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Praise for Hell to Pay


‘It’s as good a feel as literature is ever going to give you for the desperate, nihilistic life of a city’s underclass . . . Pelecanos is startlingly convincing on black street culture, the language, the clothes, the mannerisms and motivations, as well as on the pressures that come with gang culture . . . The book is, I dare say, as good a portrait as you are likely to find of working-class urban life in America . . . which lifts his Hell to Pay out of the crime-fiction ghetto and into a long tradition of radical American fiction’


Simon Hinde, Daily Express



‘His finest book since his masterpiece, The Big Blowdown . . . Pelecanos is no longer just the Sam Peckinpah of literature, splattering blood everywhere: he has also become a quite marvellous reporter on the mundanities of existence and the pulverising grind of life for poor black Americans’


Paul Connolly, The Times



‘The writing at times has a genuinely epic quality, with an excoriating analysis of the underbelly of society echoing Dostoyevsky and Nelson Algren. The juxtaposition of privilege and decay in Washington DC has rarely been anatomised as acutely’


Barry Forshaw, Independent



‘Already displaying imaginative daring by creating a black hero, Pelecanos confirms his uncanny virtuosity by convincingly portraying teen criminals’


Sunday Times


‘Pelecanos has never been so angry, and Strange’s ghetto-style revenge on the manipulators who pull the strings of the haves and the have-nots proves dark and powerful’


Maxim Jakubowski, Guardian



‘Hell to Pay pulls no punches when it comes to portraying the worst that metropolitan life has to offer . . . what makes Pelecanos’s fiction so bracing is its edgy street-wise rhythms, its caustic, jet black humour, and the remarkable authenticity which informs his narrative detail’


Sunday Tribune




GEORGE P. PELECANOS worked as a bartender, dishwasher and shoe salesman before publishing his first book in 1992. Called ‘the poet laureate of the DC crime world’ (Esquire), he is a screenwriter, film producer, award-winning journalist and the author of ten crime/noir novels. Pelecanos was born in Washington, where he lives today with his wife and three children.
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To Dennis K. Ashton Jr., seven years old,
shot to death on June 27, 1997,
by a criminal with a handgun in Washington, D.C.




“Don’t Look down
 On a man . . .
 Unless you gonna
 Pick him up.”


Written on a mural outside Taylor’s Funeral Home,
on the corner of Randolph Place and North
Capitol Street, NW, Washington, D.C.





CHAPTER 1


GARFIELD POTTER sat low behind the wheel of an idling Caprice, his thumb stroking the rubber grip of the Colt revolver loosely fitted between his legs. On the bench beside him, leaning against the passenger window, sat Carlton Little. Little filled an empty White Owl wrapper with marijuana and tamped the herb with his thumb. Potter and Little were waiting on Charles White, who was in the backyard of his grandmother’s place, getting his dog out of a cage.


“It don’t look like much, does it?” said Potter, looking down at his own lap.


Little grinned lazily. “That’s what the girls must say when you pull that thing out.”


“Like Brianna, you mean? Your girl? She ain’t had no chance to look at it, ’cause I was waxin’ her from behind. She felt it, though. Made her forget all about you, too. I mean, when I was done hittin’ it she couldn’t even remember your name.”


“She couldn’t remember hers either, drunk as she had to be to fuck a sad motherfucker like you.” Little laughed some as he struck a match and held it to the end of the cigar.


“I’m talkin’ about this gun, fool.” Potter held up the Colt so Little, firing up the blunt, could see it.


“Yeah, okay. Where’d you get it at, man?”


“Traded it to this boy for half an OZ. Was one of those project guns, hadn’t even been fired but once or twice. Short barrel, only two inches long, you’d think it couldn’t do shit. But this here is a three fifty-seven. They call it a carry revolver, ’cause you can carry this shit without no one knowin’ you strapped. I don’t need no long barrel, anyway. I like to work close in.”


“I’ll stick with my nine. You don’t even know if that shits works.”


“It works. Yours jams, don’t be askin’ me for mines.”


Potter was tall, light skinned, flat of stomach and chest, with thin, ropy forearms and biceps. He kept his hair shaved close to the scalp, with a small slash mark by way of a part. His irises were dark brown and filled his eyes; his nose was a white boy’s nose, thin and aquiline. He was quick to smile. It was a smile that could be engaging when he wanted it to be, but more often than not it inspired fear.


Little was not so tall. He was bulked in the shoulders and arms, but twiggish in the legs. A set of weights had given him the show muscles upstairs, but his legs, which he never worked on, betrayed the skinny, malnourished boy he used to be. He wore his hair braided in cornrows and kept a careless, weedy thatch of hair on his chin.


Both wore carpenter jeans and button-down, short-sleeve plaid Nautica shirts over wife-beater Ts. Potter’s shoes were whatever was newest in the window of the Foot Locker up at City Place; he had a pair of blue-and-black Air Maxes on now. On Little’s feet were wheat-colored Timberland work boots, loosely laced and untied.


Little held a long draw in his lungs and looked ahead, exhaling a cloud of smoke that crashed at the windshield. “Here comes Coon. Lookit how he’s all chest out and shit. Proud about that dog.”


Charles White was walking his pit bull, Trooper, past a dying oak tree, its leaves nearly stripped bare. A tire hung on a chain from one of the branches. When he was a puppy, Trooper had swung on the tire for hours, holding it fast, strengthening his jaws.


“That ain’t no game dog,” said Potter. “Coon ain’t no dog man, neither.”


White had Trooper, brown with a white mask and golden-pink eyes, on a short leash attached to a heavy-ringed, wide leather collar. Trooper’s ears were game-cropped at the skull. White, of average size and dressed similarly to his friends, moved toward the car, opened the back door, and let the dog in before getting inside himself.


“S’up, fellas,” said White.


