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  THE FACTS




  At 3:15 P.M. on April 29, 1992, a jury acquitted Los Angeles Police Department Officers Theodore Briseno and Timothy Wind, as well as Sergeant

  Stacey Koon, of excessive force used to subdue civilian Rodney King. The jury failed to reach a verdict on the same charge against Officer Laurence Powell.




  At roughly 5:00 P.M., riots began. They lasted six days, finally ending on Monday, May 4, after 10,904 arrests had been made, over 2,383 people had been injured,

  11,113 fires had burned, and more than one billion dollars’ worth of property damage was sustained. In addition, 60 deaths were attributed to rioting, but this number fails to account for

  murder victims who died outside active rioting sites during those six days of curfews and little to no emergency assistance. As LAPD Chief Daryl Gates himself said on the first night, “There

  are going to be situations where people are going to be without assistance. That’s just the facts of life. There are not enough of us to be everywhere.”




  It is possible, and even likely, that a number of victims not designated as riot related were actually the targets of a sinister combination of opportunity and circumstance. As it

  happened, nearly 121 hours of lawlessness in a city of close to 3.6 million people contained within a county of 9.15 million was a long time for scores to be settled.




  This is about some of them.
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    AN EVEN MORE INTERESTING QUESTION IS: WHY IS EVERYBODY WORRYING ABOUT ANOTHER RIOT—HAVEN’T THINGS IN WATTS IMPROVED ANY SINCE THE LAST ONE? A LOT OF WHITE FOLKS ARE

    WONDERING. UNHAPPILY, THE ANSWER IS NO. THE NEIGHBORHOOD MAY BE SEETHING WITH SOCIAL WORKERS, DATA COLLECTORS, VISTA VOLUNTEERS AND OTHER ASSORTED MEMBERS OF THE HUMANITARIAN ESTABLISHMENT, ALL

    OF WHOSE INTENTIONS ARE THE PUREST IN THE WORLD. BUT SOMEHOW NOTHING MUCH HAS CHANGED. THERE ARE STILL THE POOR, THE DEFEATED, THE CRIMINAL, THE DESPERATE, ALL HANGING IN THERE WITH WHAT MUST

    SEEM A TERRIBLE VITALITY.


  




  

    –THOMAS PYNCHON,


    NEW YORK TIMES,


    JUNE 12, 1966
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  I’m in Lynwood, South Central, somewhere off Atlantic and Olanda, putting tinfoil over trays of uneaten beans at some little kid’s birthday party when I get told to

  go home early and prolly not come back to work tomorrow. Maybe not for a week even. My boss is worried what’s happening up the 110 will come down here. He doesn’t say trouble or riots

  or nothing. He just says, “that thing north of here,” but he means where people are burning stuff and breaking out storefronts and getting beat down. I think about arguing, because I

  need the money, but it wouldn’t get me anywhere, so I don’t waste my breath. I pack the beans away in the truck’s fridge, grab my coat, and leave.




  Earlier in the afternoon when we got there, me and Termite—this guy I work with—saw smoke, four black towers going up like burning oil wells in Kuwait. Maybe not that big,

  but big. The birthday kid’s half-drunk father sees us notice them as we were setting up tables and he said it was because the cops that beat Rodney King aren’t going to jail for it, and

  how did we feel about it? Man, you know we weren’t happy, but we don’t tell our boss’s client that! Besides, it was a raw deal and all, but what did it have to do with us? It was

  blowing up somewhere else. Here, we shut up and do our jobs.




  I been working the Tacos El Unico truck going on three years. Whatever you got, I’ll sling. Al pastor. Asada. No problem. We do some nice cabeza too, if the mood hits

  you. Otherwise there’s lengua, pollo, whatever. You know, something for everybody. Usually we park over by our stand on Atlantic and Rosecrans, but sometimes we do birthday parties,

  anniversaries, anything really. We don’t get paid by the hour at these, so I’m happy when they’re done sooner. I say bye to Termite, tell him not to show next time without washing

  his hands good, and head out.




  If I walk fast, it’s twenty minutes home, fifteen if I take the Boardwalk through the houses. It’s not a boardwalk like Atlantic City or nothing. It’s just a thin little

  concrete alley between houses that serves as a walkway between the main street and the neighborhood. That’s our shortcut. As my sister would say, “fools been running from the cops on it

  since forever.” Go down and it takes you straight to Atlantic. Go up and it leads into the houses, street after street. That’s where I go when I get there. Up.




  Most people’s porch lights are off. Backyard lights too. Nobody’s out. No familiar sounds. No Art Laboe Oldies music playing. No people fixing cars. When I’m passing houses, I

  only hear TVs on, and all the anchors are talking about is looting and fire and Rodney King and black people and anger and that’s cool, whatever, because I’m focused on something

  else.




  Don’t get me wrong. I’m not being cold or nothing like that, I’m just taking care of what I need to take care of. You grow up in the same neighborhood as me, one with a gun

  store that sells single bullets for twenty-five cents to anybody with bad thoughts and a quarter, then you might end up the same way. Not jaded or pissed or anything, just focused. And right now,

  I’m counting months till I can get out.




  Two should do it. That’s when I’ll have money saved up to get some wheels again. Nothing fancy. Just something that gets me to work and back without having to walk these streets.

  See, I been cooking someone else’s recipes forever, but I’m not trying to stay that way. When I get my own car, I’m driving to Downtown and begging for an apprenticeship in the

  kitchen at R23, this crazy sushi spot smack in the middle of a district that used to make the majority of toys in the world, but now the warehouses are all empty, and the toy stuff is up to

  China.




  I heard about it through Termite, because he loves Japanese too. I mean, he loves everything Oriental, especially women, but that’s besides the point. He took me up there last week, and I

  dropped thirty-eight pinche bucks on a meal just for myself, but it was worth it because of what these Japanese chefs did. Stuff I never even dreamed of before. Spinach salad with eel.

  Tuna seared up so good with a blowtorch that it’s cooked on the outside and all buttery and raw in the middle. But what really shook me was this thing called a California roll. Outside

  it’s rice pressed into these little orange fish eggs. Inside it’s a green circle of seaweed around crab, cucumber, and avocado. It was that last ingredient that messed me up bad.




  Man, you don’t understand. I’ll do anything to learn from those chefs. I’ll wash dishes. I’ll sweep floors, clean bathrooms. I’ll stay late every night. I

  don’t care! I just want to be near good Japanese food, because in the time it took me to order the roll for its name, stare at it and decide I didn’t want it because I’m sick of

  avocado, only for Termite to call me out and by then I just had to shrug and take a bite. When it hit my tongue, something sparked inside me. My whole brain just lit up and I saw possibilities

  where I’d never seen any before. All because some chefs took something I was so bored with, something I see every day, and turned it into something else.




  Cut, scoop, and mash enough avocados and you’ll know. You’ll get an ache in your bones quick, the kind that only comes from your hands memorizing movements by doing them over and

  over till you do it in your dreams sometimes. Make guacamole every day but Sunday for almost four years and see if you don’t get sick of those slimy green suckers too.




  Something smacks the fence by my head and I jump back with my hands up and ready. I laugh when I see it’s just a fat orange cat because damn, that got my heart going.




