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To those most special,

Patti, Rachael, Roger, and Billy

and to the memories of my legendary mentors,

District Attorney Frank S. Hogan and Henry Robbins





In the beginning…



IT WAS ONE OF THOSE LOVELY EARLY JUNE EVENINGS in New York City when the new leaves on the trees were still lime green, and the salt air was blowing in from the harbor fresh and warm as a cup of espresso at the Ferrara café on Grand Street.

Several blocks west of that hundred-year-old institution, Roger Karp stood with his twin sons on the sidewalk where Grand crossed Crosby, soaking in the last rays of the setting sun. Giancarlo had his face turned to the west like a sunflower, smiling serenely behind dark Ray Charles glasses. But Zak was obviously troubled, frowning and kicking at the curb. Finally he said, “I still don’t understand why that baby had to die. Why does God let good people die and bad people live?”

The question caught Karp—Butch to all who knew him, the current district attorney for the county of New York—off guard. Several weeks earlier, the eleven-year-old boys had surprised him by asking if they could study for the bar mitzvah—the right of passage into manhood for Jewish boys—and then he’d surprised himself even more by agreeing to help teach their classes.

The whole family seemed to have embarked on spiritual quests. His wife, Marlene Ciampi, and their daughter, Lucy, were trying to “find themselves” in the New Mexican desert, and now the boys. But he didn’t consider himself to be on particularly good terms with God dating back to the death of his mother when he was in high school. Yet, here I am, left to field questions from the twins that I don’t know if I have the answers to, he thought.

At the last class, they’d discussed the biblical story of David and Bathsheba, in which God caused the couple’s firstborn son to die because of their sins. The boys thought that was unfair to the baby, and he didn’t really have an answer to their complaints as he thought so, too. He tried to show that it was a story about actions having sometimes unforeseen consequences, and thought he’d made his point.

However, Zak was obviously still troubled, and Karp wanted to say something meaningful. For some reason, the question had brought to mind his mother, her beautiful face thin and drawn by her battle with cancer, in pain and desiring the peace of death. It was the most painful time of his life, yet all that he would become had been determined then.

“I don’t really know, Zak,” he said. “All I can say is that there seems to be a sort of economy to the world, a sort of balancing act. I don’t even know if there’s a grand plan to all of it, or if that’s just the way it is. But sometimes you have to wonder: What if we could change the past when something bad happens? Would that always be a good thing?

“For instance, what if that baby had lived? David and Bathsheba had another son later, you know. His name was Solomon, and he became the wisest of all kings. There’s a story about how two women once came to his court, both of them claiming to be the mother of a baby boy. He listened to the women and announced that he couldn’t decide who the real mother was. So he ordered his men to cut the child in two and give half to each woman.”

“Oh great,” Zak complained, “another baby gets whacked.”

“Well, no, because one of the women pleaded with the king not to kill the boy. ‘Let her have the child,’ she said. And you know what happened?”

“No,” the boys answered dutifully.

“Solomon said he knew that she was the real mother because she would rather have lost her baby than let him be hurt. So he gave her the child…it was a test.”

“Pretty smart,” Zak conceded.

“Yes, it was,” Karp said. “But more than that were the larger concepts we got from Solomon that became part of the foundation of western law and civilization. In this case, holding impartial hearings to weigh the evidence in front of wise people in the community to settle disputes with justice.

“But getting back to your question, Zak, what if the first son of David and Bathsheba had lived and became the next king of Israel? Maybe we would have never even heard of Solomon. And would the first child have been as good a king? Would he have been fair and wise? Or would he have waged unjust wars, murdered innocent people, and made life-and-death decisions according to his whims? Would the world we live in today be worse or better?”

Karp paused. There was a time he didn’t believe what he was telling the boys, and he wasn’t sure of it even now. “So maybe in the economy of the world…,” he closed his eyes and tried to recall an image of his mother before the disease, her smile and laughter, “…maybe there is a reason why bad things happen to good people, even if it also hurts the people who love them.”

He opened his eyes. The facades of the taller buildings in the Financial Center that faced the sun were anointed in a golden glow as befitted the financial capital of the world, the windows reflecting the ending of the day like newly minted bullion. Rising from the streets and sidewalks, the symphony of traffic, the underground rumbling of the subways, the laughter, shouts, and conversations of eight million people blended together into a constant hum as though the breathing of a single enormous creature. So full of energy and life that it had been able to absorb a wound like September 11, 2001, and, while vowing never to forget, became even more than it had been, stronger, better.

Karp loved his city, and yet he was grateful for the little harbor out of the storm that was Crosby Street, where he and his family lived in a loft on the top floor of a five-story brick building built around the turn of the century. He liked the look of his ’hood, as the boys called it, a throwback to another time.

Still paved with cobblestones, Crosby was almost more of an alley than a street, too narrow for delivery trucks to drive past each other without one climbing up on the curb. Rickety old fire escapes clung to the sides of the buildings like steel insects trying to look in the windows, and it wasn’t hard to imagine the days before dryers when clotheslines filled with the day’s wash would have been hung between them.

The street level and walk-down shops still retained some of the street’s old flavor—like Anthony’s Best Shoe Repair and Madame Celeste’s Tarot Parlor and Piercing Studio (Free Reading with Navel or Nipple Piercing). Other businesses reflected the ever-changing ethnicity of the neighborhood. The bottom floor of his building was occupied by the Thai-Vietnamese restaurant supply store. And still others reflected the times. Down a block was the Housing Works Used Bookstore—proceeds of which were used to provide housing for people infected by HIV and AIDS—a favorite hangout of Marlene’s. It was a great place to sit down in peace with an old book and a good cup of coffee that didn’t come from one of the ubiquitous Starbucks that had sprung up all over the city.

Surrounded by the crowded sidewalks and heavy traffic of more famous streets like Houston, Broadway, Mott, and Canal, he and Marlene thought of Crosby Street as a haven from the more impersonal city “out there.” They had remained in the loft even after they could have afforded to move to tonier digs. Then gradually others had seen the possibilities, and lofts like theirs were now going for a million and more, but the Karp and Ciampi clan wasn’t selling.

He looked at his sons, both of them now standing quietly shoulder-to-shoulder as close as possible without actually touching, yet connected as only twins could be. A breeze ruffled the dark curls of their hair—a legacy from their Sicilian-American mother—and they laughed because they were young and alive. I wish they could have met you, Mom, he thought.

The reverie came to an abrupt end when a dark blue Lincoln town car pulled up to the curb and a large, muscular black man in a suit got out. Clay Fulton was the chief of the NYPD detectives who were assigned to the district attorney’s office as investigators. The twins, who’d known him all of their lives, were delighted with his arrival and immediately started peppering him with requests for a tale about taking on the bad guys single-handedly. “Can’t tonight, got to talk a little business with your dad,” he said, making eye contact with Karp to let him know what he had to say wasn’t for the twins’ ears.