“Coon,” said Little, looking over the bench at his friend. Others thought White’s street name had something to do with his color, dark as he was. But Little knew where the name had come from. He’d been knowing Coon since they were both kids in the Section Eights, back in the early nineties, when White used to wear a coonskin hat, trying to look like that fool rapper from Digital Underground, that group that was popular then. There was the other thing, too: White had a nose on him, big and long like some cartoon animal. And he walked kind of pitched forward, with his bony fingers spread kind of like claws, the way a critter in the woods would do.


“Gimme some of that hydro, Dirty.”


Dirty was Little’s street name, so given because of his fondness for discussing women’s privates. Men’s, too. Also, he loved to eat all that greasy fast food. Little passed the blunt back to White. White hit it deep.


“Your champion ready?” said Potter.


“What?” said White.


It was hard to hear in the car. Potter had the music, the new DMX joint on PGC, turned up loud.


“I said, is that dumb animal gonna win us some money today?” said Potter, raising his voice.


White didn’t answer right away. He held the smoke down in his lungs and let it out slow.


“He gonna win us mad money, D,” said White. He reached over and massaged the dense muscles bunched around Trooper’s jaw. Trooper’s mouth opened in pleasure and his eyes shifted over to his master’s. “Right, boy?”


“Sure he’s strong enough?”


“Shoot, he was strong enough to drag a log down the block yesterday mornin’.”


“I ain’t ask you can he do circus tricks. Can he hold his shit in a fight?”


“He will.”


“Well, he ain’t showed me nothin’ yet.”


“What about that snatch we did with that boy’s dog over on Crittenden?”


Potter looked in the rearview at White. “That dog at Crittenden wasn’t nothin’ but a cur. Trooper a cur, too.”


“The hell he is. You’re gonna see today.”


“We better see. ’Cause I ain’t wastin’ my time or my green paper on no pussy-ass animal.” Potter slid the Colt under the waistband of his jeans.


“I said, you’re gonna see.”


“C’mon, D,” said Little. “Let’s get a roll on, man.”


Garfield Potter’s street name was Death. He didn’t care for it much since this girl he wanted to fuck told him it scared her some. Never did get that girl’s drawers down, either. So he felt the name was bad luck, worse still to go and change it. His friends now called him D.


Potter turned the key in the ignition. It made an awful grinding sound. Little clapped his hands together and doubled over with laughter.


“Ho, shit!” said Little, clapping his hands one more time. “Car’s already started, man, you don’t need to be startin’ it again! Maybe if you turned that music down some you’d know.”


“Noisy as this whip is, too,” said White.


“Fuck you, Coon,” said Potter, “talkin’ mad shit about this car, when you’re cruisin’ around town in that piece-of-shit Toyota, lookin’ like a Spanish Cadillac and shit.”


“All this money we got,” said Little, “and we’re drivin’ around in a hooptie.”


“We’ll be gettin’ rid of it soon,” said Potter. “And anyway, it ain’t all that funny as y’all are makin’ it out to be.”


“Yeah, you right. It just hit me funny, is all.” Little took the blunt that White handed to him over the front seat and stared at it stupidly. “I ain’t lyin’, boy, this chronic right here just laid my ass out.”


THE DOGFIGHTS were held in a large garage backing to an alley behind a house on Ogelthorpe, in Manor Park in Northwest. The fights went down once a week for several hours during the day, when most of the neighbors were off at work. Those neighbors who were at home were afraid of the young men who came to the fights, and did not complain to the police.


Potter parked the Chevy in the alley. He and the others got out of the car, White heeling Trooper to his side. They went down the alley, nodding but not smiling at some young men they knew to be members of the Delafield Mob. Others were standing around, holding their animals, getting high, and drinking from the lips of bottles peeking through the tops of brown paper bags. Little and White followed Potter into the garage.


Ten to twenty young men were scattered about the perimeter of the garage. A group was shooting craps in the corner. Others were passing around joints. Someone had put on Dr Dre 2001, with Snoop, Eminem, and all them, and it was coming loud from a box.


In the middle of the garage was a fighting area of industrial carpet, penned off from the rest of the interior by a low chain-link fence, gated in two corners. Inside one corner of the pen, a man held a link leash taut on a black pit bull spotted brown over its belly and chest. The dog’s name was Diesel. Its ears were gnarled and its neck showed raised scars like pink worms.


Potter studied a man, old for this group, maybe thirty or so, who stood alone in a corner, putting fire to a cigarette.


“I’ll be back in a few,” said Potter to Little.


“’Bout ready to show the dogs,” said Little.


“Got a mind to put money on that black dog. But go ahead and bet Trooper, hear?”


“Three hunrid?”


“Three’s good.”


Potter made his way over to the cigarette smoker, short and dumpy, a raggedy-ass dude on the way down, and stood before him.


“ I know you.”


The smoker looked up with lazy eyes, trying to hold on to his shit. “Yeah?”


“You run with Lorenze Wilder, right?”


“I seen him around. Don’t mean we run together or nothin’ like that.” But now the smoker recognized Potter and he lost his will to keep his pride. His eyes dropped to the concrete floor.


“Outside,” said Potter.


The older man followed Potter into the daylight, not too fast but without protest. Potter led him around the garage’s outer wall, which faced the neighboring yards to the west.


“What’s your name?”


“Edward Diggs.”


“Call you Digger Dog, right?”


“Some do.”


“Lorenze called you that when we sold him that hydro a few weeks back. You were standing right next to him. Remember me now?”


Diggs said nothing, and Potter moved forward so that he was looking down on Diggs and just a few inches from his face. Diggs’s back touched the garage wall.


“So where your boy Lorenze at?”


“I don’t know. He stays in his mother’s old house —”


“Over off North Dakota. I know where that is, and he ain’t been there awhile. Leastways, I ain’t caught him in. He got a woman he cribs with on the side?”


Diggs avoided Potter’s stare. “Not that I know.”


“What about other kin?”


