenue at the edge of Rock Creek Park. To their right a long stand of trees bordered a huge old folks’ home, and across the street to their left stood a row of identical split-level houses.


Farrow got out of the Ford, eye-scoping the houses on his left as he went quickly to the LTD and found its key under the driver’s-side mat. He popped the LTD’s trunk, went back to the Ford, and leaned into the open window.


‘I’ll get Richard and put him in the trunk. Clean the interior out and follow with the bag. Dump your guns in the trunk, too, and we’ll split.’


‘Any curtain action from those houses?’


‘None that I could see. Come on.’


They drove through the park, cruised by upper-class houses with Jags and Mercedes parked in their driveways, and passed over the Maryland line into Silver Spring. Otis found HUR, the station he had discovered in his motel room, on the dial.


‘You are,’ sang Otis, ‘my starship; come take me out tonight …’


Farrow took East West Highway across Georgia Avenue and made a sharp left down a street of cinder-block garages set beside the railroad tracks. They parked in front of an unmarked bay between Rossi Automotive and a place called Hanagan’s Auto Body. Farrow gave the horn two sharp blasts; the bay door rose, and Frank drove the LTD through.


The garage was cool, clean, and dimly lit. A Hispanic in a blue workshirt with the name ‘Manuel’ stitched above the breast pocket dropped a hose to the smooth concrete and walked over to the LTD. Another Spanish, Jaime, rubbed his hands on a ruby shop rag and eyed the men inside the car.


‘Where’s our gear?’ said Farrow to Manuel.


‘In the offi.’


‘You said “offi”,’ said Otis. ‘But you meant “office,” right?’


Manuel nodded and smiled thinly, careful to mask any displeasure at the remark. He had straight black hair and slanted eyes, making him look like a brown-skinned Asian. The other one, Jaime, had bony, unmemorable features, except for a line of tattooed teardrops dripping from his right eye.


Farrow said, ‘Bring our stuff here.’


Manuel returned with two large packs and dropped them at the feet of Farrow and Otis, who had gotten out of the car. Farrow and Otis removed their gloves and tossed them on the concrete. Farrow had retrieved the duffel bag from the trunk, leaving the lid open.


‘You listen to the news, amigo?’ said Farrow.


‘Is on the radio already,’ said Manuel. ‘You have trouble, eh?’


‘My brother’s dead,’ said Farrow, noticing a nerve twitch in Jaime’s cheek. ‘He’s in the trunk of the LTD.’


‘What you goin’ to do about that?’ said Manuel.


‘I’m not going to do anything,’ said Farrow. ‘You are.’ Farrow picked up his pack and the duffel bag and went into the office. Otis hoisted his pack and did the same.


Farrow changed his clothes quickly – plain work pants, a lightweight short-sleeved shirt, and oilskin shoes. While Otis changed, Farrow took his shaving gear to the office bathroom, placed his Swiss Army knife, his Norelco electric, and a glass tub of black Meltonian Shoe Cream on a steel shelf welded below the mirror. He used the knife’s scissors to cut off the bulk of his mustache, then shaved his upper lip clean with the razor. He dipped his fingers in the shoe cream and massaged it into his hair until his hair was no longer gray. He looked five years younger – at least. He found a pair of nonprescription black-rimmed glasses in his shaving kit, put them on, and looked in the mirror: Now he was a different man.


Back in the office, Otis had changed into a brown-on-beige monochromatic shirt-and-slacks arrangement with matching brown weave shoes. He had tied his hair back tightly in a ponytail and wore wire-rimmed shades that darkened in the light.


Otis smiled when Farrow walked back into the room. ‘Lookin’ all Clark Kent on me now.’


‘You take your share?’


‘I took it.’ Otis picked up his pack. ‘Too bad about that pizza boy. I know he would have talked when it got hot. Shame, though, we had to do him like we did.’


‘We did have to. Come on.’


‘Okay, amigo,’ said Farrow as he and Otis reentered the garage. ‘Come on over here.’


Jaime ground a live butt under his boot and followed Manuel to where the hard men stood. Farrow chin-nodded in the direction of two cars parked in the back of the garage.


