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Prologue



CRANE HAD PLANNED the bank robbery for months. When he first saw Steve McQueen in The Thomas Crown Affair, he was struck by the feasibility of it all. Five doors in. Five doors out. Smoke bombs to mask the action. Getaway car ready at the drop. Divide the loot in a cemetery. Instead of Switzerland he’d fly to Rio with Marjorie and live like a king, dance in the streets at Carnival the way Orpheus and Eurydice did in Black Orpheus. True, it was just a movie. But in Crane’s mind the story was real, authentic with possibility, and something inside his brain clicked, the way new spark plugs bring a dead engine to life. So he set about a slow, methodical search of the L.A. basin for a bank where life could imitate art.

Nothing works in L.A. but he finds a small savings and loan in the all-white enclave of Calabasas in the west end of the valley. Middle of nowhere as far as black folks are concerned but freeway close. It doesn’t have five doors, but it has three—three will work. On the corner of a busy intersection with an entrance facing each one and a third in the unguarded parking lot. He cases it for months. Photographs it. Videotapes it. Builds a perfect balsa wood model complete with tin doors and cellophane windows. Knows how many employees, their schedules, days off, how many times they go to the bathroom, and what time they break for lunch. Only one guard at a time inside. What company has the security contract, how often they rotate, when each takes lunch, where they eat.

Crane knows where the police station is. How many cops. How many cars. Knows their cruise schedules and routes, how long it will take one to get to the bank on a sunny day. Just under a minute if they were in the vicinity. Four if they’re at the city line. He knows this from calling in a phony tip about a robbery in progress. Crane drives the city streets of Calabasas day and night until he knows every conceivable escape route. Attends funeral services of unknown people at every cemetery within ten miles of the city in every direction.

Silas is the muscle. Crane’s dog since a childhood of streets, juvenile halls, and city jails. They’ve had each other’s backs for as long as each can remember. Silas is a slim, muscular, rat-faced man with skin still blemished from childhood eczema, beady eyes that don’t trust white folks or the police, and a sixth sense about danger that keeps him alive on many occasions when he should’ve been dead. Crane won’t dare go into this operation if Silas says otherwise. But Silas likes it. He has always thought Crane was a little “crazy,” says this Calabasas bank deal just confirms it. Still, he likes it. Says he’s in.

Henry T is the driver. Tall and fair-skinned, with a crop of reddish brown hair he combs back in a Don King style, Crane never knew the source of Henry T’s nickname. Neither did Henry T. But he likes to steal cars, tear them down, rebuild them, sell them, steal them again. Henry T can build an engine from scratch blindfolded, stick it in a bucket, and challenge street racers all over L.A. He loves drag racing and young girls…too young, Crane thinks.

Marcus, Bo Bo, and Reese are the bagmen. Marcus is big and solid like a lineman for the L.A. Raiders. Coal black in color, he has African features of which he is justifiably proud. Crane often wondered why Marcus didn’t stay in school and try for a football scholarship. Marcus said school didn’t hold anything for him. They never taught him to read. So he became a strong-arm man. In and out of jail for robberies since his teens. Crane’s Calabasas bank job is just another robbery as far as Marcus is concerned. And that’s all right with Crane because he knows Marcus is reliable once he commits himself.

Bo Bo is the thief of the group. The booster. He can steal the watch off your wrist and you’d never know it, he’s so smooth. Short, dark, and with long thin arms that don’t seem to fit the body on which they’re attached, he was nicknamed Bo Bo as a child by a circus clown who resembled him. Bo Bo likes to drink…too much, Crane thinks. Still, Crane knows he can count on Bo Bo once he gives his word.

Reese is the con man of the group. They call him Pretty Boy because he has a sort of Denzel Washington profile, a flair for clothes, and a meticulous obsession with his relatively good looks that draws women to him like flies to rotten meat. He knows how to use his looks to live off women, to romance them, drain them dry of cash, and move on to the next one. An all-around hustler, he’ll lie, steal, cheat his own mother if he thinks it’ll bring him a buck. For this job Reese is perfect.

Tuesday is dress rehearsal. Everyone in costume. Crane reminds everyone to be on their p’s and q’s. The reason for the dress rehearsal: make the gang familiar with the bank. Practice being courteous to white folks standing in line. Say “yes sir” and “no ma’am” to the tellers whenever addressed. Say “good morning” and “do you think it’ll rain today?” and “have a pleasant evening” to the guards when they leave. No ghetto slang. Crane arrives first so he can watch the action. The others arrive at the bank in separate cars at seven-minute intervals, take up their positions, playing their roles. Crane observing for flaws in the plan. He doesn’t see any flaws but recognizes a problem—the rent-a-cop security guards. The bank is packed with white folks, but the guards never take their eyes off Crane’s team. No amount of courtesy and proper attire overrides white paranoia about five black men in the same location. As if there’s no one else in the bank. The solution is a last-minute diversion.

Marjorie.