Diggs took a long final drag off his cigarette and dropped it to the ground, crushing it beneath his sneaker. He looked to his right, out in the alley, but there was no one there. Everyone had gone inside the garage. Potter spread one tail on his shirt and draped it back behind the butt of the Colt, so that Diggs could see.


Diggs shifted his eyes again and lowered his voice. He had to give this boy something, just so he’d go away. “Lorenze got a sister. She be livin’ down in Park Morton with her little boy.”


“Maybe I’ll drop by. What’s her name?”


“I wouldn’t …What I’m sayin’ is, you want my advice —”


Potter open-handed Diggs across the face. He used his left hand to bunch Diggs’s shirt at the collar, then yanked Diggs forward and slapped him again.


Diggs said nothing, his body limp. Potter held him fast.


“What’s the sister’s name?”


Diggs’s eyes had teared up. He hated himself for that. All he meant to do was advise this boy, tell him, don’t fuck with Lorenze’s sister or her kid. But it was too late for all that now.


“I don’t know her name,” said Diggs. “And anyway, Lorenze, he don’t never go by the way or nothin’. He don’t talk to his sister much, way I understand it. Sometimes he watches her kid play football; boy’s on this tackle team. But that’s as close as he gets to her.”


“Where the kid play at?”


“Lorenze said the kid practices in the evenings at some high school.”


“Which school?”


“He live in Park Morton, so it must be Roosevelt. It ain’t but a few blocks up the street there —”


“I ain’t asked you for directions, did I? I live up on Warder Street my own self, so you don’t need to be drawin’ me a map.”


“It ain’t too far from there, is all I was sayin’.”


Potter’s eyes softened. He smiled and released his grip on Diggs. “I didn’t hurt you none, did I? ’Cause, look, I didn’t mean nothin’, hear?”


Diggs straightened his collar. “I’m all right.”


“Let me get one of those cigarettes from you, black.”


Diggs reached into his breast pocket and retrieved his pack of Kools. A cigarette slid out into his palm. He handed the cigarette to Potter.


Potter snapped the cigarette in half and bounced the halves off Diggs’s chest. Potter’s laugh was like a bark. He turned and walked away.


Diggs straightened his shirt and stepped quickly down the alley. He looked over his shoulder and saw that Potter had turned the corner. Diggs reached into his pocket and shook another cigarette out from a hole he had torn in the bottom of the pack.


Diggs’s boy Lorenze was staying with this girl he knew over in Northeast. Lorenze had kind of laughed it off, said he’d crib with that girl until Potter forgot about the debt. Didn’t look to Diggs that Potter was the type to forget. But he was proud he hadn’t given Lorenze up. Most folks he knew didn’t credit him for being so strong.


Diggs struck a match. He noticed that his hand was shaking some as he fired up his cigarette.


BACK IN the garage, Potter sidled up next to Little. The owner of the garage, also the house bookie, stood nearby, holding the cash and taking late bets.


In one corner of the pen, Charles White finished sponging Trooper down with warm, soapy water. Diesel’s owner, in the opposite corner, did the same. Many dogs were treated with chemicals that could disorient the opponent. The rule in this arena was that both dogs had to be washed prior to a fight.


White scratched the top of Trooper’s head, bent in, and uttered random words into his ear with a soothing tone. The referee, an obese young man, stepped into the ring after a nod from the owner of the garage.


“Both corners ready?” said the referee. “Cornermen out of the pit.”


White moved behind his dog into the space of the open gate, still holding Trooper back.


“Face your dogs,” said the referee. They did this, and quickly the referee said, “Let go!”


The dogs shot into the center of the pit. Both of them got up on their hind legs, attacking the head of the other with their jaws. They snapped at each other’s ears and sought purchase in the area of the neck. In the fury of their battle, the dogs did not make a sound. The garage echoed with the shouts and laughter of the spectators crowding the ring.


For a moment the dogs seemed to reach a stalemate. Suddenly their motions accelerated. Their bodies meshed in a blur of brown and black, and the bright pink of exposed gums. Droplets of blood arced up in the center of the ring.


Diesel got a neck-hold and Trooper was taken down. Trooper, adrenalized, his eyes bright and wild, scrambled up and out of the hold. One of his ears had been partially torn away, and blood had leaked onto the dog’s white mask. Diesel went in, back to the neck. And now Trooper was down again, in the jaws of Diesel, squirming beneath the black dog.


“Stop it!” shouted White.


Potter nudged Little, who nodded by way of reply.


“That’s it,” said the referee, waving his arms.


White went into the ring and grabbed Trooper’s hind legs, pulling back. Diesel’s owner did the same. Diesel relaxed his jaws, releasing Trooper to his man. The spectators moved away from the pen, laughing, giving one another skin, already trying out stories on one another that exaggerated the details of the fight.


“You were right,” said Little. “That dog was a cur.”


“What I tell you?” said Potter. “Dog’s personality only as strong as the man who owns it.”


White arrived with Trooper, back on his leash. “I need to fix him up some,” said White, not looking into his friends’ eyes.


“We’ll do it now,” said Potter. “Let’s go.”


A COUPLE of blocks away, near Fort Slocum Park, Potter pulled the Chevy into an alley where there seemed to be no activity. He cut the engine and looked over the backseat at White; Trooper sat panting, his hip resting against his owner’s.


“Dog needs to pee,” said Potter.


“He went,” said White. “Let’s just take him to the vet place.”


“He already bleedin’ all over the backseat. He pees back there, too, I ain’t gonna be too happy. Gimme the leash, man, I’ll walk him.”


“I’ll walk him,” said White. His lip quivered when he spoke.


“Let D walk him if he wants to, Coon,” said Little. “Dog needs to pee, don’t make no difference who be holdin’ the leash.”


Potter got out of the car and went around to White’s side. He opened the door and took hold of the leash. The dog looked over at White and then jumped his lap and was out of the car.


Potter walked Trooper down the alley until they were behind a high wooden privacy fence. Potter looked around briefly, saw no one in the neighboring yards or in the windows of the houses, and commanded the dog to sit.