  I keep moving though. Lynwood’s no place to be caught standing still, not if you’re smart. Downtown’s different. It’s a better world up there, at least it could be for

  me, and there’s so many things I want to know, so many questions I want to ask those chefs. Like, how does this place affect food anyway? I may not know much, but I’m pretty sure they

  don’t have avocados in Japan. Our roots in this city are in Mexican food, because California used to be Mexico. California’s even got a little Baja beard that still is Mexico,

  even though the land north of it is something else now. Like me, kind of. My parents are from Mexico. I was born there, and carried to L.A. when I was one. My little sister and brother were born

  here. Because of them, we’re Americans now.




  This’s what my walks home are for. Kicking questions around in my head, dreaming, thinking. I get lost in it sometimes. As I’m turning the corner onto my street, I’m back to

  wondering what the hell a Japanese chef was thinking before inventing the California roll and my mind’s ticking over how even avocado can become something new and beautiful when put in

  different circumstances, and that’s when a car with a grumbling engine comes up behind me.




  I don’t think much of it. Not really. I move to the side but it brakes next to me. So I move all the way over, right? Like, no problem, he’ll just go by when he sees I’m not

  involved. No cholo uniform. No tattoos. Nothing. I’m clean.




  But the car keeps up with my pace, inching forward, and when the driver’s-side window rolls down, Motown-style fast piano pours out. Around here, everybody knows KRLA. 1110 AM on the radio

  dial. People love their oldies around here. The opening bit of “Run, Run, Run” by the Supremes is going. I recognize the sax and piano.




  “Hey,” the driver says to me over the music, “you know that homeboy Lil Mosco?”




  The second I hear my little brother’s street name in this stranger’s mouth I start booking it back the way I came. With every step it feels like my stomach’s trying to claw its

  way out of my body. It knows this is some serious fucking trouble.




  I hear the driver laugh as he throws the car into reverse and slams on the gas. The car passes me easy, and barrels to a stop. That’s when two guys get out of the front and one jumps out

  of the bed in the back. Three guys all dressed up in black.




  My adrenaline’s all the way up now. I must be more alert than I ever been in my life and I know if I make it out of this, I need to remember as much as possible, so I turn my head and look

  while I’m running and try to memorize everything. It’s a Ford, this car. Dark blue. I think it’s a Ranchero. It has a taillight out. Left side.




  I can’t make the plate number because I’m turning my head as I take the corner back onto the Boardwalk, and I’m breaking between houses, trying to bust out onto the next

  street, hop a fence, and disappear into somebody’s yard, but they’re on me too fast. All three of them. They haven’t worked ten hours over a grill, serving tacos to a bunch of

  damn kids and drunks. They’re not tired. They’re strong.




  I hear them coming up hard behind as blood thumps up in my ears, and I know I’m as good as caught, man. I get one cold second to gulp air and brace myself before they swoop in, kick me off

  my feet, and smash me in the jaw with something hard as I fall. After that, shit goes black for I-don’t-know-how-long.




  I been hit in the mouth before but never like that. I come to as they’re dragging me back to the car and it feels like my face is going to fall apart in two pieces. Around the ringing in

  my ears, I hear my boot heels slide-grinding over the asphalt and I figure I couldn’t have been out for more than a few seconds.




  “Don’t do this.” I hear myself say the words. It surprises me how calm they are, considering my heart is going a million beats per minute. “Please. I didn’t do

  anything to you. I have money. Whatever you want.”




  They respond, these three, but not with words. Rough hands jerk me up to my feet, out of the Boardwalk and into the back alley with garages on both sides. But they’re just setting me

  up.




  Quick, weak punches hit me in my kidneys, my stomach, my ribs too. I get it from all angles. They don’t feel hard but they steal my breath away. At first, I don’t understand, but

  then I see the blood, and I stare at it on my shirt, and as I’m wondering why I didn’t feel the stabs, a bat hits me.




  I see a flash of black a second before it lands and flinch away. The heavy part only gets me in the shoulder, but I go from being upright and looking at my shirt to flat on my back and staring

  at the night sky. Damn.




  “Yeah,” one of them screams in my face, “yeah, motherfucker!”




  I crumple up into a ball, my jaw feeling like somebody’s frying it up in a pan. I bring my hands up and protect my face but it doesn’t help. The bat comes down again and again. I

  catch one in the neck and my whole body goes numb.




  A different voice says, “Tie that shit off while he’s flat like that.”




  I can’t hardly breathe.




  Another voice, maybe it’s the first voice, joins in, “Yeah, do it if you so big, Joker!”




  One’s named Joker. I need to remember that, I think. This’s important information. Joker. The word sticks in my brain and I turn it over. I don’t know any Jokers

  except for comic books, and it doesn’t make any kind of sense why they’re after me and not my brother if he did some stupid shit again.




  “Please,” I say when my breath comes back, as if a plea ever worked on these monsters in their whole lives. No way. They’re too busy yanking my ankles away from me, but

  I’m so numb I can’t even tell which one. Beneath me, my legs just get tight.




  “There it is,” one of them says.




  As I open my eyes, I think, There what is? All around, I see a neighborhood I recognize. For a second, I think I’m safe when I hear them walk away and I see the brake

  lights of their car turn the garages around me red. Relief sinks into me. They’re leaving, I think. They’re leaving! That’s when I see a little boy, maybe twelve years old, hiding

  in the Boardwalk. His face goes red in the brake lights and I see, yeah, he’s looking at me. His eyes are all big though. His look messes with me so much that I follow his gaze down my body

  to my feet and I almost throw up when I see both my ankles tied to the back of the car with heavy wire.




  I pull hard, but the wire doesn’t loosen, it just cuts into my skin. I kick out with all the strength I got left but nothing happens. Nothing shifts. I struggle to get my fingers down to

  it, to push it off somehow.




  But then the car’s engine goes and I get smashed flat and dragged, the speed sending my skull skidding over the asphalt. Air rushes over me fast and every bit of skin on my back feels like

  it’s going up in flames when the car smacks its brakes hard.




  Momentum throws me forward. Ten feet? Twenty? I must bounce because I go airborne before something hard and cold like metal smashes me in the face, and this time I feel my cheek break. I

  actually feel it give from the inside, the way its crack echoes in my ears, the bone giving and blood gushing onto my tongue. I turn my head, open my mouth, and let it go. When I hear it hit the

  street, when it doesn’t stop dripping, I know it’s over.




  I know I’m done.




  Maybe I had a chance before, but not now.




  A voice from the car, I don’t know which, shouts, “Grab that wire up, fool, and make sure that motherfucker’s dead!”




  A door opens, but I don’t hear it close. I hear footsteps coming close, and then there’s a shape looming over me, checking to see if I’m breathing.




  I don’t even think. I spit as hard as I can.




  It must land because I hear a quick scuffle and the shape moves back.




  “Jesus,” it says. “I got his fucking blood in my mouth! Are you tryna give me AIDS or something?”




  Right then I wish I had AIDS just so I could give it out! I try opening my eyes wider. Only my right opens. I see the shape put something in its mouth and then I see it sneer at me and

  show teeth. Then the shape’s on top of me, so fast I don’t even know what’s happening, but he’s punching me hard three times in the chest. I don’t feel the knife at

  first but I know he has one from the sounds, from the way it takes my breath out with it. There’s this hollow thumping as he pushes it in deep. As deep as a knife can go.




  “Tell your brother we coming.” He whispers it like my ma whispers when she’s mad at you in church. Quiet mad.




  The one giving orders from the car yells out, “People are watching, fool!”




  The shape above me disappears then. The car does too. It kicks up gravel on me as it goes. I’m still breathing but it’s wet. Half blood. I’m numbing up all over. I try to roll.