‘That us?’ said Farrow.


‘Yes,’ said Manuel. ‘The Taurus is yours.’


‘I ask for a shitwagon?’ said Farrow.


‘You asked for something that would not attract attention,’ said Manuel. ‘The body is rough, I admit. I did not touch the metal.’


‘Does it run?’


‘It will run, yes. It’s a SHO. I took the identifying bumper off. It looks quiet, like an old man’s car. But it is very quick. Redline it if you wish.’


‘How about mine?’ said Otis, looking at the two-tone brown-and-beige ’79 Mark V parked beside the Taurus.


‘The Bill Blass model,’ said Manuel, a glint in his eye. ‘What you asked for. Under the hood is—’


‘I ain’t never gonna look under the hood, Man-you-el, you know that. Will it take me across country?’


‘Were it not for the ocean, it would take you around the world.’


‘What about the sounds? You put that unit in I was tellin’ you about?’


‘Yes. You load the disks in the trunk.’


Otis said, ‘Always wanted me a box like that, too.’


Farrow reached into the duffel bag and tossed a thick stack of bills to Manuel. ‘Count it with your fingers,’ said Farrow. ‘Go ahead.’


Manuel went through the money.


Farrow looked at Jaime and said, ‘Now you.’


Jaime shrugged, took the money from Manuel, licked his thumb and forefinger elaborately, and counted the bills.


Farrow said, ‘It’s what we agreed upon, no?’


Manuel regarded Farrow and nodded slowly.


‘Give it here,’ said Farrow, and when Jaime handed him the money he said, ‘I’ll just keep this stack as a souvenir. It’s got your fingerprints on it – in case there’s any question of who was involved in what.’


‘We’ll keep it on file,’ said Otis, ‘just like the FBI.’


‘But let me make this clear,’ said Farrow, ‘in case you get the feeling you want to unburden your conscience.’


‘You don’ haf to worry,’ said Manuel.


‘Let him make it clear,’ said Otis.


‘Well, we all know the code. I mean, we all came up the same way. But to remind you … You and Jaime, you ever feel the need to talk, I want you to remember something—’


‘Let me tell this part, Frank,’ said Otis.


‘Go ahead.’


‘You talk,’ said Otis, ‘we’re just gonna have to go ahead and fuck up your families. Comprende?’


‘Is no problem,’ said Manuel, shaking his head, his eyes closed solemnly.


‘Didn’t think it would be,’ said Otis.


Farrow tossed a new stack of money to Manuel. ‘That’s yours to keep. Count it.’


‘I trust you,’ said Manuel, and Otis laughed.


‘The keys under the mats?’ said Farrow.


Manuel nodded. Farrow and Otis began to walk away.


‘What would you have us do with the man in the trunk?’ Manuel asked.


Farrow turned. ‘You keep old car batteries here, right?’


‘Yes.’


‘Do this: Drop a battery on his mouth until his teeth are busted out.’


‘Now wait—’


‘Pour battery acid on his face and fingers. Cut his head and his limbs off, and bury his pieces in different spots. Bury the guns and the gloves as well.’


‘But … he is your brother.’


Farrow did not reply. He and Otis walked to the cars.


‘That fingerprints-on-the-money thing,’ said Otis. ‘That was pretty slick.’


‘They’re scared enough to believe it.’


‘I think you put the fear into ’em for real,’ said Otis. ‘So where you gonna be?’


‘Remember Lee Toomey?’


‘Sure. He settled in this state, didn’t he? Down on the Eastern Shore?’


‘Right. He hooked me up with a straight gig.’


‘Straight, huh.’


‘For a while. You?’


‘You need me, you can get me through my sister Cissy, out in Cali.’


‘She still in the L.A. phone book?’


‘You know it.’


Otis clapped Farrow on the arm, shook his hand as he would another black man’s.


‘All right, Frank.’


Farrow said, ‘All right.’


Manuel had opened the bay door and was waving them on. Farrow drove the SHO out first, and Otis followed in the Mark V.