When Trooper sat, Potter pulled the .357 Colt from his waistband, pointed it close to the dog’s right eye, and squeezed the trigger. Trooper’s muzzle and most of his face exploded out into the alley in a haze of bone and blood. The dog toppled over onto its side and its legs straightened in a shudder. Potter stepped back and shot the dog in the ribcage one more time. Trooper’s carcass lifted an inch or two off the ground and came to rest.


Potter went back to the car and got behind the wheel. Little was holding a match to the half of the White Owl blunt he had not yet smoked.


“Gun works,” said Potter.


Little nodded. “Loud, too.”


Potter put the trans in gear, draped his arm over the bench seat, and turned his head to look out the rear window as he reversed the car out of the alley. White was staring out the window, his face dirty from tears he had tried to wipe away.


“Go on and get it out you,” said Potter. “Someone you know see you cryin’ over some dumb animal, they gonna mistake you for a bitch. And I ain’t ridin’ with none of that.”


POTTER, LITTLE, and White bought a kilo of marijuana from their dealer in Columbia Heights, dimed out half of it back at their place, and delivered the dimes to their runners so they could get started on the evening rush. Then the three of them drove north up Georgia Avenue and over to Roosevelt High. They went into the parking lot at Iowa Avenue and parked the Chevy beside a black Cadillac Brougham. There were several other cars in the lot.


Potter looked in the rearview at White, staring ahead. “We straight, Coon?”


“Just a dumb animal, like you said. Don’t mean nothin’ to me.”


Potter didn’t like the tone in White’s voice. But White was just showing a little pride. That was good, but he’d never act on his anger for real. Like his weak-ass dog, he wasn’t game.


“I’ll check it out,” said Potter to Little.


He walked across the parking lot and stood at the fence that bordered the stadium down below. After a while he came back to the car.


“You see him?” said Little as Potter got back behind the wheel.


“Nah,” said Potter. “Just some kids playin’ football. Some old-time motherfuckers, coaches and shit.”


“We can come back.”


“We will. I’m gonna smoke that motherfucker when I see him, too.”


“Wilder don’t owe you but a hundred dollars, D.”


“Thinks he can ignore his debt. Tryin’ to take me for bad; you know I can’t just let that go.”


“Ain’t like you need the money today or nothin’ like that.”


“It ain’t the money,” said Potter. “And I can wait.”





CHAPTER 2


DEREK STRANGE was coming out of a massage parlor when he felt his beeper vibrate against his hip. He checked the number printed out across the horizontal screen and walked through Chinatown over to the MLK library on 9th, where a bank of pay phones was set outside the facility. Strange owned a cell, but he still used street phones whenever he could.


“Janine,” said Strange.


“Derek.”


“You rang?”


“Those women been calling you again. The two investigators from out in Montgomery County?”


“I called them back, didn’t I?”


“You mean I did. They been trying to get an appointment with you for a week now.”


“So they’re still trying.”


“They’re being a little bit more aggressive than that. They’re heading into town right now, want to meet you for lunch. Said they’d pick up the tab.”


Strange tugged his jeans away from his crotch where they had stuck.


“It’s a money job, Derek.”


“Hold up, Janine.” Strange put the receiver against his chest as a man who was passing by stopped to shake his hand.


“Tommy, how you been?”


“Doin’ real good, Derek,” said Tommy. “Say, you got any spare love you can lay on me till I see you next time?”


Strange looked at the black baggage beneath Tommy’s eyes, the way his pants rode low on his bony hips. Strange had come up with Tommy’s older brother, Scott, who was gone ten years now from the cancer that took his shell. Scott wouldn’t want Strange to give his baby brother any money, not for what Tommy had in mind.


“Not today,” said Strange.


“All right, then,” said Tommy, shamed, but not enough. He slowly walked away.


Strange spoke into the receiver. “Janine, where they want to meet?”


“Frosso’s.”


“Call ’em up and tell ’em I’ll be there. ’Bout twenty minutes.”


“Am I going to see you tonight?”


“Maybe after practice.”


“I marinated a chuck roast, gonna grill it on the Weber. Lionel will be at practice, won’t he? You’re going to drop him off at our house anyway, aren’t you?”


“Yeah.”


“We can talk about it when you come back by the office. You got a two o’clock with George Hastings.”


“I remember. Okay, we’ll talk about it then.”


“I love you, Derek.”


Strange lowered his voice. “I love you, too, baby.”


Strange hung up the phone. He did love her. And her voice, more than her words, had brought him some guilt for what he’d just done. But there was love and sex on one side and just sex on the other. To Strange, the two were entirely different things.


STRANGE DROVE east in his white-over-black ’89 Caprice, singing along softly to “Wake Up Everybody” coming from the deck. That first verse, where Teddy’s purring those call-to-arms words against the Gamble and Huff production, telling the listener to open his eyes, look around, get involved and into the uplift side of things, there wasn’t a whole lot of American music more beautiful than that.


His Rand McNally street atlas lay on the seat beside him. He had a Leatherman tool-in-one looped through his belt, touching a Buck knife, sheathed and attached the same way on his right hip. His beeper he wore on his left. The rest of his equipment was in a double-locked glove box and in the trunk. It was true that most modern investigative work was done in an office and on the Internet. Strange thought of himself as having two offices, though, his base office in Petworth and the one in his car, right here. His preference was to work the street.


It was early September. The city was still hot during the day, though the nights had cooled some. It would be that way in the District for another month or so.


“‘The world won’t get no better,’” sang Strange, “‘if we just let it be . . .’”


Soon the colors would change in Rock Creek Park. And then would come those weeks near Thanksgiving when the weather turned for real and the leaves were still coming down off the trees. Strange had his own name for it: deep fall. It was his favorite time of year in D.C.