  I think if I can turn over, the blood will just fall out and not choke me. But I can’t. I see a new shape above me. I blink hard and it’s a face. It’s a lady brushing hair from

  her eyes as she leans over. She’s telling me she’s a nurse, to stay still. I want to laugh, want to tell her I can’t move, so not to worry, I’ll stay still because I

  can’t do anything else. I want to tell her to tell my sister what happened. There’s another shape beside her, a smaller one. It looks like the boy I saw, almost, but it’s too

  fuzzy to tell. I hear the kid’s voice clear though, “This fool’s gonna die, huh?” For a second, I think he’s talking about somebody else. Not me. The lady whispers

  something I can’t hear then, and I feel hands on me. Not hands so much as pressure. The pain isn’t the biggest deal. The problem is I can’t breathe. I try and I can’t. My

  chest won’t rise. Feels like a car’s parked on it. I try to tell them this. If they could please tell the car to move, I’ll be fine. It won’t be so heavy and I can breathe

  and everything will be okay if I can just get air. I try to shout this, any of it. But my mouth won’t work and my skin feels big, loose, and the sky feels too close, like it fell on me, on my

  face, like a sheet, and I have the strangest feeling, like it’s coming down to fix me, that it’s getting inside me with some dark kind of concrete, trying to patch my holes up and make

  it so I can breathe and I think how good that’d be if that were true but I know I’m just dying, the kid is right, I know I think I’m just melting into it because my brain’s

  low on oxygen, and I know because that’s logic, because brains don’t work right without food, and I know I’m not really becoming part of the sky, and I know because, I know

  because
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  Clever’s studying a textbook while Apache’s sketching Teen Angels magazine style at the kitchen table, and over on the stovetop Big Fe’s slapping

  chorizo around in a pan with a wooden spoon. He’s halfway through shouting his Vikings story at me in the living room, talking about how one night at Ham Park shots pop off and everybody hits

  the floor, and how bullets whiz, man, how they really do make that sound, when a knock hits the front door of my house all hard and fast, like bam-bam-bam, like whoever is on the

  other side doesn’t give a fuck about his hand.




  We were watching a bunch of mayates tear the city up after putting a brick through some white trucker’s face on Florence and Normandie, but the news got boring quick so

  we clicked over to the small dial to watch something else. There’s a western on TV now with the sound down, but whatever. It’s safe to say my eyes aren’t on the guns and hats

  anymore though. I’m looking at Fate (Big Fe pretty much only goes by Big Fate, so you know) and Clever and Apache and they’re all looking at me. We’re thinking the same thing:

  this ain’t sheriffs.




  Sheriffs don’t knock. They ram. They come in screaming behind shotgun barrels and flashlights. They don’t care if you’re a girl like me. They fuck everybody up regardless.




  No way this is sheriffs.




  Fate’s got the juice card around here. Under his wife-beater he’s that natural type of big that pro wrestlers wish they could be. His right arm ripples with Aztec tattoos as he pulls

  his khakis up at the belt and moves the pan off the heat even while the sausage keeps pop-popping.




  I nod at him and he keeps talking, to sound normal in case whoever’s outside can hear us, and he nods back as he bends down and comes up with a pistol. There’s always one in the pan

  drawer under the oven.




  It’s a .38. It’s real small, but it makes real holes.




  “So I’m on my back,” Fate says as he moves to the door all slow, “looking up at stars, and, like, little shreds of leaves falling down on me cuz the bullets cut straight

  through them. They’re just raining down on me.”




  I slip to the floor. I eye the windows, but I can’t see shadows for shit behind the curtains. Apache’s right up on them though. I see the white comb he keeps in his back pocket

  peeking out. He’s not much taller than me but he’s solid muscle, and he wears baggy clothes too so nobody can tell how strong he is. He’s the kind of guy you need in a situation

  like this, in any situation, really. I mean, he scalped a fool once. That’s how he got his name. He took a knife and peeled the skin off, inch by inch, hair and all. He threw it in a sink

  when he was done. I wasn’t there, but I heard.




  “You know me,” Fate’s still going, “I just army-crawl my ass over to the nearest tree so I can look out to see who’s shooting.”




  I must’ve heard Fate’s story two hundred times. We all have. By now it’s like call and response. It’s our story, we all own it, and when it gets told, you gotta ask

  questions at the right times.




  As I crawl to my room I say, “Could you see who it was, like faces or whatever?”




  The knock comes again, slower and heavier this time. Bam. Bam. Bam.




  Fate blinks. I’m hunched down by the door to my room, running my hand along the baseboard for the rifle my little brother hides there behind the nightstand. He does that. Hides one in

  every room, two in the bathroom.




  “It was Vikings. Leaning all out over the hood of that cop car, headlights off, letting go of shots, man, just squeezing!”




  That’s Lynwood. We got our very own neo-Nazi sheriff gang. I wish I was lying. I’m not. We heard they even got tattoos. Minnesota Vikings logos on their left ankles. The law

  don’t matter to them. Their idea of fixing gang problems is rolling up in a neighborhood with their lights off like Fate said, then loosing shots at whoever even looks like a gangster before

  rolling out, hoping to set off a gang war where we kill each other cuz we think another gang shot at us, not sheriffs. That’s some criminal police work right there. But to them, if

  you’re brown or black, you’re worth nothing. You’re not even human. Killing us is like taking out trash. That’s how they think.




  With nail polish in one hand and one of them application things in the other, Lorraine pokes her head out my room with a curious look on her face, a big, dumb look with her high school

  chichis jiggling at me underneath it. She’s not even wearing a bra, and only three toes out of ten are done up in blue glitter. Obviously, she got interrupted.




  My glare stops her cold. I mouth the words, Puta, get back.




  She looks mad at first, but she sinks back into the darkness of the room as I wrap my finger around the butt of the rifle and draw it into my lap. It’s a light little thing in my hands, a

  .22. I only ever shot it twice at targets in my life.




  I check it’s loaded. You know it is.




  Clever’s whispering at Fate, looking at the closed-circuit monitor that shows every angle of the house outside, “Got nothing on video. It’s the Serrato kid.”




  “Alberto?”




  “Nah, the youngest. I don’t know his name.”




  The knock comes again and it’s loud as fuck. Hard to imagine a twelve-year-old kid hitting my door that hard. That’s when my stomach drops like I’m riding a Knott’s Berry

  roller coaster. See, that’s when I know something’s real wrong. Something that maybe can’t get fixed.




  2




  Fate’s on the phone, doing the smart thing: calling across the street, calling two houses up, two houses down, to make sure the avenue is clean, carless, nobody lurking.

  You never know who they might use to get you to open a door. Could be kids, could be anybody. Gotta have eyes everywhere. He nods slow before handing the piece to Apache. Clever backs him up.




  Clever’s toothpick thin. A real palillo. He keeps the chain on the door but turns the knob and cracks it so Apache can slide the snub-nose .38 to the metal grating of the security

  door, a few inches from the boy’s face. “You need something, lil homie?”




  The kid is dead out of breath, coughing a little, not even looking at the barrel or even looking up. “Miss Payasa, I . . .”




  Lupe Rodriguez. That’s been my government name if you need to know. Not that it matters. It’s not my real one. I’ve changed it twice already. But it’s Payasa since I been

  all involved. (That’s the polite way of saying I’m into some gangster shit.) Calling me Miss, though? Ha. If my stomach wasn’t fighting itself, I might even think that was cute.

  Even now, even in the heat of whatever, respect is necessary.