Karp sent the disappointed boys in to do their homework and turned to Fulton. They were both big men. The DA maybe a little taller at six foot five, most of it still in decent shape despite the debilitating demon—middle-age—and a bum knee from an old basketball injury. Fulton was twenty pounds heavier, though all of it was lean muscle as it had been back in his playing days as a middle linebacker for Penn State.

“What’s up?” Karp asked.

“They’ve made an arrest in that quadruple homicide,” Fulton said. “The rap star, ML Rex, and his buddy, from Los Angeles, plus the two hookers.”

“Yeah?” Karp said. The foursome had been gunned down on a Saturday night ten days earlier while sitting in a limousine in East Harlem. It was a bloodbath that had all the earmarks of a gangland hit.

As a tone-deaf, rhythmless white guy who still thought the Beach Boys and the Animals were the beginning and end of rock and roll, Karp wasn’t up on the rap scene. But the twins had filled him in on the particulars of gangsta rap and the simmering conflict between the East Coast and West Coast rap camps. Some sort of modern day Hatfields and McCoys, he gathered, only this feud was conducted with assault rifles and semiautomatic handguns.

The media was all over the story, engaging in a little East Coast–West Coast rivalry of its own. The Los Angeles Times had flown in a team of reporters and photographers to Manhattan, as had several West Coast television news stations; the New York papers and stations had, of course, escalated to match. Nor was the story confined to the two cities. Karp had gone apoplectic when the National Enquirer came out midweek with crime-scene photographs showing the torn and twisted bodies that had been ML Rex, his manager, Kwasama Jones, and the Gallegos twins, late of Queens. The photographs—obviously sold to the tabloid by some enterprising police crime-scene technician—ran under the headline Bloody Rap War Erupts in the Big Apple. The accompanying story quoted a half-dozen anonymous sources who as much as said that the murders were committed by East Coast thugs and that more bloodshed was likely. There was even a line from an unidentified source that contended “the NYPD and DA’s office are dragging their feet because ML was from Los Angeles, man.”

One of the mysteries had been cleared up after a few days when the detectives finally tracked down the limousine driver, who’d been lying low in his apartment in the Bronx. Apparently he’d seen the killers approach and took off running, then was too frightened of retaliation to come forward.

As if Fulton knew what he was thinking, the detective said, “The chauffeur identified the suspect in a lineup. We’re good to go.”

Karp hoped that the arrest would at least stop the rumors. But it didn’t explain why Fulton had driven over to tell him about it. Normally he would have called, or even left it for the morning at the office. There had to be something particularly alarming or sensitive about the latest development. “So who’d they collar?”

“Well, not surprisingly, the deceased seemed to make enemies wherever he went,” Fulton replied. “But the best lead was that he had been involved in an altercation at a club on West Thirty-eighth Street the night before his murder with a local rapper named Alejandro Garcia. Apparently the two exchanged death threats, and this Garcia is recently out of juvie for shooting some other Harlem gangster. The detectives who picked him up told me that he had a rep even before that shooting as a real hard case.”

Karp frowned. Alejandro Garcia—he thought he’d heard the name before, but couldn’t place it. “Anything else?”

Fulton shrugged.

Good, Karp thought, maybe the press will move on to the next bit of bloody mayhem or sex scandal…hopefully, in someone else’s town. But then he recalled an axiom he’d learned from Francis P. Garrahy, the legendary former district attorney of Manhattan. “It’s the supposedly easy cases that get messed up,” the old man had told him once when Karp was still a wet-behind-the-ears assistant DA. “It looks like a slam dunk, so everybody relaxes, gets sloppy—the cops, the prosecutors—then before you know it, the bad guy walks.”

“Garcia lawyered up?” Karp asked Fulton. If the suspect invoked his right to remain silent or asked to see a defense attorney, it wasn’t likely he was going to answer any questions.

“Nope,” Fulton said. “But he hasn’t said much, other than he had nothing to do with it like they always do. I thought you might want to try to talk to him.”

“Okay, give me a minute to get the boys settled and let’s go down to the Tombs and see if he’ll chat,” Karp said. He turned for the door but stopped when Fulton mumbled something about there being “something else.”

“Yeah? What is it?” It wasn’t like the detective to beat around the bush.

“It seems that the twins, Zak and Giancarlo, were also present during the altercation at the club. In fact, they may have been in the middle of it.”

For a moment, the city seemed to hold its breath. The traffic, the subways, the voices all stopped to listen as Karp swore.
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Eleven days earlier…




THE AIR IN THE NIGHTCLUB PULSED TO THE REPETITIVE throbbing of a bass guitar as two spotlights swept above the bobbing heads of the audience. With the recent ban on cigarettes in Manhattan restaurants and bars, the wraiths of smoke that danced to the beat in the glare of the lights emanated from quick secret tokes on marijuana pipes, giving the big room a smokey-sweet smell and a decidedly outlaw ambiance.

The beams of light met at center stage and focused on a pair of young men who had stepped from behind a curtain. The men—one black and one Hispanic—sauntered to the center of the stage where they were handed microphones by the master of ceremonies like eighteenth-century duelists accepting pistols. But instead of “ten paces turn and fire,” they stood two feet apart, glaring at each other and seemingly oblivious to the throbbing music and the pumped-up crowd.

Six inches taller than his counterpart, black rap musician ML Rex was thin as a slab of bacon and wore a loose muscle shirt to show off a bevy of thick gold chains and tattoos on his mocha-brown skin meant to impress “the bitches and the busters.” His left shoulder bore a tattoo of the ornately drawn numerals 10-78, the police radio ten-code for “officer needs assistance.” The inference was that he was a cop killer, though he’d never actually had the balls to shoot at someone who was ready to shoot back. Drive-bys and firing indiscriminately into crowds had been more his style back in his gangbanging days in the Watts neighborhood of Los Angeles. But the 10-78 tat went with the gangsta rap image he cultivated, as did the drawing on his right shoulder of a large-breasted and nude woman posing with a semiautomatic handgun above the inscription Guns & Hos.

The son of a hardworking grocer and a domestic servant, ML Rex had been given the name Martin Luther King Johnson. His parents had greatly admired the fallen civil rights leader, but that was all ancient history to “Marty,” as only his mother still called him. His heroes were superstar athletes, rappers, and, especially when he was young, the OGs—old-time gangsters in the ’hood—because they had the money.

He’d insisted in junior high that he be called Mustafa Khalid Mohammed after a sudden growth spurt to six foot two had him fantasizing about a lucrative future career in the NBA, and he decided that an Islamic name sounded more sensational. However, his talent with a basketball did not grow with his body, and he’d had to look elsewhere for the attention he craved.