Tall, jet black, and statuesque with firm thighs, well-defined calves, and an enormous chest all her own, Marjorie should be the ideal diversion. But she’s not. She’s a basehead. She’s gorgeous to look at but that’s as far as it goes. The team wants someone else. But she’s Crane’s girl and he lets his pussy-whipped mentality obscure good judgment. The team wants another rehearsal, give Marjorie time to familiar herself with the routine. But Crane says no. He’ll brief her himself. Big mistake.

January. Thursday. Raining. Tom Bradley is mayor. Police chief Darryl Gates chasing black folks all over L.A. like the great white hunter on safari in Africa. Sex, Lies and Videotape is still playing in the theaters, and Straight Outta Compton by NWA is headed platinum. The men all wearing three-piece suits, wigs, and false mustaches. Crane is in the vault on the pretext of checking his safety deposit box. Marcus at New Accounts. Bo Bo applying for a loan. Reese standing at the desk, fumbling with deposit slips. Silas in line. Marjorie is a knockout in a see-through raincoat, short tight skirt, blouse showing lots of cleavage, and a wig of Shirley Temple curls. She’s entertaining the fat white guard with stupid questions like what time the bank closes for lunch…dropping things from her purse on the floor and getting lots of help from the guard and other men standing in line. Everyone’s waiting for the smoke bombs to go off. Everything going like a charm until the guard starts walking toward the desk.

Marjorie is strung out, paranoid, thinks the guard is on to them. She suddenly flips out, jumps on his back knocking him down, struggling for his gun. Teller hits the security button before the smoke bombs go off. Nobody moves for ten seconds waiting for them to explode. Cops and helicopter on their way. Four minutes suddenly become two…maybe less. Silas handles the patrons, puts them on the floor. Children laugh and giggle, think it’s a game. Some women scream, start to cry. A man pees in his pants. Everybody goes over the counter, grabs what cash they can, runs for the station wagon. Marjorie still struggling with the guard, his gun firing wildly in the air, somehow shoots himself in the thigh, drops the gun but manages to hold on to Marjorie. Crane rushes to her rescue, frees her but the guard grabs Crane, pulls his weight on top. Cop car collides with a truck on the way, delays them by a minute. Marjorie makes the getaway car in a dead run, the station wagon turning onto the rain-slickened street at normal speed just as the cops pass them going the other way. In the end it’s the rehearsals, Crane’s constant militarylike discipline, and a little luck from Mother Nature that saves them. It’s close, but he gets them all out. Unidentified.

Crane isn’t so lucky.

The surveillance camera shows lots of smoke but no faces. They get away with only forty-eight grand. State case will only be seven to ten but the Feds want it because of the elaborate scheme, thoroughness of the planning, wounding of the guard. No bail for bank robbers. Crane sits in county jail two years while they decide. Watches Rodney King make history, L.A. burn like Kuwaiti oil fires.

At his trial prosecutors dub Crane the “Motion Picture Bank Robber,” show the jury clips from The Thomas Crown Affair, the professionally handcrafted balsa wood model.

And Crane’s journal. The blueprint that outlines the heist in meticulous detail…maps…photographs…surprisingly well-drawn diagrams with three-dimensional characters at various stages of the heist…timelines…employee shift changes…rehearsals…occasional references to the movie itself. Prosecutors read passages from the journal, point out the similarities to Steve McQueen’s character in the thoroughness of the planning. Hand-picking his own men for the heist. The only difference between the Calabasas job and the movie, prosecutors point out—Crane didn’t need to hide behind the glare of bright lights to conceal his identity. He handpicked men he knew. But the journal didn’t mention any names. Just referred to them as #1 and #2 and #3 and #4. The driver was #5. Rehearsing them until they could do it in their sleep. Even snippets of conversations the team members are to have with the bank customers and tellers. They didn’t have to think. Just perform. And they did. If you didn’t know better, the prosecutors said, you’d think the journal was a storyboard for a screenplay. TV newscasters played on that and had a field day. Split-screen TV showed clips from the movie and simultaneous storyboard artistic renderings from the journal as newscasters voiced-over the action from Crane’s notes.

They offer him a deal to plea down if he’ll name his accomplices. Crane refuses, gets twenty-five years to life on special circumstances because the guard shot himself. No credit for time served.

The guard is branded a hero by the press. He gets a book deal and takes a meeting at Paramount.

First six months are the hardest for Crane. After that, time doesn’t matter.

Twenty-five years to life.
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Ten years later…

IT ALL STARTED AFTER DINNER for the third-tier cons. He’d settled in the rec room to watch Training Day starring Denzel Washington. There were mostly blacks and a few Mexicans in the audience. The film didn’t appeal to many white cons. Talbot Needham, a big, burly white guard with flat feet, premature gray hair, and rotten teeth tapped Crane on the shoulder with his baton just as the lights dimmed, motioned with his finger for him to follow.

“Warden wants to see you, Crane,” he said when they were on the ramp. He motioned for Crane to hold out his hand and right foot.

Crane asked, “What’s Warden Moffett want with me?” He held up his right foot for chains. Needham snapped shackles on first one foot, then the other. “What the hell I do, Needham?”