  Around here, that stuff isn’t courtesy. It’s currency. Can’t ever forget that.




  Apache leans in. “Spit it out, lil homie.”




  The kid raises his eyes from my front stoop and his face is all hard. “It’s her brother, he’s like—”




  Clever undoes the chain then the security door, and Apache snatches the boy inside by his shoulders, slams the door with his heel as the security metal slams behind it, and frisks the kid quick

  and efficient. The boy has too-long black hair and a chipped tooth. He’s got blood on him too.




  Fate picks up from there and shakes the kid a little. “¿Adónde?”




  I can’t even lie. See, I’m thinking it’s Ray, my younger brother. He goes by Lil Mosco. (Mosco means “mosquito.” He caught that name cuz he never stopped buzzing

  around when we were little. He’s got Lil cuz there used to be a Big Mosco until last year. Drive-by. Rest in peace.)




  It takes the kid a minute to tell us the body is two blocks away, dead as dead can be. That’s when the blood really beats up in my ears cuz that doesn’t make any sense.




  Lil Mosco’s running to Riverside and back, I’m thinking, like, how could he . . . ?




  Shit. It hits me in that second, hits me right in the face and tilts the whole house on me. I gotta catch a wall with my hand just to stay upright.




  It ain’t Ray.




  “Oh, fuck,” I say.




  Fate lets go of the kid and he’s got this sad look on his face, the saddest look I ever seen. He knows it too. Clever’s already got his mouth open like he forgot what breathing was.

  Apache has his head in his palms.




  It’s Ernesto, my big brother. My guts know it, but my brain’s disagreeing, saying things like, he’s not even a player. He’s not involved. He’s civilian. He’s

  off-limits, so there’s no way. No fucking way.




  But then it dawns on me like a math problem my stupid ass finally figured out. There are no rules now. None. Not with people rioting. I shiver when I realize every single cop in the city is

  somewhere else, and that means it’s officially hunting season on every fucking fool who ever got away with anything and damn, does this neighborhood have a long memory. I snort and take a

  second to appreciate the evil weight of it.




  I mean, me, Fate, and Clever joked about something like this happening when we saw the dude getting bricked on the TV before Apache came over, and we were saying how now would be a good time to

  even up some scores if we felt like it, but I guess some homies were already out there, calling in old debts, blasting.




  Behind me somewhere, Lorraine comes out of my room and says, “No, baby, no . . .” like she’s trying to comfort me or something, but I’m not even sad right now and I sure

  as hell don’t want her hands on me.




  I’m angry.




  I mean, I never been so mad at anybody in my life. I see flashes of red dotting my vision as I dig my nails into the rifle butt.




  Like, how many times did I tell Ernesto to pay attention how he walked home? The dividing line between our neighborhood and theirs is too close as it is. Lazy-ass motherfucker got what he

  deserved for not listening to me!




  I bite my lip and realize I been holding my breath.




  I hear myself say, “Who knows?” It comes out sounding like rage.




  The kid looks confused. “Like, who did it?”




  “No,” I say. “Who knows Ernie’s gone?”




  The kid gets around to it: just the people in the alley where he got dragged. Dragged, the kid says the word and I don’t even know what it fucking means in this situation. The

  word just doesn’t click for me. I don’t get it. Not right at that moment. Not with the house still spinning, not with me still holding on. I swallow hard and say, “How much time

  we got?”




  Clever gives me a look like he doesn’t get what I’m asking at first, but Fate does. I don’t even need to say it.




  He looks at the wall clock and shrugs. “Hour and a half most likely.”




  That’s how long it’ll be before Lil Mosco buzzes back and hears about this. Nobody takes pagers on runs. That eliminates the temptation of using it while you’re doing

  business.




  So ninety minutes then, maybe less. That’s how long we got to find out who did it, find them, and put bullets in them before wild-ass Lil Mosco gets home and starts shooting up house after

  house of anybody even halfway connected to this shit. But that’s not my style.




  I need to look whoever did it in the eyes, because what else is a sister to do?




  They need to know I know before they get it. It needs to be justice.




  Everybody in the living room can tell I’m on fire. Nobody says shit when I turn off the TV on a posse scene, badges getting handed out to a bunch of white hats. For a second, that feels

  like us. I hand Fate my rifle and pick up the phone to call mi mamá. We moved her out of Lynwood last year to somewhere safe, somewhere I can’t even tell you. She still hears

  things though, like the grapevine still runs right through her kitchen.




  Takes me five tries to get through. Phone lines must be jammed everywhere tonight. Guess I’m just lucky. When she comes on the line, I can tell by the tone of her voice she doesn’t

  know yet, but she knows something’s wrong cuz of my tone. I tell her not to answer the door, to lock it up good. I tell her not to answer the phone again until I get there cuz I got something

  important to tell her but it needs to wait, and I need her to hear it from nobody but me.




  “Por favor,” I say. “Prométeme.”




  She promises.




  I hang up the phone and tell the kid to take us there, take us to the place where my brother got fucking dragged to death.




  3




  The drive over in Apache’s Cutlass is the longest two minutes of my life. My left leg shakes like I-don’t-know-what and only putting my hands on my knee makes it

  stop. But that’s when the other one starts up and I’m like, fuck it, and just stare out the window at the mailboxes going by fast, at the front doors caged with bars. Everything’s

  locked up good and tight. I don’t blame them. It’s not so dark that you can’t see smoke over the tops of houses and know shit’s still burning in the distance.




  I remind myself to breathe as Clever parks one street over from the alley and me, Fate, and the lil Serrato homie cut between houses on the Boardwalk and come up into an alley with garages on

  both sides. The air is still here, like a bunch of people been holding their breath till we came. I’m too hot, so I undo the buttons on my flannel till it’s blowing out behind me and I

  only got my wifebeater left as a shield.




  Normally we’d roll in, see what we can see, and roll out quick. But we got time tonight. Even if somebody called the sheriffs, they ain’t coming for a while. Not tonight. Tonight the

  streets are ours.




  Clever’s right behind us with a flashlight and some of them bags with zippers already open and prepared. Clever’s an all-star for shit like this. We sent him to L.A. Southwestern

  College for Crime Scene Investigation last year. He’s almost got his A.A.




  I mean, part of you doesn’t ever want him to use what he learnt. But that’s the crazy life. Soon or late, it’s somebody’s turn to feel the cut. And you hate it when it

  happens to others in your clica, but you hate it more when it happens to you. I felt it twice already, for a cousin and mi padre gone down. Now that spinning wheel landed on me

  again. It’s my turn. Again. And I need Clever and his answers. I need ’em fast.




  I tap Fate on the elbow. He knows for what.




  He shines his watch’s face at me. Still got over an hour and fifteen before Lil Mosco goes Tasmanian Devil. That’s if we’re lucky.




  Homies already locked down the alley on both ends. Ranger, Apache, and Apache’s cousin, Oso, are guarding up the way. Like soldiers, you know? I can’t see far enough down the other

  side to know who’s down there, but they’re there, four long knives of shadows pointing up the alley cuz of the softball field lights a few blocks over, which is weird cuz I can’t

  imagine anyone playing a game with the city burning up like it is, but whatever. It ain’t my electricity.




  The alley is wide enough for two compact cars maybe, nothing else. The backsides of wooden houses on either side are old as fuck, like 1940s, and rotting at their drainpipes. Some garages are

  separate from houses and between them there’s mattresses, old couches, and all the other shit people don’t want in front or on the lawn. It’s definitely that depressing kind of

  place no owner ever thinks you’ll see, the backs of houses nobody bothers to paint.