With both parents working long hours and little else to do away from the gym, he’d gravitated to the Bloods street gang that infested his neighborhood like the red-brown cockroaches that took over the house he grew up in every night when the lights went out. The gangs made life difficult, even dangerous, for any young person who might have had a mind of his own and dreams that included college or actually working for a living. But Mustafa was lazy and so he fit right in—selling crack cocaine and taking the occasional potshot at members of the rival Crips gang.

He might have ended up like so many of his friends—in prison or in a cemetery—but he’d discovered a talent for the violent, misogynist rhyming to music known as gangsta rap. Combined with a certain knack for getting his foot in the door and ingratiating himself with people who mattered, he’d found his ticket out of the poverty of his youth and away from the ’hood where a boy could get shot for the color of his clothes. He took the stage name ML Rex. Someone had once told him that rex meant king in some fucked-up European language—so he thought Martin Luther King, ML Rex, was pretty clever. Now, except for the occasional pilgrimage back to Crenshaw Avenue and 103rd Street to show that he was still a Blood at heart, he lived in a nice upscale apartment in Brentwood. Not quite Beverly Hills, he conceded to his envious friends, “but the same ’hood where O.J. kilt that white bitch, homes.”

Despite the look of impending violence on his face as he stared down at the teenager in front of him at the nightclub, Martin aka Mustafa aka ML Rex was in a great mood. Some of that had to do with the two fat lines of cocaine he’d snorted immediately before leaving the dressing room backstage, the daylong use of which caused him to grind his teeth until his jaw ached. But his ebullience had even more to do with a business meeting he’d demanded that morning with his record label’s executives.

His first CD, Some Desperate S**t Fer Ya, had been recorded in Los Angeles but produced by Pentagram Records, the main offices of which were in the Penn Plaza building off Thirty-fourth Street and Eighth Avenue. A single from the CD My Baby a Crack Ho’ had reached number six on the hip-hop charts for two weeks, and the CD had gone gold, but then it tumbled back off as quickly as it had climbed aboard. He was wealthier than he’d ever imagined growing up on the streets, but he was very disappointed not to have reached the elite status of rappers like Eminem and Snoop Dogg. The way he saw it, Pentagram’s failure to pour more money into promotion had cost him a platinum record and his rightful place among the hip-hop hierarchy.

So he’d come up with the idea of forming his own record company. He was calling it, logically enough, Rex Rhymes. His business manager, childhood friend and fellow Blood, Kwasama “Zig-Zag” Jones, had protested the move. He was worried that his own ride out of the ghetto was about to hit a brick wall, but his pleas fell on deaf ears. He wasn’t much mollified when ML Rex explained that this way they’d cut out the middleman, pocket all the cash, and “we’ll control our own des-tin-nees, dog.”

ML Rex expected that Pentagram executives—a “bunch of white faggots in suits”—wouldn’t be too happy with his declaration of independence. So he was surprised when he and Jones met with them that morning and the company president listened quietly and then merely asked if he was sure he had “thought this through carefully.”

“Fuck, yeah,” ML Rex said, adjusting his sunglasses with what he hoped looked like nonchalance and slouching even farther in his seat to demonstrate that his position on the matter was firm.

“Word,” Jones added, adjusting his shades and slouching, too, in a show of solidarity.

“Well, all right, then,” the executive said with a sigh and a shrug. “I’m sure we’ll find some amicable way to resolve the fact that you’re still under contract to Pentagram.”

ML Rex scowled at this and prepared to tell whitey where he could shove the contract. But the man stood, held out his hand, and insisted that ML Rex continue to avail himself of Vincent, the bodyguard/chauffeur the company had sent to meet him at La Guardia. “We want your trip to New York to continue to be a safe one,” the man said with a smile. “You never know…we might work together again sometime.”

The executive’s friendly response had at first unsettled the rapper, not to mention hurt his ego—he’d expected them to make a bigger fuss over losing a rising star of his caliber. “Fuck those muthafuckas,” he’d told Jones as they left the building. “Fuckin’ wit my head, thas what they tryin’ to do.”

“Word,” Jones agreed.

• • •

Several hours and two grams of cocaine later, ML Rex was feeling better about how he’d “stood up to the man.” Still, he was happy to retain the services of Vincent, “jus’ call me Vinnie,” a huge white man he assumed was some sort of mobbed-up Italian. Vinnie was nearly as wide as he was tall, and with a round, pink face so fat that his beady brown eyes nearly disappeared into the slits above his cheeks. The rapper assumed that the lump beneath the chauffeur’s left armpit was a gun, which made him feel better as he’d been forced by airline regulations, and a previous felony conviction for distribution of a controlled substance, to leave his own heat at home.

Despite the brave show, ML Rex was a little nervous about being in New York. He’d made his reputation by adding verbal fuel to the fire that perpetuated the West Coast versus East Coast rap wars that the general public had first been made aware of in 1996 with the murder of Tupac Shakur in Las Vegas, and then the shooting of Notorious BIG a year later in Los Angeles. Various truces had been arranged, but every so often someone would say something in a rap, someone else would take offense, and the bullets would fly. His own lyrics referred to the East Coast artists and males in general in numerous derogatory ways ranging from faggots to bitches to busters, and boasted about what he’d do to them if their paths ever crossed. Of course, that was safer to say when living large in LA on his own turf.

Still, he felt safe enough in the Hip-Hop Nightclub when Vinnie said he needed to stay with the limousine. “Bad neighborhood,” he’d grunted. ML Rex figured he had Zig-Zag to watch his back, and it wasn’t a bad idea to have his ride ready for a quick getaway should the crowd prove hostile. He looked over at his compatriot, who was standing offstage with his arms around the two hookers they’d procured for the night by calling an “escorts” ad in the back of the Village Voice. The girls were a couple of Puerto Rican sisters who, high on crack and sure of a big payday, gyrated their hips and shook their breasts to the beat as if they’d never been happier in their lives, which might have been true.

Yes, he thought as he glared down at his competition, life is good. In the morning he would consummate his business dealings in New York City by working out a deal with a national distributor to get his independent-label CD in stores for a percentage of the sales. Then in the afternoon, he would make the rounds of the big New York radio stations and sweet-talk the DJs (aided by gifts of cash and coke) into giving his forthcoming single plenty of airtime. He’d realized that to really make it big, he was going to have to move away from his West Coast–centric roots and go for a national audience. That was the reason he was going through with the appearance at the nightclub arranged by Pentagram and had agreed to a round of “battle rhyming” against one of the local rappers.