FROSSO’S,A stand-alone structure with a green thatched roof, sat on a west-side corner of 13th and L, Northwest, like a pimple on the ass of a beautiful girl. The Mediterranean who owned the business owned the real estate and had refused to sell, even as the offers came in, even as new office buildings went in around him. Frosso’s was a burger-and-lunch counter, also a happy-hour bar and hangout for those remaining workers who still drank and smoked or didn’t mind the smell of smoke on their clothes. Beer gardens in this part of downtown were few and far between.


Strange made his way through a noisy dining area to a four-top back by the pay phone and head, where two women sat. He recognized the investigators, a salt-and-pepper team, from an article he’d read on them in City Paper a few months back. They worked cases retrieving young runaways gone to hooking. The two of them were aligned with some do-goodnik, pro-prosti organization that operated on grants inside D.C.


“Derek Strange,” he said, shaking the black woman’s hand and then the white woman’s before he took a seat.


“I’m Karen Bagley. This is Sue Tracy.”


Strange slid his business card across the table. Bagley gave him one in turn, Strange scanning it for the name of their business: Bagley and Tracy Investigative Services, and below the name, in smaller letters, “Specializing in Locating and Retrieving Minors.” A plain card, without any artwork, Strange thinking, They could use a logo, give their card a signature, something to make the customers remember them by.


Bagley was medium-skinned and wide of nose. Her eyes were large and deep brown, the lashes accentuated by makeup. Freckles like coarse pepper buckshotted her face. Sue Tracy was a shag-cut blonde, green-eyed, still tanned from the last of summer, with smaller shoulders than Bagley’s. They were serious-faced, handsome, youngish women, hard boned and, Strange guessed — he couldn’t see the business end of their bodies, seated at the table — strong of thigh. They looked like the ex-cops that the newspaper article had described them to be. Better looking, in fact, than most of the female officers Strange had known.


Tracy pointed a finger at the mug in front of her. Bagley’s hand was wrapped around a mug as well. “You want a beer?”


“Too early for me. I’ll get a burger, though. Medium, with some blue cheese crumbled on top. And a ginger ale from the bottle, not the gun.”


Tracy called the waitress over, addressed her by name, got a burger working for Strange. The waitress said, “Got it, Sue,” tearing the top sheet off a green-lined pad before turning back toward the lunch counter.


“You’re a hard man to get ahold of,” said Bagley.


“I been busy out here,” said Strange.


“A big caseload, huh?”


“Always somethin’.” A glass was placed before Strange. He examined a smudge on its lip. “This place clean?”


“Like a dog’s tongue,” said Tracy.


“Some say that about a dog’s hindparts, too,” said Strange. “But I wouldn’t put my mouth to one.”


“Maybe they ought to put that on the sign out front,” said Tracy, without a trace of a smile. “Good food, and clean, too, like the asshole on a dog.”


“Might bring in some new customers,” said Strange. “You never know.”


“They don’t need any new customers,” said Bagley. “The regulars float this place.”


“I take it you two are numbered with the regulars.”


“We used to come here plenty for information,” said Tracy. “Here and the all-night CVS below Logan Circle.” “Information,” said Strange. “From prostitutes, you mean.”


Bagley nodded. “The girls would be in the CVS at all hours, buying stockings, tampons, you name it.”


“Them and the heroin lovers,” said Strange. “They do crave their chocolate in the middle of the night. I remember seein’ them in there, grabbing the Hershey bars off the racks with their eyelids lowered to half-mast.”


“You hung out there, too?” said Bagley.


“Back when it was People’s Drug, which must be over ten years back now, huh? Used to stop in for my own essentials when everything else was closed. I was a bit of a night bird then myself.”


“The demographics have shifted some the last couple of years,” said Tracy. “A lot of the action’s moved east, into the hotel cluster of the new downtown.”


“But this here tavern was a known hangout for prostis, wasn’t it?”


“More like a safe haven,” said Bagley. “Nobody bothered them in here. It was a place to have a beer and a smoke. A moment of quiet.”


“No more, huh?”


Bagley shrugged. “There’s been an initiative to get the girls out of public establishments.”


Tracy moved her mug in a small circle on the table. “The powers that be would rather have them shivering in some doorway in December than warm in a place like this.”


“I guess y’all think they ought to just go ahead and legalize prostitution, right? Since it’s one of those victimless crimes, I mean.”


“Wrong,” said Tracy. “In fact, it’s the only crime I know of where the perp is the victim.”


Strange didn’t know what to say to that one, so he let it ride.


“What about you?” asked Bagley. “What do you think about it?”


Strange’s eyes darted from Bagley’s and went to nowhere past her shoulder. “I haven’t thought on it all that much, tell you the truth.”


Bagley and Tracy stared at Strange. Strange turned his head, looked toward the grill area. Where was that burger? All right, thought Strange, I’ll have my lunch, listen to these Earnest Ernestines say their piece, and get on out of here.


“You come recommended,” said Bagley, forcing Strange to return his attention to them. “A couple of the lawyers we’ve worked with down at Superior Court say they’ve used you and they’ve been pleased.”


“Most likely they used my operative, Ron Lattimer. He’s been doing casework for the CJA attorneys. Ron’s a smart young man, but let’s just say he doesn’t like to break too much of a sweat. So he likes those jobs, ’cause when you’re working with the courts you automatically got that federal power of subpoena. You can subpoena the phone company, the housing authority, anything. It makes your job a whole lot easier.”


“You’ve done some of that,” said Bagley.


“Sure, but I prefer working in the fresh air to working behind a computer, understand what I’m saying? I just like to be out there. And my business is a neighborhood business. Over twenty-five years now in the same spot. So it’s good for me to have a presence out there, the way —”


“Cops do,” said Tracy.


“Yeah. I’m an ex-cop, like you two. Been thirty-some-odd years since I wore the uniform, though.”


“No such thing as an ex-cop,” said Bagley.


“Like there’s no such thing as a former alcoholic,” said Tracy, “or an ex-Marine.”


“You got that right,” said Strange. He liked these two women a touch more now than when he’d walked in.