  All around us, the streets are watching.




  Blank faces tucked up in the shadows of garages. Scared faces acting like they ain’t scared. A couple look familiar and I mark them in my head. One’s a nurse though, still with

  hospital blues on. She flinches a little when I look at her. Beside her there’s a shuffling black bum I don’t recognize from the neighborhood. He’s short, with a cane, and

  he’s moving toward the body like he’s curious.




  When he sees me eye him, he says to me, “Hey, what happened here?”




  I don’t even break stride.




  “Somebody get this eyeballing motherfucker out of here.” Feels like I spit it more than I say it.




  Fate nods back behind us, and some soldier must’ve branched off to take care of it cuz I hear a quick scuffle but nothing worth paying attention to. I’m already focused on something

  else.




  As we walk up on my big brother’s body, it looks too small to me. Like, his shoulders are too small, and I always remember them being wide enough to carry me around and pretend he was a

  horse when I was just a little chavalita. I don’t flinch when I see his face, but I stop. I stop hard.




  That’s cuz Ernesto’s face is busted the fuck up. I mean, it’s his face but it’s not. Not no more.




  Both his eyes are blown out like a boxer took shots on him, all methodical and shit. Grit from the alley floor is pressed into long wounds on his cheeks, into his mouth. Little bits of sand.

  Tiny pebbles. One of his front teeth is turned all the way around. His cheek’s caved in. He’s missing an ear.




  “That’s him,” the lil homie says, but he doesn’t have to.




  Shit. It’s fucking obvious.




  I don’t say that though. I’m all trapped inside my head.




  I’m looking down at my big brother who doesn’t look so big.




  I work my jaw and it pops. Ernesto was taller than that, I think. Stupid, I know, what with everything else I see but you can’t help that shit. The thoughts just come, unoriginal shit just

  bubbling up, and my skin’s prickling. That’s when I realize I’m sweating hard.




  He’s still wearing his uniform, my big brother. He’s wrapped up in dark and dirt and still-drying blood. On this whole busted-up excuse for an alley, there’s only one tree tall

  enough to put its shadows on him, and it’s swaying back and forth, pulling this dark outline up and down his legs like a blanket, like it’s trying to tuck him in or something.




  Worse than that, he’s wearing the cowboy boots I got him for Christmas two years ago. Black leather and an elm-colored heel and sole. Real classy shit. He never wore ’em at work,

  only to walk to and from. For some reason, that hits me deepest. I remember his crooked smile when he opened that box, how his eyes got wide, and I gotta take a minute.




  I walk away with my fists clenched up tighter than double knots. Staring at the field lights till I blink blue copies onto the nearby garages doesn’t do much for me, but it’s

  something. When I look back to the asphalt and start walking it, I’m careful not to step on the tire marks that lead away from Ernesto like black railroad tracks. I understand the dragged

  thing now.




  He must’ve gone fifty, sixty feet on the asphalt after they beat him.




  Fuck that pinche shit! I understand too good.




  First, they beat him. They put their fists through his face, prolly the butts of their guns too, if they had ’em. They did this to a guy that never did nothing to them. They crossed a line

  when they did that, and only one thing about it made sense. They were trying to get at us instead, at Lil Mosco’s stupid ass most obviously and most likely. This was them sending a message.

  They just didn’t think I’d be the first to get it.




  I’m so mad I’m shaking. All that anger I had for Ernesto, the same dude that raised me when mi padre died, that made sure I always ate up my chilaquiles and had a

  lunch for school every day, changes over.




  I actually feel the click. I feel that shit deep inside me, like a light switch flicking on. How all the anger I had for my brother walking home the wrong way just goes away, and how, at the

  exact same moment, it blazes up at the fools that did this. And I need to know who did it worse than I ever needed anything. Seeing his face like that—shit. Seeing his face like that.




  I know I can never go back to who I was before I saw.




  These cowards made a new me when they did what they did to my big brother, my Ernesto. I’m standing here all reborn and shit cuz of them. Right now, I’m like starving and thirsting

  and burning all rolled into one. I look at his face again, and I need to know who I need to do that to. I need to know whose hearts need holes to match the ones in mine. And I need that

  shit like five minutes ago.




  Out in public like this, Fate calls shots. I force my hands to unclench. I force myself to walk back to him.




  It don’t matter how much I’m feeling this. I can’t be running my mouth out here, can’t ever be undercutting machismo. It doesn’t work like that. I’m

  not even really a full foot soldier yet, just related to one. And besides, women got no say-so. I can cry about it or work with it. I do that latter shit.




  But Fate already knows what I want. It’s like he’s reading my mind.




  “If you’re good to, Payasa, go talk at some people. And keep doing what you’re doing, Clever.” Fate nods at us both, then turns to the boy. “The fuck were you doing

  out here, lil homie?”




  I don’t hear his answer, don’t really care.




  I’m already ten steps closer to that nurse I seen before. She’s standing right in the alley like she’s expecting somebody to ask her questions.




  4




  This nurse, she’s maybe five three, still in her hospital blues and whiter-than-white, chunky shoes. She’s got a scar on her chin, short hair like black nail polish

  shining under a streetlamp, and blood on her, all down her front. What I think is, she tried to save him, and my brother’s blood looks like purple on her smock, like not even real.




  “You Sleepy’s sister? Gloria?”




  She nods. She knows I mean Sleepy Rubio, not Sleepy Argueta. There’s a big difference. Sixty pounds, give or take.




  “I’m so sorry,” Gloria says.




  I put on the calmest voice I can because she looks shaken up. It feels fake as fuck, but I got to. “Tell me what you know.”




  She hugs herself like she’s cold and points at the nearest garage, some box that looks navy in the dark. “I pulled in, was just going through my mail, you know. I don’t pick it

  up enough and . . .”




  Gloria sees my got-no-time glare and speeds up.




  “This car, it looked like a little truck with a bed and everything, went by fast. In the rearview, I saw it, and I saw something being dragged behind it and I got out and looked and when I

  saw it was a person, I just couldn’t believe it. It was like something out of the movies. They stopped, like, four houses up and two guys get out.”




  I’m counting in my head. “Out the driver’s side too?”




  “No. Out the bed and the passenger door.”




  “So there was a driver who didn’t get out?”




  “I guess.”




  My eyes must’ve flashed at that cuz she backs up a little. I say, “What’d the other two look like?”




  “I dunno. One was normal tall.”




  I roll my eyes at that shit. Seems like the majority of people on earth pay less attention than rocks. For us, though, you gotta pay attention in this crazy life. If you don’t, you

  don’t deserve breathing.




  “But the other,” Gloria says, “he was taller than me. Six foot maybe?”




  I say, “Okay, that’s good,” but it isn’t good, not really. It’s something though. I try encouraging her cuz it’s what Fate would do. He’s better at it

  than I ever was. I nod up at her. “Did you see their faces? Any marks or like anything out of the ordinary?”




  “No. It was dark. They wore sunglasses though. I thought that was weird at night.”




  “What were they built like? What’d they wear?”




  “Built like normal, I guess, but the tall one was muscular, like he lifts a lot. They both wore black. Hats and everything. I couldn’t see anything.”




  That figures. When I do some evil shit to get some back for Ernesto, I’ll prolly be wearing black too.




  “What make of car was it?”




  “I dunno. Like, a Cadillac or Ford, one of those long, boxy cars from the seventies or something, but did I say it had a bed to it? One of those half-car, half-truck things.”