“You know better than to ask that, Crane. You been here a while. If the warden wants to see you, he wants to see you. Move.” Needham placed his baton between Crane’s shoulders, pushed him forward against the weighted inertia of noisy chains.

They walked the length of third-tier, entered the atrium, walked down three flights of stairs and out across the yard to the administration building. Once admitted, they climbed two flights of green steel spiral stairs that opened to a long wood-paneled corridor. A slow five-minute walk brought them to the warden’s office. The massive teak door was flanked by two white guards Crane didn’t know. The tall one—young, crewcut hair, polished shoes, and Marine Corps discipline—patted him down. The short one—older, heavier, experienced, with G. Gordon Liddy square jaw and deep-set malicious eyes—knocked on the door three times. A deep booming voice Crane recognized as Moffett thundered permission to enter and when they did, it was into an office whose atmosphere was saturated with corruption.

Cranford Moffett had been warden of Marion Federal Penitentiary for as long as Crane had been an inmate. Before that he had run Leavenworth and a host of other prisons. In his late fifties, tall and powerfully built, his resonating baritone voice had earned him the nickname of “The Speaker” among prison inmates.

Flanked on either side of his massive mahogany desk by two more white guards whose corrupt faces paled in comparison to the warden’s and who could have been Olympic wrestlers, Moffett motioned for Crane to sit down next to three other inmates similarly shackled. Surprised by their presence, Crane shuffled to an empty seat, chains rattling. Collectively known as the “Committee,” these men headed up the three gangs that ran the prisons of America.

 

A white boy in his thirties with a massive upper torso that supported a neck wider than his skull, P. J. was head of the Aryan Brotherhood. He hated anything that wasn’t white. Underneath his uniform Crane had seen the massive tattoo across his chest that said WHITE POWER along with the Nazi insignia. P. J. was a skinhead, and his shaved, pale skull also sported tattoos of hatred.

Jimmy “José” Garcia was head of Marion’s Mexican Mafia. A small, slightly built man in his fifties, his jet-black hair was pulled back into a long ponytail that hung to his waist. He too carried authority in numerous tattoos under his uniform: the largest one reading LA FAMILIA, numerous smaller ones on his arms and neck, and a teardrop tattoo below his left eye.

The black inmate was Lee “The Bear” Douglas, who ran the Black Gorilla family. A large man with a massive tattoo of a black bear on both chest and back, Bear fronted a gold tooth over his incisor, while a diamond-studded earring pierced his right lobe. His head was shaved bald. Younger than the others by at least a decade, Bear had made Crane his dog shortly after his arrival at Marion.

A guard stood behind each of the chairs, and as Crane reached his, Needham took up his position. Knowing the protocol required, Crane accorded each inmate respect before acknowledging the warden, but slapping Bear’s hand to show where his allegiance lay. When he finally looked over to the warden, Moffett said, “Glad you could join us, Crane.”

Crane asked, still suspicious, “What am I supposed to have done?”

“Nothing, dog,” Bear said. “Speaker got a proposition for you.”

“Warden Moffett, Douglas,” said Needham, threatening.

Bear turned around, looked silently at Needham with raised eyebrows of contempt.

“A proposition? What kind of proposition? What’s this all about, anyway?”

“We have a problem, Crane,” Moffett began, “and we think you might be able to help us. We need,” he said cautiously, “to get our hands on something that will benefit everyone.” He sat back in his chair, eyes taking in the entire room. “It belongs,” he went on, gray eyes moving across the faces of the gang members in turn, taking them in, “to these gentlemen here and to me.”

Thinking he was being accused of theft, Crane blurted out defensively, “I haven’t taken nothin’ from them or you.” His eyes, still suspicious, now fearful, darted from the faces of the convicts to Moffett. He started to stand but the powerful meaty hand of Needham slammed down on his left shoulder, pushed him back in his seat, chains rattling.

“Nigga,” said Bear impatiently, “ain’t nobody said you did. What? You got a guilty conscience or somethin’?”

“I’m just saying I ain’t ripped nobody off. That’s all.”

“We know that, you muthafucka,” said P. J. “Why don’t you do us all a favor and shut the fuck up and let him finish?”

“As I was saying, Crane,” Warden Moffett went on, “we need some way to get our hands on this item and figure you just might be the one who could help us do that.” The warden looked Crane levelly in the eyes, drawing him in.

“Well,” said Crane, “what is it?”

“A trunk,” said Bear. “A big-ass muthafuckin’ trunk like the kind you seen on the Titanic. ’Member them old-time steamer-type trunks they showed them rich white folks loadin’ up?” Crane remembered the movie…remembered every Titanic movie Hollywood made. He nodded his head.

Crane said, “Steamer trunk. All right. What’s in it?”

“That’s not important, homes,” said José softly behind steely black eyes, lilting Latin accent. “Not for you. We just need you to get it for us. That’s all.”

“All right,” said Crane, confused. “Where is it?”

“Here,” said Moffett, sitting up, handing Crane a photograph across the wide expanse of the desk. Crane looked at the photograph and laughed, but stopped when he noticed the others were silent. He looked at the photograph again.