Strange turned the glass of ginger ale so that the smudge was away from him and took a sip. He replaced the glass on the table and leaned forward. “All right, then, now we had our first kiss and got that over with. What do you young ladies have on your minds?”


Bagley glanced briefly over at Tracy, who was in the process of putting fire to a cigarette.


“We’ve been working with a group called APIP,” said Bagley. “Do you know it?”


“I read about it in that article they did on you two. Something about helping out prostitutes, right?”


“Aiding Prostitutes in Peril,” said Tracy, blowing a jet of smoke across the table at Strange.


“Some punk-rock kids started it, right?”


“The people behind it were a part of the local punk movement twenty years ago,” said Tracy, “as I was. They’re not kids anymore. They’re older than me and Karen.”


“What do they do, exactly?”


“A number of things, from simply providing condoms to reporting violent johns. Also, they serve as an information clearinghouse. They have an eight-hundred number and a Web site that takes in e-mails from parents and prostitutes alike.”


“That’s where you two come in. You find runaways who’re hookin’. Right?”


“That’s a part of what we do,” said Bagley. “And we’re getting too busy to handle all the work ourselves. The county business alone keeps us up to our ears in it. We could use a little help in the District.”


“You need me to find a girl.”


“Not exactly,” said Bagley. “We thought we’d test the waters with you on something simpler, see if you’re interested.”


“Keep talking.”


“There’s a girl who works the street between L and Mass, on Seventh,” said Tracy.


“Down there by the site for the new convention center,” said Strange.


“Right,” said Tracy. “The last two weeks or so a guy’s been hassling her. Pulling up in his car, trying to get her to date him.”


“Ain’t that the object of the game?”


“Sure,” said Bagley. “But there’s something off about this guy. He’s been asking her, Do you like it rough? Telling her she’s gonna dig it, he can tell she’s gonna dig it, right?”


Strange shifted in his seat. “So? Girl doesn’t have to be a working girl to come up against that kind of creep. She can hear it in a bar.”


“These working women get a sense for this kind of thing,” said Bagley. “She says there’s something not right, we got to believe her. And he doesn’t want to pay. Says he doesn’t have to pay, understand? She’s scared. Can’t go to the cops, right? And her pimp would beat her ass blue if he knew she was turning down a trick.”


“Even a no-money trick?”


Strange stared hard at Tracy. Her eyes did not move away from his.


Tracy said, “This is the information we have. Either you’re interested or you’re not.”


“I hear you,” said Strange, “but I’m not sure what you want me to do. You’re lookin’ for me to shake some cat down, you got the wrong guy.”


“You own a camera, right?” said Tracy.


“Still and video alike,” said Strange.


“Get some shots for us,” said Bagley, “or a tape. We’ll run the plates and contact this gentleman ourselves. Trust me, we can be pretty convincing. This guy’s probably got a wife. Even better, he has kids. We’ll make sure he never hassles this girl again.”


“Damn,” said Strange with a low chuckle, “you ladies are serious.”


The waitress came to the table and set Strange’s burger down before him. He thanked her, cut into it, and inspected the center. He took a large bite and closed his eyes as he chewed.


“They cooked it the way I asked,” said Strange, after he had swallowed. “I’ll say that for them.”


“The burgers here are tight,” said Bagley, smiling just a little for the first time.


Strange wiped some juice off his lips. “I get thirty-five an hour, by the way.”


Tracy dragged on her smoke, this time blowing the exhale away from Strange. “According to our attorney friend, he remembers paying you thirty.”


“He remembers, huh?” said Strange. “Well, I can remember when movies were fifty cents, too.”


“You can?” said Tracy.


“I’m old,” said Strange with a shrug.


“Not too old,” said Bagley.


“Thank you,” said Strange.


“You’ll do it, then,” said Tracy.


“I assume she works nights.”


“Every night this week,” said Tracy.


“I coach a kids’ football team early in the evenings.”


“She’ll be out there, like, ten to twelve,” said Tracy. “Black, mid-twenties, with a face on the worn side. She’ll be wearing a red leather skirt tonight.”


“She say what kind of car this guy drives?”


“Black sedan,” said Bagley. “Late-model Chevy.”


“Caprice, somethin’ like that?”


“Late-model Chevy is what she said.” Tracy stubbed out her cigarette. “Here’s something else for you to look at.” She reached into the leather case on the floor at her feet and pulled out a yellow-gold sheet of paper. She pushed it across the table to Strange.


The headline across the top of the flyer read, IN PERIL. Below the head was a photo of a young white girl, unclear from generations of copying. The girl’s arms were skinny and her hands were folded in front of her, a yearbook-style photo. She was smiling, showing braces on her teeth. He read her name and her statistics, printed below the photograph, noticing from the DOB that she was fourteen years old.


“We’ll talk about that some other time,” said Bagley, “you want to. Just wanted you to get an idea of what we do.”


Strange nodded, folded the flyer neatly, and put it in the back pocket of his jeans. Then he focused on finishing his lunch. Bagley and Tracy drank their beers and let him do it.


When he was done, he signaled the waitress. “I see on the specials board you got a steak today.”


“You’re still hungry?”


“Uh-uh, baby, I’m satisfied. But I was wondering, you guys got any bones back there in the kitchen?”


“I suppose we do.”


“Wrap up a few for me, will you?”


“I’ll see what I can do.”


The waitress drifted. Strange said to the women, “I got a dog at home, a boxer, goes by the name of Greco. Got to take care of him, too.”


Later, Bagley and Tracy watched Strange exit the dining room, his paper bag of steak bones in hand. Bagley studied his squared-up walk, the way his muscled shoulders filled out the back of his shirt, the gray salted nicely into his close-cropped hair.


“How old you figure he is?” said Bagley.


“Early fifties,” said Tracy. “I liked him.”


“I liked him, too.”


“I noticed,” said Tracy.