  “It have anything different about it? Bumper stickers or a smashed taillight or whatever?”




  Gloria squints her eyes for a second before saying, “No.”




  I shake my head and give up on that shit. “Tell me what they did when they got out.”




  She gasps a little, won’t look me in the eyes. “They stabbed him, like, a lot. Again and again. I never saw anything like that before. It makes a sound.”




  Gloria shivers and chews her lip. She doesn’t need to explain.




  It makes a sound all right, and it depends on how loud if you’re bouncing off ribs or if somebody’s holding their breath when you sink in. Don’t even ask about cartilage.

  Truth: it ain’t easy to stab somebody to death. It takes time. Sometimes it takes luck. It’s way easier if they don’t struggle, and maybe Ernesto was too hurt to do that.




  I bite the insides of my cheeks so hard I taste blood like burnt copper in my mouth. I’m shaking again, balling my fists up. “How many times they stab him?”




  “I dunno,” Gloria says.




  I nod and swallow, trying to push my feelings down as low as they’ll go. Past my feet even. Down into the ground. “And then they just took off, right?”




  It’s what I would’ve done. In and out. Nothing left behind. Clean. I notice I got my fists balled up, so I force my fingers straight. I already know the answer to this question is a

  yes.




  “No,” Gloria says.




  My ears are ringing when I pounce on that shit. “What do you mean?”




  “The tall one, he wiped off his knife and tucked it in the pouch of his sweatshirt and then he took out some gum, put it in his mouth, and threw the wrapper. Or maybe he got the gum

  first?”




  “Wait.” Hair on the back of my neck stands up. “Where?”




  She doesn’t hear my question at first, she’s still talking, her eyes far off and remembering. “And then they all got in the car and—”




  “Hold up.” I put a hand on her shoulder. Maybe it’s too hard cuz she whimpers a little. Ask me if I fucking care. “Where did he throw it?”




  Gloria starts and looks down at me. “What?”




  “The gum wrapper.”




  She points up the alley, to the right of where Fate is standing with the Serrato kid. I start moving that way, fast. She’s trailing behind me, still talking. “I tried to save him. I

  want you to know. But it was just too much.”




  I shoot a look over my shoulder to see Gloria waving her hand at her nurse smock, at the blood marks. At Ernesto’s . . .




  I should thank her. I can’t.




  I’m too busy searching through weed clumps and kicking up pebbles till I find a white little ball of paper wadded up in a divot. It looks new. Brand new.




  My heart pounds up in my chest when I see how clean it is, only a little wet on the bottom, like it was recently chucked. This shit’s definitely it.




  I turn, about to call for Clever, but he’s right beside me, holding out a baggie. Shit, he’s good. On top of everything. I drop the thing in there.




  He’s got a pair of long tweezers he uses to hold an edge and then presses his fingers through the plastic like a makeshift glove and unwraps it. The other side is blue. We both look

  close.




  There’s some weird writing on it, like calligraphy or some shit. Fate’s beside us too then, pressing his face in.




  I say, “Is that Oriental style? Like Korean writing?”




  “Nah. Not Korean.” Clever holds it up to the light. “Looks Japanese. These letters are all sharp. Korean is the one with circles.”




  I don’t know but I nod anyway. “What’s it say?”




  Clever unrolls it before tapping his tweezers on a picture of fruit in the middle. He narrows his eyes at it. “Not sure, but doesn’t that look like blueberries?”




  “Who the fuck chews blueberry Japanese gum around here?”




  “Put the word out,” Big Fate growls. He takes off toward the soldiers. “We’re about to find out. Everybody tell everybody.”




  I walk back slow to Ernesto and look at the baggies Clever has lined up on the chipped asphalt. Six of ’em. One holds Ernie’s wallet. I open it and check if there’s still money

  in it.




  There is. This just makes my burning worse. When they didn’t even bother faking a robbery, that’s when you know that shit was a message. Not like you can fake anything when you beat

  somebody, drag them, and then stab them all coldblooded. Shit.




  I pull his card and pictures of me, Ray, and Ernie when we were little, a picture of Mamá too. I put the wallet back in his pocket and leave the money so the sheriffs’ll know it

  wasn’t a robbery, only twenty-three bucks anyway, but I got to make them work for an ID.




  Buys us more time. Just in case.




  By now, somebody’s called 911. No telling how long it’ll take for someone to come pick him up though. My stomach actually convulses at the thought of him lying here for

  god-knows-how-long. One hour? Two? I take my flannel off and cover his face with it. I lift his head up a little and put the sleeves underneath like a pillow. My hands come back bloody.




  After that it’s just Clever grabbing baggies and me standing dumb right beside him, working up the courage to say what I got to. I lean down next to Ernesto, close enough to touch him.




  I close my eyes and I say, “We’ll get you buried good and right, big bro. I promise. But we can’t just now, okay? So please forgive me just this one thing.”




  I blink and close my eyes again, but only after I latch on to the only clean part left of his uniform, a seam on the shoulder, near the collar. I squeeze it hard between my thumb and index

  finger.




  “We need the time a little more right now is all.”




  5




  Back at the house, the place’s thick with homies wondering what the fuck we’re going to do, how we’re going to come back on them for what they did to Ernesto.

  That’s the talk. Soldiers want guns and cars, a caravan even. They want blood and they don’t even know whose. And it’s good to hear and all that, but Ernesto wasn’t theirs,

  you know? He’s mine. His death’s on me.




  Fate’s smart as fuck though. He gives them just enough time to get the steam off before sending everybody but Apache home to wait for orders. Reason why Apache got to stay is cuz he

  recognizes the gum wrapper, he just can’t remember where from, so we’re all just hanging on it cuz Clever’s still laying his shit out and it’s tense as fuck.




  The walls feel closer, the ceiling way too low. Even my skin feels all thin and stretched out over my bones. It hurts worse every time I look at the kitchen clock and feel Ray’s guaranteed

  chaos getting closer and my chance at justice getting farther away.




  If anybody feels much about Ernesto, they ain’t showing it. Ain’t crying or nothing. Even if they wanted to they can’t, cuz that’s bitch shit. Pure weakness.




  “Wait.” Apache holds the baggie with the wrapper up and finally says, “The Cork’n Bottle! That’s where I seen it!”




  It gets real quiet then. We need to know he’s sure, like sure-sure.




  “For real,” Apache says. “They got all that kind of crazy shit there. Even, like, black licorice gum. Shit’s nasty.”




  Fate makes a face like he doesn’t doubt that, but he needs to know something else too. “How you know?”




  “Well, me and Lil Creeper were out this one time . . .”




  Fate is already waving his hand at the name like it’s a bad smell. It means it’s okay, he gets it, so stop, you don’t need to keep talking. All Apache had to say was Lil

  Creeper and it’s done. Dude’s name is a conversation ender. It means you don’t need to explain cuz we believe you. How that dude hasn’t been killed a hundred times or locked

  up for life I’ll never know. It’s like he’s high all the time. Always in the wrong place. Always guaranteed doing dumb shit. And yet, miraculously, he’s always wriggling out

  of tight spots. He’s a real wormy motherfucker, but he’s our wormy motherfucker.




  One time when we were little, Ray wanted a bike, a Dyno. It was a BMX bike, the hottest shit on the street. This was back when Creeper was first using. Heroin, coke, whatever, it never mattered

  to him. If it could go in his body, it was going in. So Ray tells him he wants a Dyno, tells him the colors and everything.