“It’s in this building, you say?” he asked, still fishing.

Warden Moffett leaned across the top of his desk and with a long steel ruler pointed to a spot on the photograph. “In a room on the top floor. That’s where it is.”

“And this building is where?”

“Los Angeles,” said the warden.

“What do you want from me?”

P. J. was restless. Impatient. “Jesus, Crane. We gotta spell shit out for you? We need you to tell us how to get the trunk from point A there”—and he pointed to the photograph with his fingers from across the space—“to point B here!” and he slammed both hands on the armrests of his seat, chains rattling.

“Well, who’s got it now?” Crane asked.

“We’ve got it, you dumb muthafucka,” cried P. J. “At least our people have it.”

Crane said, “I don’t understand. Just have them bring it here, why don’t you? Seems simple enough.”

“But it’s not,” said Moffett. “The building is under surveillance. DOJ has been on the trunk since it arrived.”

The fog was beginning to clear. Department of Justice. A trunk full of drugs. Crooked inmates. Crooked warden. Crooked guards.

“I see,” said Crane. “You want me to devise some kind of plan your people can use to get the trunk out the building without the Feds knowing. Right?”

P. J. slumped in his chair, long thick arms dangling between his legs, chains scraping the floor. “Finally,” he said.

Crane bristled. He said to P. J., “Well, if you’d said that in the beginning instead of all this double talk—”

“Fuck you, nigga,” P. J. said.

“No, fuck you, you punk-ass faggot white boy!” Crane snapped. He tried to stand but Needham shoved him down hard, his chains rattling in his lap. “I’ll tell you who you can fuck. You can fuck your mama first. And then your sista and—”

“Shut up. Both of you,” Moffett boomed loudly, his deafening voice filling the room. “We’re here for mutual interests. Let’s remember that.” He looked at Crane. “We had to be sure, Crane. You can understand that. Right?” he said, voice returning to its normal but still slightly thunderous pitch.

“We don’t usually bring cons in on Committee business, dog,” Bear said.

“Why me?” Crane asked, still fingering the photograph, eyes spitting hostile glances at P. J.

“Because you the famous bank robber, homes,” José said, genuine admiration behind the words. “You’re a legend. Your shit is poetry in motion. If the girl hadn’t broke, even you would’ve got out of Dodge. You got a bad break. But it was beautiful to watch, homes. Smooth, like in the movies.”

Crane stifled the urge to smile, thought of The Thomas Crown Affair. It took great effort for Crane to conceal his pride. He kept his eyes on the photograph until the moment passed, then looked up at Moffett. “I guess I can give you a couple of ideas to pass on to your people in L.A.” he said, placing the photo on the desk.

The room exploded in laughter. Guards. Moffett. Gang leaders.

“The dumb shit still doesn’t understand,” grunted P. J., bending over, head hanging down as if straining on a toilet.

“Just a couple of ideas, homes?” José managed to say, laughing, but not as loudly as the others.

“Yeah,” said Crane, not reading behind the humor. “A couple of ideas. What more do you want? L.A. is two thousand miles away and I’m here twenty-five to life.”

Moffett’s laughter stopped as abruptly as it had begun. “That could be changed,” he said as the laughter died.

Crane wasn’t sure he’d heard Moffett correctly. He said, “What did you say, Mister Moffett?”

“I said it could be changed,” the warden repeated.

“That’s the proposition, dog,” said Bear, bringing manacled hands to Crane’s shoulder. “Warden gonna spring you from here. Send you to L.A. to get our shit.”

“Go to L.A.? Serious?”

“As a heart attack, homes.”

Crane was in shock. He looked at Moffett as if seeing him for the first time.

“You figure out a way to get our trunk from under the noses of the Feds—your twenty-five to life is history,” Moffett declared from across the desk. “No DOJ record. No Federal Bureau of Prison record. Nothing. Nada. Everything about Alonzo Crane is deleted from DOJ’s computer. You’ll be a free man, Crane. Probably have to change your name. Get a new social security number. New identity and all. Can’t see that being a problem for you.”

“You down for this, dog?” asked Bear, envious.

“The fuck you think!” Crane said. “But let me make sure I understand what Mister Moffett is saying. If I can come up with a plan to get your trunk and deliver it here—”

“Not here, Crane,” the warden interrupted quickly. “You won’t deliver it here. Pick a safe place. Our people will take it from there.”

“All right,” said Crane. “And if I do that you’ll fix it so I won’t do any more time? Have I heard you correctly?”

Warden Moffett leaned back in his chair heavily, crossed his legs.

“You have,” he said. “Of course, if you don’t want to do this,” Moffett went on, “then no hard feelings.” Suddenly Moffett sat up and leaned back across the desk, eyes burning into Crane’s. “And this meeting never took place. Understand?”

“It’s a new chance at life, homes,” said José, looking at the warden but speaking to Crane. “A chance to be free. And how often does that happen to someone here? You’d better take it while you can, homes.”