“Like to see a man who enjoys his food, is all it is,” said Bagley. “Think we should’ve told him more?”


“He knew there was more. He wanted to find out what it was for himself.”


“The curious type.”


“Exactly,” said Tracy, draining her beer and placing the mug flat on the table. “I got a feeling he’s gonna work out fine.”





CHAPTER 3


STRANGE TURNED down 9th, between Kansas and Upshur, one short hop east of Georgia. He saw a spot outside Marshall’s funeral home, steered the car into the spot, and locked the Chevy down. He walked past a combination lunch counter and butcher shop, the place just said “Meat” in the window, and nodded to a cutter named Rodel, who was leaning in the doorway of Hawk’s Barbers, dragging hard on a Newport.


“What’s goin on, big man?”


“It’s all good,” said Strange. “How about you?”


“Same old soup, just reheated.”


“Bennett workin’ today?”


“I don’t know about workin’. But he’s in there.”


“Tell him I’ll be by in forty-five or so. Need a touch-up.”


“I’ll let him know.”


Strange looked up at the yellow sign mounted above the door to his agency. The sign read “Strange Investigations,” half the letters bigger than the rest on account of the picture of the magnifying glass laid over the words. Strange really liked that logo; he’d made it up himself. He made a mental note that there were smudges on the light box of the sign.


Strange stood outside the windowed door of his offices and rapped on the glass. Janine buzzed him in, a bell over the door chiming as he entered. George “Trip Three” Hastings, his hands resting in his lap, sat in a waiting area to the right of the door.


“George.”


“Derek.”


“I’ll be with you in a minute, soon as I get settled.”


Hastings nodded. Strange turned to Ron Lattimer, seated behind his desk. Lattimer wore an off-the-rack designer suit with a hand-painted tie draped over the shirt, had one of those Peter Pan–looking collars, the kind Pat Riley favored. A little too pretty for Strange’s taste, though he had to admit the young man kept himself cleaner than the White House lawn. And he made the office his home as well; Lattimer sat in an orthopedically correct chair and had one of those Bose compact units, always playing some kind of jazz-inflected hip-hop, set back behind his desk.


“What’re you workin’ on, Ron?”


“Faxing a subpoena right now,” said Lattimer.


“You still on that Thirty-five Hundred Crew thing?”


“Many billable hours, boss.”


“Shame, clean as you look, can’t nobody see you in here. I mean, you go to all that trouble to be so perfect, how’s anybody gonna know?”


“I know.”


“Let me ask you somethin’. You ever walk by a mirror you forgot to look into?”


“SUVs are pretty good, too,” said Lattimer, his eyes on the screen of his Mac. “The windows they got in those things, they’re just the right height.”


Strange passed a desk topped with loose papers and gum wrappers and stood in front of Janine Baker. He picked up the three or four pink message slips she had pushed to her desk’s edge and looked them over.


“How was lunch?” said Janine.


“Nice women,” said Strange. “C’mon in the back for a second, okay?”


She followed him back to his office. Lamar Williams, a gangly neighborhood boy of seventeen, was emptying Strange’s wastebasket into a large garbage bag. Lamar took classes at Roosevelt High in the mornings and worked for Strange most afternoons.


“Lamar,” said Strange, “need some privacy for a few. Why don’t you get yourself the ladder and Windex the sign out front, okay?”


“Aiight.”


“You comin’ to practice tonight?”


“Can’t tonight.”


“You got somethin’ more important?”


“Watchin’ my baby sister for my moms.”


“All right, then. Close the door behind you on your way out.”


The door closed, leaving Strange and Janine alone. She came into his arms and he kissed her on the lips.


“Good day?”


“Now it is,” said Strange.


“How about dinner tonight?”


“If we can eat right after practice. I got a job from those women and I’m gonna try and knock it out late.”


“Sounds good to me.”


Strange kissed her again and went behind his desk. He had a seat and noticed the PayDay bar set beside his phone.


“That’s you,” said Janine, her liquid eyes looking him over. “Thought you’d like to cleanse your palate after that lunch.”


“Thank you, baby. Go on and send George in.”


He watched her walk to the door in her brightly colored outfit. She was the best office manager he’d ever had. Hell, she ran the damn place, he wasn’t afraid to admit it. And, praise God, the woman had an ass on her, too. It moved like a wave beneath the fabric of her skirt. All these years, and it still stirred Strange to look at her. The way she was put together, some people who knew something about it might say it was poetry. He’d never been into poems himself. The best way he could describe it, looking at Janine, it reminded him of peace.


GEORGE HASTINGS and Strange had known each other since the early sixties, when both had played football for Roosevelt in the Interhigh. In those days he ran with George and Virgil Aaron, now deceased, and Lydell Blue, also a football player, a back who was the most talented of the four. Strange and Blue had gone into law enforcement, and Hastings had taken a government job with the Bureau of Engraving.


“Thanks for seeing me, Derek,” said Hastings.


“Ain’t no thing, George. You know that.”


Strange still called Hastings George, though most around town now called him Trip or Trip Three. Back in the early seventies, Hastings had played the unlikely combination of 3-3-3 and hit it for thirty-five grand. It was a fortune for that time, and it was especially significant from where they’d come from, but, with the exception of the new Deuce and a Quarter he’d purchased, Hastings had been smart and invested the money wisely. He’d bought stock in AT&T and IBM, and he had let it ride. By neighborhood standards, Strange knew, Hastings had become a wealthy man.


He also knew that Hastings liked to hear Strange call him by his given name. George was a name out of fashion with the younger generation of blacks. It had been a generic name used by plantation owners to refer to their male slaves, for one. And in the modern world it had become a slang name to refer to a boyfriend, as in, “Hey, baby, you got yourself a George?” So young black people didn’t care much for the name and they rarely considered it as a name for their own babies. But George Hastings’s mother, a good old girl whom Strange had regarded with nearly as much affection as his own, had thought it was just fine, and that made it all good for Hastings and for Strange.