Battle rhyming—essentially two opponents competing with lyrics to win over a live audience—was the roots of rap. It was part asphalt poetry—reflective of life in a ghetto—and part clever, and generally good-natured, put-downs. A way of establishing sidewalk supremacy without anything worse than someone’s ego getting hurt. But what had begun as social commentary and competition branched into gangsta rap—the anthems of the violent, cocaine-financed organized crime cartels that supplanted the old neighborhood gangs—until much of the music was little more than death threats and boasts of cuckolding each other’s bitches. This was the rap that shocked mainstream white America into assuming that all rappers were angry young black men with guns, and attracted white teenagers who, bored with their safe, middle-class suburban lives, wished they were black gangsters, too.

As a whole, the rap genre had lost much of its street sensibilities when record companies finally recognized that poor urban teenagers who couldn’t afford to buy new laces for their Lugz would spend every last penny on the latest Wu Tang Clan CD. Slickly produced, with lots of bells and whistles, the commercialized rap had drummed the on-the-fly improvisation right out of the genre. Despite the success of Eminem’s film 8 Mile, the story of a battle-rhyming, odds-beating white rapper, it was hard to even find the art form away from the amateurs on the sidewalks where it all began.

The Hip-Hop Nightclub, a formerly abandoned warehouse on West Thirty-eighth Street near the Hudson River, was one of the few venues left in the city. It had been open for two years, mostly struggling by in a neighborhood of boarded-up, graffiti-marred buildings. But slowly the club developed a loyal following of rap purists, and a reputation as the place for local would-be rap stars to catch the ears of record label scouts searching for new talent. Over the course of its existence, several rappers who’d appeared in the Friday night battles had been signed to recording contracts.

ML Rex couldn’t have cared less about the history of his art. He was in it for the money and the prestige. Like most rappers, he got his start on the sidewalks and in gang hangouts, rhyming with his fellow Bloods while guzzling “40’s” of Schlitz Malt Liquor. But for a star such as himself, battle rhyming was generally seen as beneath his status, and he considered his appearance at the Hip-Hop Nightclub to be slumming.

In fact, he’d regretted it as soon as he’d heard himself agree to “give the folks a thrill by participating in our little show,” as the owner/MC had put it. He’d have much rather just to have been introduced, perhaps hyped the audience with a little taste of something off the new CD, then waved good-bye and gone on a little booty call with the hookers back at his expensive suite in the Waldorf-Astoria. But there was that ego thing, emboldened by the cocaine, and he couldn’t back down once he’d accepted the challenge.

Backstage in the waiting room he’d insisted on for privacy, he considered a variety of options that would allow him to leave before the show without losing face. It had been a long time since he’d participated in a battle, and he wasn’t thinking as clearly as he’d have liked. He was therefore relieved when he was introduced to his opponent, a short, stocky Puerto Rican teen who looked like he’d wandered in off the street. If this little spic’s what passes for a gangsta in New York City, he thought, I got shit to worry ’bout. Li’l muthafucka can’t even dress hisself.

The self-assurance, however, evaporated as he stared in his opponent’s eyes while the MC worked the crowd into a frenzy. He didn’t know what it was, but there was something about the other young man’s gaze that rattled him. The teen seemed so…calm, or maybe it was confidence, or both…like he didn’t need the bluster and bluff that defined ML Rex’s personality. Thrown off his game, he broke off from the staring contest and smiled at the crowd. “Sheee-it, this li’l bitch the bes’ ya’ll got?” he shouted into his microphone.
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ALEJANDRO GARCIA’S FACE HARDENED FOR A MOMENT AT THE insult, causing the grin to disappear from the mouth of the black rapper, who quickly glanced back over his shoulder to make sure his manager was paying attention. But then Alejandro smiled—a wide, toothy Cheshire Cat grin that looked almost luminescent in the spotlight.

Eighteen years old, he was short and barrel-chested with thick shoulders. As his opponent noted, he dressed plainly in a baggy Xavier High hooded sweatshirt and a pair of old worn jeans that hung halfway down his butt and gathered in pools at his feet. His neck was circled by a thin gold chain upon which dangled a simple crucifix, and a gold hoop hung from his left earlobe.

Somewhere in the distant Caribbean past, Indian blood had mixed with Spanish and produced his handsome, bronzed, and angular face. Left alone, his hair would have been thick and black as coal, but he kept it shorn to a stubble that emphasized his soft, doe-like brown eyes. Eyes that were shining with excitement onstage because this night was his big opportunity.

Pentagram Records had sent over one of its stars, asking to battle with him, and was said to have a scout in the audience. Not bad for an orphan who’d been born and raised in Spanish Harlem, most of it living with his maternal grandmother in a jaundice-colored brick warehouse, the James Madison tenements on 106th Street and Third Avenue.

As a child, he’d loved the neighborhood just a few blocks east of the northwest corner of Central Park. On warm summer nights, he’d wandered the sidewalks with his crew of boys, skipping to the beat of the blaring salsa music that serenaded each block from the open doors of cars parked in front of the buildings, as the tenants gathered to drink beer and discuss love, life, and the New York Yankees in rapid-fire Spanish.

Long before they noticed him, he admired the beautiful Latinas, with their dark shiny hair, flouncing along the sidewalks in their bright dresses, flashing smiles as they pretended not to hear the whistles and entreaties of the young men. They seemed to learn early how to move their hips in such a way as to drive all the Don Juans crazy. He also loved the smells that wafted from the tiny Puerto Rican restaurants—of carne asada with red rice and beans—and wished that he were old enough and had the money for a plate and a cerveza with lime.

It was a tough neighborhood, too, though it wasn’t until he was older that he realized the rest of the world didn’t live with early morning hours punctuated by gunfire, sirens, and screams for the “POLICIA! POLICIA! AYUDA ME!” echoing up and down the dark and empty streets. The police didn’t like to venture into Spanish Harlem, and when they had to, they came angry, suspicious, and ready to bust heads or shoot first and ask for an interpreter later. So each generation learned to protect itself and its territory.

Drugs were rampant and the root cause of most crimes committed in Alejandro’s neighborhood. The heroin junkies weren’t so bad—they were usually half-comatose under the influence of the drug, and when awake were mostly just petty thieves trying to steal enough for the next high. The crack cocaine trade that arrived in the late 1980s, however, had changed everything. It was controlled by the street gangs—not the old kind, like in the movie West Side Story, rumbling over turf, girls, and insults—but the sort whose reason to exist was the proliferation and protection of the lucrative crack cocaine trade. Crack meant money, money caused envy, and envy created a need for bigger and better guns to protect the crack and the money.