What Crane understood was that no hard feelings meant he wouldn’t live another twenty-four hours. He knew what happened to inmates who refused the Committee. Not even his friendship with Bear could protect him. More important, he had always benefited from providence—when he recognized it. No one with another fifteen years in prison would refuse an offer of freedom regardless of the danger. And since it would be his plan, he felt he could control the danger to a large degree. Still, something about the offer troubled him.

“What guarantee do I have you won’t change your mind when it’s all over?” He asked, addressing himself more to Moffett than the others. “How do I know you’ll keep your word—won’t roll over on me, play me for a chump?”

P. J. said, “Warden Moffett doesn’t want a prison riot on his hands, Crane. Especially one that starts in his joint and spreads across the country. Which is exactly what’ll happen if he rolls over on you. Isn’t that right, Mister Moffett?” P. J. was anything but subtle with his threat.

Moffett yawned. “Who wants that?” he said, agreeing.

“And, homes,” José added, leaning forward to look around Bear and catch Crane’s eyes, “If you’re thinking of running out on us—don’t! There’s no place in America you can hide. Nowhere in the world you can go we won’t find you. Remember that. For the moment, your freedom is ours to give—or take away. You remember that, homes. This is not a game.”

Crane said, “I’m no fool,” gratitude and reproof in his voice. “I’ll hold up my end.”

“That’s why we chose you, homes. Because you’re smart. And you’re no fool.”

“Word,” said Bear, touching manacled fists with José.

“All right then,” Crane said, picking up the photograph, studying it once again. “I’ll need some time to work things out. A week. Maybe two. How long will the trunk be there?”

Bear said, “Until you come for it, bro.”

Crane nodded, satisfied. He said, “I’ll need more pictures. Maps. Anything else you can get on the building will help.”

Warden Moffett pushed himself back from the desk, opened a drawer, withdrew a large brown envelope, and handed it to Crane. “We anticipated that,” he said, smiling, gray eyes pleased with himself.

Crane took the envelope, leafed through its contents without removing them, sealed it back up. “Good,” he said. “Now, I’ll need some front money. About ten grand should do.”

“What for, dog?” Bear asked.

“Planning. Equipment. Supplies. I’ll need to pull a team together. Six. Maybe seven men. That costs money.”

“You could use some of our people,” P. J. suggested. “Save money.”

“Thanks but no thanks,” Crane said, shaking his head. “I choose my own team. It’s not negotiable.” The balance of power had shifted in Crane’s favor. He was taking control now.

Bear said, “Everything’s negotiable, bro.”

“Not this.”

“You been here ten years,” said P. J., “How you gonna pull any team together?”

“People owe me.”

“If they’re still around. What do you do if they’re not?” José wanted to know.

“Like Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind, I’ll worry about that tomorrow.”

“You’ll worry about it today, Crane,” Moffett thundered across the desk. “We’ll arrange a place for you to stay in L.A. and a contact man,” Moffett went on, scribbling on a yellow pad. “The money will be there before you.”

“When can we see your plan?” P. J. wanted to know.

“You don’t,” Crane said, growing bolder.

“Muthafuck if we don’t,” cried P. J. “You think we just gonna let you take chances with our shit and not know what you up to? In your dreams, muthafucka!”

Crane said, “That’s how I work.”

“Not this time,” P. J. said, agitated, trying to stand, being pushed back down by his guard, chains rattling in his lap.

Crane tossed the envelope back at Moffett, sat back in his seat, relaxed.

“Fine,” he said. “Get someone else. I go tell you the plan…may as well put it on CNN…start selling tickets. I don’t work that way. You said I was poetry,” and Crane turned to look at José. “If you believe that, it was because of good planning. I never let my right hand know what the left is doing until the last possible minute. I don’t intend to change that. So if I can’t do it my way, you get someone else. I’m out,” said Crane, playing poker, bluffing.

José was silent. He looked at Crane for a long time, studying his face for truth. He brought his manacled hands first to P. J.’s shoulder, then to Bear’s. “We have a lot to lose, homes, if you fail.”

Crane said, “And if I fail, what? I come back to the joint? Lose my freedom?”

José said, “Maybe your life, homes. I can green-light you in less than a second.”

Crane turned to Moffett. “So that’s the way it is? No margin for error. That what you’re telling me, Mister Moffett?”

The gray eyes blinked hard before the booming voice escaped.

“Failure,” he said, “has never been in my vocabulary, Crane.”

Crane now understood fully. The offer was conditioned on success only.

“Then you’d better let me do it my way if that’s the case. ’Cause for what you want I’m the closest thing to a guarantee you’ll ever get.”

The room was silent for what seemed like a long time. Each looked at the other, weighing the odds. Finally José nodded to Moffett. It was barely perceptible, but Moffett saw it and took his cue. He picked up the envelope and handed it back across the desk to Crane.

“All right, Crane,” he said reluctantly, “your way. I hope for all our sakes, but especially yours, Crane, that what you come up with will deliver the goods.”