Manuel Ruiz closed the door and walked toward Jaime, who stood by the LTD’s open trunk. Jaime Gutierrez was staring into the trunk while trying to put fire to a cigarette. His hand shook, and it was difficult to touch the flame to the tip.


Manuel put his thumb to his fingers and crossed himself. He went to the far corner of the garage, where a couple of old batteries were resting on wooden pallets. He lifted one of the batteries and carried it back to the LTD.





WASHINGTON, D.C.



JANUARY 1998






THREE



Nick Stefanos tucked a black denim shirt into jeans and had a seat on the edge of his bed. He leaned forward to tie his shoes and felt a rush of dizziness. Cool sweat broke upon his forehead. He sat up and waited for the feeling to pass. In an hour or so he’d be fine.


Stefanos shaved with a cup of coffee in front of him and the last Jawbox booming from his Polk speakers back in the bedroom. ‘Iodine,’ the CD’s soul-tinged rocker, had just kicked in. He rubbed his cheek, downed a last swig of coffee, and gargled a capful of breath wash. In his bedroom he grabbed an envelope and a shrinkwrapped CD off his dresser.


Stefanos snagged his brown leather jacket off a peg by the door, turned up his collar, locked the apartment, and left the house. He picked up the morning Post from his landlord’s front lawn and got under the wheel of his white-over-red Coronet 500, parked at the curb. He turned over the engine and drove a couple of miles out of Shepherd Park to the Takoma Metro station, where he caught a downtown train.


He found a seat on the right side of the car. Seasoned Red Line riders knew to go there, as the morning sun blew blinding rays through the left windows of the southbound cars, causing a sickening, furnace brand of heat. ‘Doors closing,’ said a recorded female voice, and Stefanos couldn’t help but smile. It always sounded like ‘George Clinton’ to him.


The train got rolling as Stefanos pulled the Metro section from the Post and scanned its front page. One of the section’s rotating columnists had written yet another piece on the ongoing dismantlement of Home Rule.


Quietly, and with surprisingly little resistance, the Feds had taken over the nation’s capital. Congress had appointed a control board and a city manager, a white female Texan who would oversee a town whose black residents made up more than 80 percent of the population. A former military general had been put in charge of the public school system, with little positive effect. Under his ‘leadership,’ public schools had opened seven weeks late the previous fall due to long-neglected repairs. D.C. residents continued to pay taxes but had no meaningful voting representation in the House or the Senate, and the elected city council had been stripped of its power. The mayor was now in charge of little more than parades.


Meanwhile, fat-cat politicians from Virginia and North Carolina, and suburbanites who made their living in town but paid no commuter taxes, ridiculed the District of Columbia relentlessly. Stefanos, a lifelong Washingtonian, was fully aware of the problems. Like most residents, though, he didn’t care to hear about them from leeches, tourists, and self-serving Southerners.


Stefanos read an article below the fold that detailed the state of the Metropolitan Police Department. The former chief of police had resigned under allegations of mismanagement and corruption; his roommate, a lieutenant on the force, had been accused of shaking down closeted homosexuals outside Southeast’s bathhouse strip. The Homicide division, with more than sixteen hundred unsolved cases and a less than 40 percent closure rate, was under particular fire. Some Homicide detectives had recently been caught over-inflating the hours on their time cards. Murders occurring in the city’s poorest neighborhoods were lazily investigated at best. An apparent serial killer was loose in the Park View section of town. And the most emblematic, high-profile case of the decade remained unsolved: the slaughter at the pizza parlor called May’s, dating back to the summer of 1995.


The mention of May’s triggered a pulse in Stefanos’s blood. In the 1980s, when Stefanos was still taking cocaine with his whiskey in after-hours establishments, he had spent many late nights being served by Steve Maroulis, the house bartender at May’s. And he had crossed paths with Dimitri Karras, the father of the child killed by the speeding getaway car, on several occasions over the past twenty-two years. That Stefanos knew two victims of the same crime was not surprising. Stefanos, Maroulis, and Karras were all of Greek descent, and though spread out now, the Greek community in D.C. had a shared history.
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‘PELECANOS IS A POWERFUL WRITER .. . HE DESERVES
TO BE LISTED AMONG THE BEST'