  That’s how it works with junkies, you know. You don’t gotta tell them to do shit. You just tell them what you want and drop it. It works better than aiming them. Cuz two days later

  Creeper comes up to the house with a bike, white and red just like Ray asked, but there’s a problem. See, it wasn’t a Dyno he stole from J.C. Pennies, it was a Rhino—some

  cheap-ass fucking rip-off bike with that dumb brand name written in the same type of lettering. Man, we laughed so hard at that, and Ray couldn’t help but pay anyway. Ernesto laughed harder

  than anybody, his whole body shaking.




  Remembering this hurts my ribs. I say, “Hey, Fate, shouldn’t we prolly page him up though?”




  “Who? Creeper?”




  “For why?” Clever wants to know.




  I make a gun with my right hand, index and middle for the barrel, and point at it with my left.




  Guns aren’t easy to get. Not one that traces to somebody else, or one that’s unregistered or filed down. And no disrespect to Ray’s arsenal, but a .38 ain’t gonna do it.

  A .22 rifle ain’t gonna do it. Biggest piece we got in the house is a .357 revolver that needs cleaning. That’s still only six shots though.




  I need like seventeen if I’m gonna do what needs to be done.




  Fate’s way ahead of me, as usual.




  “Already did,” he says.




  I nod at him and head into my room. I cut a look at my Lorraine sitting on the bed. She’s done with her toes now. They look blue and small in the dimness, like shiny gumdrops. Her eyes are

  wide, and I can tell there’s a lot of words dammed up behind her mouth but she won’t say shit. She’ll wait till I do. As she should.




  I look at the clock by my bed, and my stomach balls up. It says I got an hour. Sixty fucking minutes. And that’s bad. Cuz, see, there’s a problem with that Cork’n Bottle Apache

  knows.




  It’s over the line.




  It’s not technically our neighborhood and since we don’t own that shit, we can’t go there unless we’re stealth as fuck. And we don’t got time to round up everybody,

  go over there, get it, come back, and then do something.




  I get an idea then, a stupid one. Fast as I can, I’m out of my chucks, my khakis, my undershirt . . .




  Lorraine cocks her head at me like she knows I’m about to do something crazy but is way too scared to ask what. I’m pulling one of her dresses out of my closet, grabbing some

  eyeliner off the dresser and handing it to her.




  “Do it good and fast,” I say.




  She looks at it, then at me, and smiles real wicked. Before I know it, I got cat-eyes, penciled-in eyebrows, and my hair’s getting feathered. I look like a bad copy of her in a gold

  sparkly dress, whoreish as fuck.




  When Lorraine checks her finishing touches, somebody finally says it in the next room: “Wait, Cork’n Bottle on Imperial?”




  “Yeah, that’s the one,” Apache replies.




  “Shit,” Clever says.




  Fate’s already thinking his way around it. He’s been doing it. He knew when I knew that it was over the line. “We roll deep over there. Grab the tapes. See if we can’t

  get a face on the fucker that chews this.”




  “Or we do something unexpected,” I say, stepping out from my room. The wedge heels are a new thing. They feel like stilts.




  “Damn,” Apache says and leaves his mouth hanging open. He’s about to say something about how I look, but Clever nudges him quiet.




  “Lemme go over there and grab them tapes,” I say. “It’ll be in and out. Fast as hell.”




  I put a please on the end of it so Fate knows it’s his call, but he also knows it’s prolly the best chance we got right now. At least, it’s the best chance I got.




  “Could be a trap or something,” he says to me.




  I just kind of shrug. If it is, it is. I know he’s right, though. Cuz Fate’s twenty-five. He’s seen things every which way. You don’t live as long as him, putting in work

  for a decade, without being paranoid.




  “They catch you over there, it ain’t gonna be tickling,” he says.




  That’s his way of saying I get a bullet if I’m lucky, a knife if I’m not.




  I know it. Everybody in the room knows it.




  Clever doesn’t like it either. “I still think we just roll deep over there, like five, six cars, grab the tapes, and be out.”




  Apache’s eyes light up, so you know he agrees.




  Big Fate glares them both down. Sometimes he’s more fam to me than Ray ever was. He knows me so good, knows I can’t get talked out of shit like this when I get locked on to it. He

  stares at me hard, but there’s something in those eyes though, a shiny spot like he’s proud and he doesn’t like it but he knows better than anybody how I gotta go. He wants me to

  be careful. He wants me to come back safe. He’s just not going to say it.
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  I can’t walk normal outside, can’t really sway like I usually do, so I gotta slap my heels down after my toes kind of. It’s enough to get me to the curb

  without eating shit. I feel eyes on me, but I don’t turn around and check the cameras. Could be the last time I see any of them. That occurs to me, but I don’t wave or nothing. I just

  get in the car.




  Lorraine’s got some sort of Japanese piece of shit riding on three good tires and a spare. Used to be her cousin’s. It’s got no lighter cap and a Dodger-logo baseball stuck on

  top of the gearshift. I slide in and turn the key. Smokey Robinson comes on the radio, but I shut him off as I notice the blinking clock on the dash is off by six minutes.




  I got fifty left. That’s it.




  The starter sputters, but the car kicks in gear and I shoot down my street with the sticker of the Virgin Mary staring at me while I scrunch around in my seat cuz Lorraine’s dress is

  twisted around on my hips. Figures. She’s two sizes bigger than me but I can’t help it now. I fight that shit down at a stop sign, looking at my eyes in the rearview, all

  Cleopatra’d. I hit the gas.




  Times like this, I’m glad I never got no tattoos. You’re burnt right away being marked up like that. It was Fate’s idea for me not to get any ink. Shit though, he’s got

  his work from this dude’s garage that everyone’s been talking about. Pint. That’s his name. Fate says he’ll be a famous dude that came from Lynwood someday, like Kevin

  Costner is, or Weird Al Yankovic, and now people are saying Suge Knight too. Death Row Records. That guy.




  I’m jealous of Fate’s tattoos, but fuck it. He said years ago that I gotta keep clean, that I’m scarier that way. I can go anywhere without them, that I can blend in. He says

  I’m the element of surprise, and I get that, but he knows I’m entitled to two tattooed tears. My next thought hits me hard and blunt, baseball-bat style.




  Shit. Three tears now. Counting Ernesto.




  My breathing gets tangled up in my lungs. It’s starting to feel normal almost, like I only got half my breathing space to use, not all of it.




  I don’t exactly have my license, but Ernesto taught me to drive good, how to drive defensive. And you know it’s funny when I think that, cuz some old lady who can’t see past

  her hair curlers puts half her van into my lane and I honk hard, dodge that shit, speed up, and change lanes easy. I swear, fucking people drive around like this is Culiacán, ignoring lanes,

  never signaling. I freeze a little after thinking that cuz it’s something Ernie used to say all the time.




  You know, he never complained when he had to sell his truck a year ago to pay Ray’s bail after the dumb fucker caught an aggravated assault charge. Ernie volunteered to do it. He knew we

  couldn’t be showing drug money or they’d be finding a way to investigate us, audit or some shit, whatever the fuck they do.




  That truck of his was our only family asset besides the house. And Ernesto did it. He sold it and didn’t even blink. Walked to work every day after that. He worked longer hours. He

  wouldn’t even take the money Ray offered for a new ride. Instead he just walked and saved for a new one.




  Him and Ray never got along. I mean, they loved each other, but they scrapped like crazy growing up. Ernie never lost, not that I ever saw, which of course made Ray raw and competitive, mean as

  fuck. Made him want to join up too. Made him always want to prove himself and overdo shit, like two weeks ago when he shot up a club.