Crane didn’t smile. He wanted to. But now was not the time. He would smile when he was really free. He studied the envelope. A long-forgotten movie popped in his head, followed by a second. Soon there were others. A myriad of heist films that spanned a century began flooding his brain. And then it suddenly came to him, the entire plan, beginning to end, and he knew then he could pull it off and he knew how.

“Mister Moffett,” he said, asserting control again, “I’ll get your trunk for you. Trust me. The Feds’ll never see it coming. Because what I have in mind,” and with this he began to laugh, more to himself than the others, “you only see in the movies.”
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AN UNSEASONABLE SEPTEMBER FOG had stolen across the sweltering L.A. basin and settled for a day-long stay in the hills just below the HOLLYWOOD sign, temporarily shielding the eyesore of cheap unpainted duplexes and chipped graffiti-marred two-story stucco apartment houses that lined the decaying backstreets of a Hollywood long gone. On Whitley Avenue, just north of Hollywood Boulevard, a five-story transient hotel, the Royalty—converted from its days of grandeur during Hollywood’s golden age—dominated the street. Now serving as a beacon for the dispossessed, it was a crowded ant colony housing an ethnic assortment of addicts, prostitutes, runaways, dope dealers, thieves, gangbangers, parolees, and other lowlifes. Two of them lived on the fourth floor in a cramped single facing the alley. Loud music signaled they were home.

The soft hissing of the shower was barely audible over the desperate wailing of Nirvana on the boombox. A girl sat naked on a bed whose size turned the dusty room into a matchbox. Her back curved slightly to support a head covered with a forest of wild blond hair. Her attractive face was a web of freckles that trapped a pair of soft blue eyes, slightly crooked nose sporting a gold ring in the left nostril, and a mouth whose full, pouty lips, when not smiling, guarded a fortress of perfectly straight teeth and an experienced tongue with a gold stud in the center. Firm, sexy legs crossed over and under one another as they balanced a lap tray covered with ever-decreasing lines of cocaine disappearing into the 7-Eleven straw married to her nose. Well conditioned and muscled, the smooth inside of her right thigh bore a tattoo that read ENTER HERE with a long arrow creeping up to and stopping just short of her neatly manicured crotch. Large pink ring-pierced nipples dominated the tight, rounded contours of melon-sized breasts that moved with every short, jerky rhythm of her breathing. SUCK HARD was tattooed on her left breast and fed a short arrow that pointed to her nipple. Through her navel protruded a gold stud on the end of which was attached a large-faceted zirconium that matched the six smaller ones decorating the rim of her right ear.

The shower stopped. A tall, strikingly dark, well-developed black man strode into the room behind frantic movements of a towel over limbs still dripping wet. His color was that of coal. Nose broad and crooked as if he’d been in one too many fights. His mouth was not unduly large, but the scar that crossed and distorted his lower lip gave him the appearance of a perpetual smile. His head was small and pointed, but the massive crown of dreadlocks gave the impression it was larger and he much older than his twenty-eight years of hard living.

He hammered a tight black fist onto the switch of the boombox, plunging the room into a silence that matched the approaching twilight. Trixie looked up, jerked her head in his direction. Stuporous slow-motion eyes caught up, squinted, bringing him into focus. “Cut that shit off,” he snapped. “Muthafucka’s dead. You play the same shit over and over and over again twenty-four-seven. Play Snoop, or Busta Rhymes, or Jay-Z if you in a funk bag. But not that Nirvana shit. Fuck that.”

“Nirvana is life, Duffy.”

“You mean death, Trixie. Can you understand dead, like six feet below where we livin’?”

“Nirvana is God.”

“Nirvana is a dead white boy. A dead, whacked-out white boy who couldn’t hang in his own world. He ain’t no God.”

“Nirvana is life itself,” she said, seeming not to hear him.

“Maybe to cokeheads like you and all them other whacked-out white boys. He don’t mean shit to niggas.”

“Stop calling me a cokehead, Duffy. I just use it now and then for special occasions like today.”

Duffy said, “All right, so you’re a special occasion cokehead. What’re you celebrating today?”

Trixie said, “My birthday. I’m twenty-one.”

Duffy’s expression told her he’d forgotten. He winced.

“No shit. Happy birthday, baby.” He leaned over, kissed her lightly on the cheek, apologizing.

Trixie said, “You didn’t remember?” She couldn’t believe he’d forgotten, wondered just how much she really meant to him. “Said you’d get me a card and take me someplace special.”

Duffy straightened, shook his dreads violently, splashing out remnants of water. “I’m sorry, baby,” he said. “Had a lot on my mind this week what with Crane gettin’ out and all the runnin’ around I had to do for him.”

“You didn’t even fuck me last night,” she went on, face of freckles twisted in genuine hurt. “You could’ve at least fucked me, Duffy. That would’ve been something.” Trixie pushed the tray to the side, lay back on the bed, legs open, inviting.

Duffy tried to look away. “Haven’t got time for this right now, Trixie. We gotta meet his train at ten.”

“Then make time, Duffy. It’s my birthday. Fuck me.” She moved her legs back and forth, the studded tongue wetting pouty lips, her slow-moving eyelids speaking silently.