Life was hard enough on girls and boys who came from relatively normal family lives. They saw too much, heard too much, experienced too much when they should have been allowed to just be children. But Alejandro’s childhood had been rough even by those standards. An incident when he was a boy—a memory he’d buried as deep as a well—followed by his father walking out on the family, and then his mother succumbing to a heroin overdose a year later, had left scars that he still felt but had covered beneath a tough exterior.

He was fortunate to have his grandmother, Eliza Contreras, a tiny woman who had first come to the United States from Puerto Rico as a child to work in a sweatshop in the Garment District. She had married at fourteen to a twenty-one-year-old man who’d seen her on the bus and followed her home to ask her father for her hand. She had her first child, a boy, at age fifteen, but the infant died from measles within a year. A daughter, Alejandro’s mother, had been born shortly afterward.

Eliza had grown to love her husband, who took his responsibilities to his young family seriously and worked two jobs toward their dream of someday moving to one of the suburbs where they might own a home with trees in the yard. She had hoped for many more children, but her husband was shot and killed by a robber as he made his way home one night from his second job. Their dreams had bled into the cracked sidewalk where his assailant left him, and she never remarried.

Instead, she had hoped for many grandchildren when her daughter, Maria, married Alphonso Garcia, and Alejandro was born six months later. But Alphonso was no good, and her daughter was a slave to the heroin that eventually killed her. Alejandro was all she had left, and she’d done her best to raise him to be a good citizen. But he’d still gravitated to a gang—the 106th Street Inca Boyz—which provided the male role models, protection, and sense of extended family that he wanted.

By age fourteen, he’d earned the street name Boom for his willingness to use a gun to protect himself, his homeboys, and his neighborhood from all encroachment. Unfortunately, the attitude got him into trouble at age sixteen when a trio of older black boys from a rival gang made the mistake of leaving Harlem to the north looking for trouble. They found it in the alley next to the tenement where Alejandro lived. Believing that they had located easy targets to bully, the older gangbangers suggested that Alejandro and his childhood friend, Jose “Pancho” Ramirez, perform certain sexual favors or “git your punk asses kicked.”

“Chinga tu madre,” Alejandro responded, tilting his head back to look out from beneath the wide bandana covering his forehead to just above his eyes, Chicano-style. He then translated loosely. “Go fuck your mother.” One of the older boys reacted to the insult by reaching up under his New York Knicks sweatshirt as if he had a gun. The boy probably only meant to intimidate the younger teens, but he’d chosen the wrong pair to bluff.

Without hesitation, Alejandro stooped next to the Dumpster at the mouth of the alley. When he stood up, he was pointing the .45 caliber Colt Mustang he hid there every morning just in case. His antagonists took off running, with Pancho, who’d grabbed a slat from a wooden box, in hot pursuit. As one of his antagonists tried to scale the chain-link fence at the end of the alley, Alejandro let off a round. He was holding the gun sideways and not really aiming, so he was just as surprised as the other boy when the bullet hit the target in his butt, catapulting him over the fence and onto the pavement on the other side, where he lay screaming.

Alejandro tossed the gun into the Dumpster. Then he and Pancho ran inside the building to tell his grandmother what had transpired.

The wounded gangbanger managed to get himself to Harlem Hospital, where he promptly described his assailant to the police. “A short Puerto Rican muthafucka.” Based on the location and his reputation, the cops went looking for Alejandro. But accompanied by his grandmother, he had already turned himself in. “I put a cap in some buster’s ass,” he confessed, and told the detective at the precinct house where to find the gun.

Even though he had admitted to the shooting, Alejandro still complained to his Eliza about the other boy breaking the code of the streets by reporting him to the Five-Oh, gang slang for the police, whose genesis was the old television police drama Hawaii 5-0. “What did you expect, hijo?” his grandmother replied. “The code of the streets is a lie. There’s no honor among criminals, and Alejandro, you are a criminal.”

Eliza sighed as she wiped at the tears that filled the wrinkles around her eyes and from there spilled down her brown cheeks. She cursed the streets for their cruelty. She’d lost her daughter to them, but she’d had such hopes for Alejandro. Six days a week she caught the number 4 subway train down to midtown to cook and clean for a wealthy family to support herself and her grandson. He’d been such a sweet, smart little boy before he’d turned to the gang. Even then, he’d met her without fail every night at the subway station at 103rd Street to walk her safely home. But now the streets threatened to swallow his life. In despair, she’d called the man whom she trusted the most in the world, the priest who’d baptized Alejandro and the closest thing he’d had to a real father.

• • •

Michael J. Dugan of the Society of Jesus had known Alejandro off and on since he was a boy. He knew that the teen was not the semi-literate street thug he acted like around his peers, but the product of well-respected Xavier Catholic High School on West Sixteenth Street. The school was nearly a hundred blocks south of his home, which necessitated rising and leaving the tenement before the sun was up with his grandmother to catch the number 4, taking it to the Union Square station. No matter what the weather—bitter cold, driving rain, hot and muggy—he rarely missed a day. The priest, brothers, and lay teachers who toiled at Xavier were tough but fair. They’d turned many troubled boys into fine young men, and Alejandro was another.

To Dugan, the boy’s perseverance made him a cut above his gangbanging peers, most of whom dropped out of school as soon as they could and looked no further into the future than the next day. In front of other teenagers, he spoke in the street vernacular, but when he wanted, he was articulate and well-spoken. At school, Alejandro had excelled in writing courses; the brother who taught the modern literature class (a closet fan of Allen Ginsberg’s) raved about his talents as a poet.

When Eliza called, Dugan immediately caught a cab to the New York jail, a gray and dreary monolith appropriately known as the Tombs. Although he was usually more of a flannel-shirt sort of priest, he purposely wore his “official” black shirt and white collar, knowing its effect on the Irish Catholic cops and police officers in general. He was aware that they were not really supposed to let him speak with Alejandro; the law said he had a right to an attorney, not a priest. But he figured he’d get in with enough Irish blarney and benevolence—not to mention he was a familiar face at the Tombs—and he was right.

Even without his priestly garb, Dugan in his sixties was an impressive man physically. His crew-cut hair was the color of pewter but still thick as a hedge. The hair framed a thick, ruddy face that might have belonged to a hard-drinking Irish potato farmer, though in fact he was a graduate of Notre Dame University, where he’d run over opponents in a most un-Christian-like manner as a 230-pound blocking fullback for the Fightin’ Irish. Famous for his temper if crossed, he was more likely to laugh; either emotion could make his blue eyes glint like icicles in the sun. Those eyes were angry when he sat down across the table from Alejandro and asked why he felt it was necessary to shoot the other boy.

“I wasn’t trying to shoot him,” Alejandro explained. “I was shooting at him.”

“Yes, but bullets often find unintended victims, ’Jandro,” Dugan replied. “The fact is, you pointed a gun at him and pulled the trigger. It would have almost been better if you were trying to shoot him; at least then you would have been thinking and not mindlessly spewing bullets around that could have just as easily struck a child or some other innocent not involved in your gang bullshit.”