  It’s an old story. You prolly heard something like it a million times. That doesn’t make it untrue though, just makes it stupid that people keep repeating this shit. See, Ray gets

  loaded out of his mind, goes to a club, and when some cholo claims another set, he heads to the car and gets his piece and decides everybody needs to be talking about how bad Lil Mosco is,

  then it was just that bang-bang-screech shit: shooting and squealing the tires and boning the fuck out.




  He shot somebody in the eye, a girl with parted hair and big shoulders. We know cuz the TV said so. Well, it didn’t say she had parted hair and big shoulders. That’s just my

  observation.




  Her parents held her picture up on the news when they were pleading en español for more information regarding her death. Some white dude on Fox 11 translated their words with all

  the emotion of a grocery list and not like two people crying. Ray was smoking when he saw it and he laughed at that girl’s parents, took another hit, and laughed again.




  What the news didn’t say and maybe her parents didn’t know was that she was all involved, not civilian. That doesn’t mean she had it coming, but when you’re in,

  it’s always a possibility. You can be involved and still be a wrong place, wrong time kind of girl when you catch one. No gang ties ever protected anybody from a bullet. A click is not a

  vest—I remember Fate said that at the time—it’s a family.




  Just thinking of that makes me mad at Ray all over again, about how he’s been laying low since then, mostly away, doing errands as amends to Big Fate for being dumb as fuck. Everybody

  knows he did what he did, and they didn’t say shit, but they were waiting for him to pop his head up so they could get one back on him.




  But he didn’t. Guess they got tired of waiting. Figured one was good as any other, civilian or not. Brother for brother. Same thing, right? That’s the only thing that makes

  sense.




  My eyes are wet and itching, so I roll the window down and get some dry night wind on my face cuz I’m not about to mess up Lorraine’s work. I can smell the fires, like everybody in

  this neighborhood got wood-burning stoves overnight and stuffed them with tires, garbage, whatever.




  That girl in the rearview isn’t me. I convince myself of that shit. She’s a spy. Dangerous. She’s got a .38 in her girlfriend’s borrowed purse.




  Outside, the city’s busy making night sounds. Banda music from a backyard party fades back when I hit Atlantic, and as I turn out into traffic, there’s cars with bad

  carburetors getting their pedals pushed down before the light goes all the way green. They bump out beats. They compete. Even now. Even when people are rioting and killing each other a couple miles

  away.




  Crazy. But that’s priorities, I guess.




  Five miles over the limit, I’m good for a few blocks. I hit a left on Imperial. Soon as I’m on it, I feel eyes on me, and you know for sure I’m not looking sideways at lights.

  My ass is only looking straight.




  Last thing I need is windows rolling down and some homeboy fronting me, asking me where I’m from.




  My blood feels fuzzy and fast in me when the Cork’n Bottle comes up, and I grip harder on the wheel than I need to as I cut behind a Dodge and slide right on a yellow light. I’m

  staring at the dash clock as I slip behind the store and park in the back lot they share with the tire store. It’s all empty.




  Forty-three minutes, that’s what I got left.




  7




  It’s brighter than daylight when I roll in through the back door, steady as I can on those wedge shoes. I scan the store and don’t see nobody but the clerk.

  He’s half bald, wearing a button-up shirt that’s not buttoned or tucked. He’s got dark circles under his eyes and a junkie shoulder slant to go with his wifebeater and black

  beard.




  He’s not Mexican, or Salvi even. He looks like something else, like Afghanistan or some shit. His arms are crossed on his chest as he’s watching dudes dash in and out the front door

  ripping open the coolers and snagging beer and Cokes while others stuff candy in their pockets. There’s three or four of them. Like an assembly line of looting. Or a disassembly line.

  Whatever it is, the clerk doesn’t care. He’s not about to get killed on account of this. Smart, I think, a man worth talking at.




  The gum’s up front. I quick-scan all the types and see it there, blue and shiny right in front of me.




  I say to the clerk, “You speak English?”




  He says sure, but he looks surprised anybody’s talking to him, so I hold a pack of that blueberry gum up in his face so he can’t fucking miss it.




  I say, “You know who buys this?”




  I’m looking up behind him at the camera focused on my side of the counter. It’s the perfect angle. Whenever Ernie’s killer bought gum, he’s on tape for sure. The clerk

  watches my eyes come back to him and he shrugs.




  “Gum is gum,” he says. “All the same.”




  I slip my feet outta them wedges and smirk at that shit. I can’t move fast in them. I could hop the fucking counter, put myself between him and the police button, and shove him hard

  against the cigarette case as I pull my .38 faster than he can see. I could put that shit under his chin, in the soft skin directly beneath the tongue. I could watch his eyes go big. Could muscle

  him as he tries to squirm away before figuring out I got too much leverage.




  I could, but I don’t.




  Instead, I just say, “Look, man, we know Julius owns this place and you don’t, so just give over the tapes and it’s all good.”




  I nod up at the camera and then to the door next to the coolers that leads to the back room, where they keep the tapes. This ain’t the first time anybody ever came in wanting tapes. People

  that own these stores don’t live in the neighborhood, but the employees sure as shit do. We know where their mamás live, their girlfriends, their babies too. When we ask, when

  anyone asks, they drop a dime like a motherfucker. It’s how it works.




  I rip some plastic bags out of the metal holster at the counter. The clerk blinks at me, but I’m not me. I’m dangerous.




  He sees it in my eyes and he gets it. We walk just the two of us to the storage closet. It’s full of monitors, cases of beer and toilet paper and chips everywhere, crowding the walls. Cool

  as hell, he hits eject-eject-eject on three VCRs and throws the tapes in one of them plastic bags.




  I point at the shelf of tapes above the machines. I say, “All them motherfuckers too.”




  He puts the tapes in the bags like he’s bagging groceries, stacking ’em right. Must be twenty tapes in both bags when I say, “You should prolly go home. No use standing around

  while they take everything.”




  He looks at the tapes and then back at my face.




  “And you never saw no girl taking tapes,” I say.




  He shrugs at that and I figure that’s the most I’m likely to get out of him, so I slide out of the closet and past an old man who’s half leaning into a cooler, fighting with a

  case of beer, his pockets stuffed with jerky, fitting to get away with all of it. Wow. You know that shit is none of my fucking business.




  I’m too busy snagging Lorraine’s wedges from under the front counter, jamming my feet in them, and slapping back out into the night the way I came, my blood buzzing like crazy. But I

  haven’t even taken four steps into the parking lot when I hear a guy’s voice behind me.




  “Hey, girl”—it’s all calm as fuck—“where you from?”




  8




  I got two fingers snaking down into the bag, touching the pistol handle as I turn. I don’t try to hide the bags behind me or nothing. That shit’s suspicious. I just

  pray it’s dark enough for whoever not to see the tapes in them and wonder why I got so many, and where that shit come from, and why the hell I need it.




  My heart sinks when I see who the voice belongs to.




  He’s taller than me by a head, wide shoulders, bald cholo style, and he’s standing a few steps from the doorway.




  Fuck.




  My stomach hates me for this. It punches up on my ribs to tell me so.




  He’s looking gee’d up too: khakis pressed, black tattoos you can kind of see through his undershirt that’s whiter than teeth in toothpaste commercials—all that. Worse

  though, he’s eyeing me and smiling. I can’t tell yet what kind of smile it is, or what he wants me to do about it.
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