Duffy’s resistance nearly faltered. He said, “Crane is business, Trixie. Money. Lots of Benjamins. I’m not gonna blow it. Not behind pussy!”

“I’m your business, Duffy. I bring in money, so you take care of me like you would any business investment.”

Business investment. She had been at first. Nothing more. Just another white girl he picked up in a Payless shoe store looking for a place to stay and a daddy. It was easy to pimp her the same as it was Camilla and Laquita. But something happened between him and Trixie that didn’t happen with the others. It wasn’t the pussy. He couldn’t really say it was because she was white—he’d had white girls long before Trixie. And it wasn’t her looks, although she was certainly a knockout. He couldn’t really explain it and it bothered him that he couldn’t. Her loyalty maybe. He really didn’t know. But he was strung out behind Trixie the way she was strung out behind cocaine. His nose was so wide open for her a Mack truck would fit inside. He denied it to others, of course. He wouldn’t dare let his homies know he was actually strung out behind one of his whores. They’d laugh him off Crenshaw. Him, Duffy the player, got his nose open behind one of his whores? Naw, not Duffy. But it was true. God, how it was true.

“Yeah, you bring in money,” he heard himself saying. “But not the kind of bank he’s talking about. He’s gonna make us rich, baby. I’m talking Michael Jordan rich. I mean we gettin’ ready to blow up big time. Understand?”

Again Trixie seemed not to hear. Her legs continued to move, demanding attention. She said, “It’s my birthday and I want you to fuck me.”

“Trixie—”

“My birthday, Duffy—”

Duffy’s eyes caught the flash of the zirconium and the slow subtle movements of her limbs. He knew there were times he couldn’t resist her. But this shouldn’t be one of them. Not now. Crane was more important. Still…God, she was so beautiful, the way she looked at him, her powder blue eyes flashing, full lips so inviting. Damn, he hated giving in to her like this. He just hated it. But he knew he would.

He didn’t notice the towel fall from his fingers. Was hardly aware of moving toward her, on top of her, his tongue caressing the stud in hers, hands massaging her breasts. His teeth jerking first one nipple then the other, sending soft tight screams of painful pleasure into his ear. His tongue caressing the navel zirconium, then finding the sweet moistness between her legs where it probed until she begged him inside. Trixie was a crescendo of screams as he found his rhythm, her legs wrapped around his waist, heels drumming his butt like a rider spurring a horse to gallop. When she felt him stiffen, knew he was about to come, she thrust herself violently up, forcing him even deeper inside as her legs locked around him, preventing escape.

“Motherfucker!” she screamed as her moment joined his in the paralysis of rapture that consumed them, their breathing deep and rapid, bodies drenched in sweat.

When it was over they lay together a long time in silence, her leg between his, fingers stroking his chest, lips nibbling his ear in gratitude.

Duffy nodded when she said, “Thank you.”

Duffy said, “Happy birthday.”

Finally he opened his eyes, seeing curled flecks of dead paint hanging from the ceiling. He reached over, fingered his Rolex.

“Time to go, baby.” He sat up, pulled her up beside him. “Birthday party’s over.”

“Tell me about Crane,” Trixie asked when they had showered and were drying. Duffy brought the towel to his waist, fastened it tightly, and pulled out clothes from the lone battered chest of drawers that supported an aging black and white TV with a clothes hanger antenna.

“Met him in the joint when I caught my last case,” he said, not looking at her.

Trixie said, “Where was that?”

Duffy said, “Marion. Federal joint in Illinois. Did three years there before they transferred me out here to Lompoc my last six months. Crane’s a genius. I idolize the nigga. Everybody knows him does.”

Trixie said, “You idolize a con?”

“Like I said, Crane’s a genius. Smart nigga from the old school. I learned a lot from him.”

“Smart? The motherfucker wound up in the joint. What does that tell you?”

“You wouldn’t understand,” Duffy said. “Crane said he got a plan gonna make us rich. Michael Jordan rich. Know what I’m sayin’?”

Trixie said, “Yeah, right. What was he in for?”

Duffy said, “Bank robbery. He caught twenty-five years to life.”

“Twenty-five years? He must be old as dirt?”

“Not really. He only did a dime.”

Trixie said, “Ten years? He caught a federal case for bank robbery and just did a dime? No way. With the Feds you have to do ninety percent of your time. The man would have to do twenty-two and a half before they’d even look at him. How’d he get away with only ten years?”

Duffy didn’t know and said so. But he’d asked Crane the same question when he’d first got word he was getting out and wanted to hook up with him. Crane had told him his conviction got overturned on a technicality.

“Cool,” said Trixie, slipping on Guess jean cutoffs. “But why business with a con?” she asked, betraying concern.

“I told you—’cause he’s smart. That’s why. Let’s face it—nigga got hisself out of a twenty-five-year stretch. That’s a hell of a lot smarter than the niggas still there. Why not him? Shit!” Duffy put on green Tommy Hilfiger pants, a tan Tommy Hilfiger T-shirt, and a pair of brown polished Florsheim pull-ons. He fastened a one-inch gold-link chain around his neck and slipped a matching gold bracelet over his right wrist.