Alejandro shrugged. “You know as well as I do that if you don’t stick up for yourself in the ’hood, everybody’s going to think you’re a pussy. And once they think you won’t fight, they’ll be all over you like pit bulls on a rat.”

The priest sighed. He knew Alejandro’s childhood secret and believed that it was a wonder the boy wasn’t more jaded than he was. But Dugan was tired of the funerals, tired of visiting young men locked up behind walls and razor wire, tired of going to the morgue with grieving families to confirm the identity of another young victim of a drug overdose or gang shooting. “You say that if you don’t shoot you’ll be perceived as weak. But someday somebody’s going to have to be strong enough to break the cycle of violence. Nobody ever said it was easy to do the right thing.”

Alejandro scoffed. “The right thing? What’s doin’ the right thing ever got me? Remember when I was a kid and I tried to do the right thing? Where’d it get me?”

It was tough to argue with the boy’s childhood, but Dugan did his best. “Sometimes it’s not a matter of whether you gain anything from it, even if all you gain is comfort and safety. Yes, you deserved better, but sometimes you do the right thing because it’s the right thing to do.”

“Well, I guess I ain’t that strong, Father,” the boy replied. “I ain’t gonna turn my cheek so that somebody can slap the other one. I did that once before and it still hurts.”

The interview ended with Dugan taking the boy’s confession. “Forgive me Father for I have sinned,” he mumbled. “I fornicated with Lydia Sanchez on Tuesday and again last night in her uncle’s car. I called Panch a stupid, punk ass muthafucka and hurt his feelings. And I might have taken the Lord’s name in vain a few times.” He looked up hopefully, “And while I shot a punk, he deserved it and then he ratted on me, so maybe it makes us even?”

“No, Alejandro, it doesn’t make you even in the eyes of God,” Dugan growled.

“Okay, then in addition to those other sins, I shot a punk who deserved it,” Alejandro grumped.

Despite his concerns for the boy, Dugan smiled. He was not going to change his gangster mentality just because he was scared and in jail. Dugan had mostly gone so he could call Eliza and say he’d seen Alejandro and that her grandson was all right—gangbangers had been known to meet with accidental bumps and bruises in the squad cars on the way to the Tombs. Maybe Alejandro, who despite his notoriety had never been arrested, would learn from this experience enough to save his life, but for now, all the priest could do was hand down spiritual penance. “Ten Hail Marys and ten Our Fathers…no more fornicating with Lydia Sanchez—from what I understand, she has been fornicating a lot and sooner or later is going to give you all the clap or worse. Panch is a stupid, punk ass muthafucka, but he is also a loyal friend and deserves better. Watch the swearing…and no more shooting punks, even if they deserve it.”

• • •

The New York District Attorney’s Office charged Alejandro with attempted murder. A court-appointed defense lawyer got the DA to go for reckless endangerment in exchange for a guilty plea and eighteen months at the Mario Cuomo Juvenile Corrections Facility in Rockland County.

Even before the boy was sent to Cuomo, Dugan had regularly visited the facility. Quite a number of sons from families he’d known when he was a parish priest in Spanish Harlem were there, and he’d made it a point to try to visit at least once a month. Many of them were uncomfortable confessing to the facility’s official chaplain, figuring he probably went back to the warden and told on them, so Dugan’s visits often lasted well into the evening. It was surprising how many sins they could commit even while locked up.

It was a long drive—two hours up and two back—in the old black Buick sedan he drove, but after Alejandro was sentenced, Dugan tried to double his visits, unwilling to lose another of the ghetto’s best and brightest to the New York Department of Corrections. To keep Alejandro connected with his home, the priest sometimes brought special visitors—Eliza, or some friend who the priest thought might be a good influence on his young friend.

One of these was one of Alejandro’s oldest pals, Francisco J. Apodaca Jr. Francisco wasn’t in a gang, but he’d never broken his ties to Alejandro and Pancho. He was bookish but too poor to attend a private Catholic school, so instead had to do the best he could at the run-down, quasi–war zone that passed for a public education in the neighborhood. Every day he had to pass a gauntlet of drug dealers and thugs—and that was just in the hallways. However, he did not let them quash his dreams.

Ever since he was a boy, he had insisted that he was going to college to become a doctor. So he’d put up with a lot of teasing, and sometimes bullying, from classmates. They resented that he sat in the front of the classroom, raised his hand to ask and answer questions, and committed the unpardonable sin of taking his books home to study. His life would have been harder except that the bullies knew that if they pushed too hard, they would have to answer to Boom Garcia and Pancho Ramirez.

During one visit to Cuomo a half year into Alejandro’s sentence, he and Francisco were sitting on a bench talking when the latter asked something that had been on his mind as he watched teenage boys shuffle past in handcuffs and ankle shackles. “What are you going to do when you get out?”

Alejandro shrugged. “Don’t know, ’Cisco. Maybe get a place of my own, then the same old same old.”

“Same old same old,” Francisco repeated. “You mean dealing crack and gangbanging?”

Alejandro smiled. “Whatever it takes, dog.”

“But you know you’ll just end up back here…or worse, some hellhole like Attica.”

Again, Alejandro shrugged. “Nothin’ much I can do ’bout it. I am what I am. Like the counselors say, ‘a product of my environment.’ The system is stacked against me, so I ain’t gonna make it, unless I take it.”

For one of the few times in his life, Alejandro saw the mild-mannered Francisco angry. His friend stood up and pointed a finger in his astonished face. “What the fuck is that, ’Jandro?” he shouted, amazing his friend as much by his unaccustomed use of the F-word as the vehemence with which it was hurled. “I’m a product of the same environment. But I don’t sell drugs. I don’t shoot people. I’m not in prison. Only poor fuckin’ Alejandro, who the system has it in for.”

Francisco reached out and grabbed Alejandro’s face with a grip that was surprisingly strong for such a thin boy. “Look at me, ’Jandro. Look at me, mi amigo,” he shouted. “Every time the bleeding hearts give someone like you an excuse to fuck up because ‘he’s just a product of his environment,’ it’s a slap in the face to those of us who actually work to make something of our lives. It lets the bigots think I’m a freak, an exception to the rule that all Puerto Ricans are lazy, no-good criminals…. You’re as smart as I am, ’Jandro, maybe smarter. You could be someone in this world, but instead you’re too busy blaming ‘the system,’ whatever that is, for fucking up. It’s just an excuse, hermano, a bad one.”