Hastings leaned over and flicked the spring-mounted head of the plaster Redskins figure that sat on Strange’s desk. The head swayed from side to side.


“The old uniform. That goes back, what, thirty-some-odd years?”


“Forty,” said Strange.


“Who painted his face brown like that? I know they weren’t sellin’ ’em like that back then.”


“Janine’s son, Lionel.”


“How’s he doin’?”


“Finishing up at Coolidge. Just applied to Maryland. He’s a good boy. A knucklehead sometimes, like all boys tend to be. But he’s doing all right.”


“You see Westbrook the other night?”


“Boy made some catches.”


“Uh-huh. Still makin’ that first-down sign when they move the sticks. That drives the defenders crazy. He is cocky.”


“He’s got a right to be,” said Strange. “Some call it cocky; I call it confidence. Westbrook’s ready to have the season of his career, George. Gonna bust loose like Chuck Brown and all the Soul Searchers put together.”


“He ain’t no Bobby Mitchell,” said Hastings. “And he sure ain’t no Charley Taylor.”


Strange smiled a little. “No one is to you, George.”


“Anyway,” said Hastings. He reached inside his lightweight sport jacket. Strange figured from the material that the jacket went for five, six hundred. Quiet, with a subtle pattern in there. Good quality, and understated, like all George’s possessions. Like the high-line, two-year-old Volvo he drove, and his Tudor-style house up in Shepherd Park.


Hastings dropped a folded sheet of paper on Strange’s desk. Strange picked it up, unfolded it, and looked it over.


“I got what you asked for,” said Hastings.


Strange read the full name of the subject: Calhoun Tucker. Hastings had provided the tag number for the Audi S4 that Tucker owned or leased. Mimeographed onto the sheet of paper was a credit card receipt from a nightspot that Strange recognized. It was located on U Street, east of 14th. Hastings had scribbled a paragraph of other incidental character details: where Tucker said he’d lived last, where he’d last worked, like that.


“How’d you get the credit card receipt?” said Strange.


“Looked through my little girl’s purse. They went to dinner, he must have said, Hold on to this for me, will you? Didn’t like going through her personal belongings, but I did. Alisha’s getting ready to step off a cliff. I mean, young people, they decide to get married, they never do know what it means, for real.”


“I heard that.”


“My Linda, God love her, she’d be doing the same thing, she was still with us. She was harder on Alisha’s boyfriends than I ever was, matter of fact. And here this boy just rolls into town six months ago — he’s not even a Washington boy, Derek — and I’m supposed to just sit on my hands while everybody’s world gets rocked? I mean, I don’t even know one thing about his family.”


Strange dropped the paper on the desk. “George, you don’t have to justify this to me. I do this kind of background check all the time. It’s no reflection on your daughter, and as of yet it’s no reflection on this young man. And it damn sure is no reflection on you. You’re her father, man, you’re supposed to be concerned.”


“I’d do this even if I thought the boy was right.”


“But you don’t think he’s right.”


Hastings ran a finger down his cheek. “Somethin’ off about this Tucker boy.”


“You sure the off thing’s not just that some young man’s getting ready to take away your little girl?”


“Sure, that’s a part of it; I can’t lie to you, man. But it’s somethin’ else, too. Don’t ask me what exactly. You live long enough, you get so you know.”


“Forget about exactly, then.”


“Well, he’s drivin’ a luxury German automobile, for one. Always dressed clean, too, real sharp, with the gadgets that go with it: cells, pagers, all that. And I can’t figure out what he does to get it.”


“That might have meant somethin’ once. Used to be, you had to be rich or a drug dealer to have those things. But look, any fool who can sign his name to a lease can be drivin’ a Benz these days. Twelve-year-old kid can get his own credit card.”


“Okay, but ain’t no twelve-year-old kid gonna march my baby girl down to the altar. This here is a twenty-nine-year-old man, and he’s got no visible means of support. Says he’s some kind of talent agent, a manager. Puts on shows at the clubs around town. He’s got this business card, says ‘Calhoun Enterprises.’ Anytime I see ‘Enterprises’ on a business card, way I look at it, might as well print the word ‘Unfocused’ next to it, or ‘Doesn’t Want No Real Job,’ or just plain ‘Bullshit,’ you know what I’m sayin’?”


Strange chuckled. “Okay, George. Anything else?”


“I just don’t like him, Derek. I plain do not like the man. That’s somethin’, isn’t it?”


Strange nodded. “Let me ask you a question. You think he’s into somethin’ on the criminal side?”


“Can’t say that. All I know is —”


“You don’t like him. Okay, George. Let me handle it from here.”


Hastings shifted in his seat. “You still gettin’ thirty an hour?”


“Thirty-five,” said Strange.


“You went up.”


“Gas did, too. Been to a bar lately? Bottle of beer cost you five dollars.”


“That include the two dollars you be stuffin’ in their G-strings?”


“Funny.”


“How long you think this is gonna take?”


“Don’t worry, this won’t take more than a few hours of my time. Most of it we do from right here, on computers. I’ll have you happy and stroking checks for that wedding in a couple of days.”


“That’s another thing. This reception is gonna cost me a fortune.”


“If you can’t spend it on Alisha, what you gonna do with it? You got yourself a beautiful girl there, George. Lovely on the outside, and in her heart, too. So let’s you and me make sure she’s making the right decision.”


Hastings exhaled slowly as he sat back in his chair. “Thank you, Derek.”


“Strictly routine,” said Strange.





CHAPTER 4


STRANGE DROPPED the paper Hastings had given him on Janine’s desk.


“You get time, run this information through Westlaw and see what kind of preliminary information you can come up with.”

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/9781409135029_oeb_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/9781409135029_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
I H | BY ONE OF THE AWARD-WINNING WRITERS OF
THE WIRE®

PELECANDS
HELL T0 PAY

‘PELECANOS GETS BETTER WITH EACH BOOK
SUNDAY TELEGRAPH