Trixie said, “All right. So what’s this Crane got planned? He gonna sucker you into another bank robbery or something like that?” Her displeasure for Crane was already growing by the moment.

Duffy said, “Ain’t no bank robbery, Trixie. And if it was, I wouldn’t be down for nothin’ like that. I’m taking penitentiary chances as it is, right? But I ain’t no North Hollywood bank robber, baby. Know what I’m saying?”

“Glad to hear that, at least,” she said, relieved. “So what kind of scheme you figure’ll make you rich and all if it isn’t a bank robbery?”

“You sure ask a lotta questions for a white girl.”

“Why is everything so racial with you, Duffy? You always throw that in my face—‘You’re a white girl.’ I know I’m a white girl. I don’t have to be reminded. And besides, what’s wrong with being a white girl? You sure as hell enjoy fucking me every chance you get!”

She was right, of course. He did. But it wasn’t because she was white. There was just something about his attraction to her he couldn’t explain. Maybe because he trusted her. Yeah. Maybe that was it. Because he sure as hell didn’t trust any other woman…black or white. Didn’t really trust any man. Except Crane. He trusted Crane. He’d trust Crane with his life if he had to.

Duffy said, “Damn, baby. Ease up. Don’t get your little flat white ass all in a funk bag.”

“There you go again,” Trixie said, spitting out her annoyance. “That’s what I’m talking about, Duffy. How’d you like it if I went around calling you nigger this and nigger that all the time?”

“Trixie,” he said, latent menace in his voice, “you’d only say that once ’cause I’d smash my muthafuckin’ fist in your mouth and knock your little vanilla ass through that window, you cokehead!”

Enraged, Trixie balled up her fist, swung at his face. “You fucker, you—” Duffy caught her wrist in midair, forced it down and behind her back, pulling her to him, holding her tightly.

“Don’t make me hurt you, Trixie.”

“Yeah, right. I’m shaking all over, you motherfucker.” She tried to wrench free but Duffy pressed her even closer, bending her arm up behind just enough to cause a wince of pain.

“Duffy, my arm—”

“Just chill. All right? Ain’t no thing but an expression. S’all it is. It’s just you be askin’ me questions about Crane I can’t answer.” He continued to hold her until he felt the anger drain from her body, then released his grip. She pushed away, freeing her arm. Hostile eyes avoided his as she brushed past him, snatched a halter from off the bureau. Slipping it on, she struggled to adjust it sufficiently to cover the puffed-out bulk of her breasts to make it legal, but not so far down as to obscure her bare midriff and navel zirconium. She dropped on the bed to fasten Banana Republic platforms.

“Can’t answer?” she asked cynically, eyes looking past him. “Or won’t?”

“The answer is, I don’t know, baby. Crane can’t say nothin’ about nothin’ till he gets out. All right? He just asked me to look up some niggas for him. That’s all I know. But I’ll get the four-one-one tonight when we pick him up, know what I’m saying?”

He bent down to kiss her cheek. She turned away, avoiding his eyes, hurt not yet melted away. “That’s all you had to say, Duffy,” she said, her voice softening. “You didn’t have to hurt my arm.”

He tried to sound apologetic. “I’m sorry, baby. But you know better ’n to get all up in my face. Know what I mean?”

Trixie said, “You called me a cokehead after I asked you not to.”

“I said I was sorry, didn’t I? Don’t go pushin’ your luck, all right?”

Trixie accepted his apology for what it was, but it was the first time she’d seen this side of him, this dark, violent side, and it made her uneasy. She realized too for the first time how little Duffy knew about her, how little she really knew about him, and that now, she wasn’t really sure she wanted to know any more. She said, “And leave the white girl shit out of it from now on.” She stood, still not looking at him, walked to a half-broken mirror attached to the door. She swiped a large comb through her hair, put on Chanel’s Vamp blue-black lipstick, finished it with gloss, and put a swipe of Fendi behind her ear. She slipped a dozen rings on ten fingers, gave herself the once-over at the mirror.

“I’m ready. You?”

Duffy looked at his Rolex. “We only got half an hour.”

“We’ll make it.”

“Got any cash?”

“How much you need?”

“How much you got, Trixie?”

“Enough,” she said, a trace of bad feeling still in her voice. She’d remember this, Duffy nearly breaking her arm over bullshit. If this was going to be the future she’d better start thinking about getting out.

“C’mon, let’s go.”

Duffy checked himself in the mirror, sprayed on too much Polo cologne. He wedged a small diamond-and-ruby ring on the middle finger of his left hand. “Hold up a minute,” he said, rushed. “My piece—”

Trixie looked at him sharply. “You need that just to pick up a friend?”

Duffy ignored her. He reached behind the bureau, withdrew a plastic bag, unwrapped it, pulled out a 9mm pistol. He ejected the clip, counted sixteen rounds, slammed it back in, cocked the action. He reached behind and wedged it in his waistband, covering it with his shirt. He said, “Now we ready to get Crane.”
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