Francisco let go of his grip and, much truer to form, burst into tears. Alejandro’s cheeks hurt but that wasn’t the reason he rubbed his jaw. The truth was worse. He stood and hugged his friend. “I’m sorry, ’Cisco,” he said. “I’m just talkin’ big ’cause I’m scared. I’m just afraid that there’s nothin’ out there for me. I don’t have dreams like you. All I see is bangin’ or some menial job that will suck the life out of me until I’m just another washed-up nobody drinking beer out of his car on 106th.”

“Find one, ’Jandro,” Francisco said as they stood back from one another. “Find a place in the world and a dream to hold on to. You’re a writer, a poet, so write…maybe you’ll write the great Puerto Rican–American novel.”

Alejandro smiled at the suggestion. “Yeah, maybe I will…Ernesto Hemingway,” he said, and they both laughed. But the seed planted by Francisco took hold and sprouted, though not in a way either had imagined at that moment.

• • •

Almost a year after Alejandro’s arrival at Cuomo, Dugan saw him one day sitting beneath a tree and writing in a notebook. The teenager tried to hide the material from him, but the priest insisted on taking a look. The notebook was nearly filled with handwritten poetry, or more aptly, rap lyrics. The work was raw and street-hard, filled with violence and despair. But it was also powerful because it was honest.

With Dugan’s encouragement, Alejandro began trying out his material on his fellow inmates with Pancho providing the background percussion by sputtering an imitation of a bass guitar and slapping his thigh for drums. It wasn’t long before Alejandro was attracting a crowd, winning over even some of his former enemies with words they all understood.

Alejandro’s rap was the hit of the annual talent show that year. But his pride took a fall when he saw a pained look on Dugan’s face after the show and asked what was troubling him. The priest tried to blow it off. “It’s nothing,” he said, feeling suddenly that he was too hard on the boy. After all, Alejandro had made good use of his time in Cuomo, going to school and getting his GED, keeping his nose clean. Let him enjoy his moment in the sun, he thought.

But Alejandro kept insisting that he say what was bothering him. Finally, the older man allowed that he was disappointed that Alejandro’s message was not growing beyond the violent, demeaning language common to gangsta rap.

Hurt by the criticism, the teenager got defensive. “This is the poetry of the streets, Father. Ain’t no bullshit sweetness and light on 106th and Third. Besides…,” he said, shrugging, “they’re just words.”

“Nigger isn’t just a word, Alejandro,” Dugan said softly. “It isn’t all right just because a bunch of lowlifes, who have no perspective on the legacy of pain associated with that word, use it on each other. How can you expect whites to stop referring to black men and women that way if those men and women call each other ‘niggah.’ ”

Alejandro tried to object, but the priest wasn’t finished. “Bitch. Ho. They’re not just words. They’re demeaning to someone’s mother, sister, girlfriend. Glorifying guns and drugs aren’t just words. They’re a perspective on how you see the world and they’re poison to young minds.”

“But nobody takes that shit seriously,” Alejandro argued. “What do you want me to write about…some fuckin’ crap like ‘A Rose in Spanish Harlem’? There weren’t any roses in my neighborhood, Father, just weeds.”

The priest was having none of it. “Maybe your older listeners will know that,” he said. “But little kids are listening to that gangsta shit over and over in their heads until they know it better than the Lord’s Prayer. They start to think that it’s okay to think of women as bitches and whores and that shooting people is a game. They hear you, or some other gangbanger they respect, rapping and think it’s how you live your life, and they want to be like you.”

Dugan sighed. How do you get through to them? “It’s about taking responsibility for what you say, as well as your actions, and the effect it has on those who look up to you, Alejandro. They’re not just words.”

On that day, Alejandro stomped off. But Dugan noticed the next time he heard the boy performing, the N-word was missing from his vocabulary, as were derogatory references to women. And when he spoke about guns and drugs, it was with sadness for lives lost and families shattered. As disappointed as the priest had been before, he let him know how proud he was of him now.

“Thanks, Father,” Alejandro said as they shook hands. “I think I’ve found what I want to do. Maybe things are looking up for me.”

Dugan gave him a hug. “Maybe they are, son,” he said, though he wondered what other obstacles might be laid in the boy’s path to a brighter future. He didn’t have long to wait.

• • •

A month before Alejandro’s release, he saw Dugan walking across the grounds toward him. He was happy to see the priest and wanted to talk to him about getting a job and someplace to live when he got out. He also wanted to run some ideas past him about breaking into the music business, but his smile disappeared when he noticed the sadness in his friend’s eyes.

Dugan led him to a bench where they sat down next to each other. “Son, I have some bad news for you,” he said softly, placing a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Eliza…your grandmother…is dead.”

For a moment, Alejandro just looked at him, blinking his eyes rapidly. Then a sob escaped from his lips, which released a torrent of tears. When at last he calmed down a bit, he asked the question that the priest had hoped to avoid. “How?” the teen asked, swiping at his tears with his shirtsleeve. “How’d it happen? Was it her heart? Did she forget to take her heart medication?”

Dugan shook his head. He wished it were that simple. “She was walking home from the subway after work,” he began but had to stop to clear his throat. “It was supposed to be a simple purse-snatching, but you know your grandmother, she held on and wouldn’t let go until the guy hit her and knocked her down. She struck her head on the sidewalk…,” he paused again, “…she never regained consciousness.” As he spoke the last part, the priest had looked down at his own clasped hands and said a silent prayer, but he looked up in time to see the grief on Alejandro’s face turn to anger.

Alejandro’s dark eyes had turned darker still until there seemed to be no color, only blackness. “Who did it, Father? Who killed her?”

Dugan looked at Alejandro for a long moment, then shook his head. His eyes were still sad, but his voice was tinged with anger when he answered. “Why, Alejandro?” he asked. “So that when you get out of here, you and your gang can go kill him? Take another life and ruin your own?”

“Don’t give me that shit, Father, the muthafucka killed a sweet old woman who never hurt nobody,” he fumed. “The asshole needs to pay for that.”

“And when his people come gunning for you? Where does it stop Alejandro,” Dugan countered. “When you’re all dead or in Attica? Let the system deal with finding and punishing him.”

Alejandro snorted and barked a short, bitter laugh. “The system? Who? The police? The DA? Where the fuck were they when she was trying to get home? Eating doughnuts? Sipping a martini with some other lawyers? She deserved their protection. But has anybody been arrested? No? I didn’t think so. They could give a shit about what happens uptown, unless there’s an election, or some white dude from midtown cruisin’ the ghetto for crack or whores gets his ass shot. Then they’re all over it.”

Dugan conceded that the justice system had failed Alejandro’s community more often than it had succeeded. “But it is still our best hope,” he said. “Without it, there is only anarchy and chaos. It’s up to us to make the system accountable.” The priest passed a hand over his brow. I’m so damned tired. He patted the boy on the knee. “God loves you, Alejandro. Your grandmother loves you. I love you. We want you to live and make something of yourself.”

The boy drew his knees up and buried his face. “I shoulda been there,” he cried quietly. “I was the only family she had, but she had to die alone and scared ’cause I was here.”

It hurt Dugan’s heart to hear the depth of the grief in Alejandro’s voice. The priest wanted to take the grieving boy in his arms, tell him it was all right, that it wasn’t his fault. But he knew that there were times for hard lessons that meant something and this was one of them. So he hardened his heart and his voice. “Yes, Alejandro, you should have been there,” he said. “Life is all about choices. Some good. Some bad. You made a bad one, and so you weren’t there when your grandma needed you.”

Dugan let the words sink in. “But you have another choice now,” he said at last, more gently. “In a month, you walk back out that gate a free man. You can return to the streets, back to the gangbanging, in which case I’ll be visiting you someday in a real prison or at your grave.

“Or you can honor your grandmother and become the man she hoped you would be. You can take your gift and make a difference; you can be a poet and tell the people the truth so that they learn and maybe, just maybe, something will change for the better. Your choice, Alejandro. Good or bad, but it’s your choice.”

• • •

The day came for Alejandro’s release, and the priest was waiting for him in the parking lot in his car. “Figured you might need a ride,” he said. “It’s a long trip on a bus.”

Alejandro smiled and got in the car but was quiet for most of the ride back to Manhattan. Once back to the island, the boy spoke without looking at his friend and mentor. “I’ve been thinking ’bout what you said, you know, choices, and what my grandma would have wanted,” he said. “Some things I can’t change. I am still Boom, and I am still a Blood. I won’t turn my back on the only family who ever cared about me ’cept my grandma. I don’t trust your justice system—it wasn’t there for me when I needed it, and it hasn’t done nothing for my grandmother.

“But I’m done bangin’…no more guns, no more crimes.” He turned to Dugan and gave him the smile that had charmed the counselor the first time he saw it on the face of a spiritually wounded eight-year-old boy. “Besides, I ain’t got time for none of that shit anymore. I’m gonna be a rap star.”

It was Dugan’s turn to smile, but at the same moment he feared for the boy. Dropping out of the gang life wasn’t like quitting a job. Alejandro would be a target for any gangbanger and wannabe who wanted to make a name for himself by gunning down the notorious Boom Garcia. He’d always have to watch his back—never knowing at a park, or a movie theater, or just walking down the sidewalk when the bullet might come. But Alejandro knew it better than he, so now was not the time to bring it up. “You going to get me a backstage pass when you play the Garden?” he asked.

“As many as you want,” Alejandro said, and together they laughed. They’d driven the rest of the way to the rectory at the Old St. Patrick’s Church on Mulberry Street, where Dugan lived and had arranged for his young friend to stay until he could get on his feet. The priest had also found him a job with a janitorial service company that, ironically, cleaned the New York Criminal Court Building at 100 Centre Street. Turning off the car, Dugan started to open his door, but Alejandro hesitated. “Father, I’m afraid. I ain’t got nobody left.”

Dugan swallowed hard. “I’m afraid too,” he said. “You’ve just got to take it one day at a time. We all do. And you got me, and folks you haven’t even met yet.”

Alejandro nodded and reached for the door handle. “Father,” he said, “whatever happens, you know I love you, man.”

Dugan tried to speak, couldn’t, then tried again. “Yeah,” he said, his voice grown husky. “I love you, too.” He gave Alejandro a light punch on the shoulder, “Now, let’s get out of here before we start crying like a couple of busters.”
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THAT WAS EIGHT MONTHS EARLIER, AND ALEJANDRO HOPED that the big break he’d been wishing for was now on the stage in front of him in the form of ML Rex. He’d kept his nose clean, worked his job at the courthouse—which started at 4:00 AM, two hours before even the early birds arrived—then went home in the afternoon to sleep a few hours before rising after sundown to work on his lyrics. He’d established himself as one of the most promising young rappers in Manhattan, and the feeling at the Hip-Hop Nightclub was that fame and fortune were just around the corner.

Alejandro knew ML Rex’s work. But while he could identify with the streets that created the anger and hatred, he looked at the gangsta rap scene like an old man looks back on the indiscretions of his youth—with a shake of the head and regrets for wasted time. He bore the other artist in front of him none of the animosity that had been displayed toward him at their meeting backstage. But he also knew that the stare-down and posturing was part of the entertainment. After the “li’l bitch” comment, he’d jumped into the theatrics of the moment, and he and ML Rex were soon bristling at each other like a couple of junkyard dogs circling a bone—legs stiff, the hair on the back of their necks raised, teeth bared.

Playing it up, the MC stepped between them like a boxing referee breaking up a pair of prizefighters. Just in case, he took a quick look to make sure the massive bouncers the club employed—twin man-mountains named Joe and Jim—were ready to keep the peace. “Heh, heh, homes,” he addressed the two rappers for the crowd’s elucidation, “save it for the battle, save it for the battle.” Once he had them separated, he turned back to the audience and shouted in the microphone. “Heh, heh, New York Citaaaay! Brothas and sistahs, have we got a special treat for y’all tonight!”

He waited for the cheers to subside, then continued with the boxing metaphor, “Presenting in one corner, Pentagram recording arteeest and Los Angeles homeboy, ML Rex!” A chorus of boos rang out at the mention of the West Coast metropolis, but they were drowned out by the applause from those in the crowd who were impressed that someone famous was on the stage in front of them. Best of all, they had not had to pay one extra cent for the show.

ML Rex ignored the reference to his former employer. They’ll learn soon enough, he thought, when I make the announcement. Instead, he imitated a fighter, dancing and shadowboxing at Alejandro.

The loudest cheers erupted when the MC turned to the home-town hero. “And in this corner, a special welcome to NYC homeboy, Alejandro BOOOOOOOM! Garcia!”

The object of his introduction cracked a smile that threatened to split his face in two. Alejandro used the moment to steal a look behind him to the wings where two younger boys stood grinning back at him. They looked as out of place as a cat at a dog fight. For one thing, they were white, and there weren’t many Caucasian faces in the crowd; and second, they were only eleven years old and weren’t supposed to be in the nightclub at all.

In fact, if the MC had known their identities he might have gone into cardiac arrest, as Giancarlo and Isaac “Zak” Karp were the sons of the New York district attorney. However, the MC had nothing to fear as far as the boys saying anything. They were supposed to be at a friend’s house studying for their bar mitzvahs.

Zak was the stockier of the two and dressed in the latest hip-hop fashion—swimming in a hooded sweatshirt three sizes too big with the waistband of his pants perched precariously on his butt. A New York Yankees ballcap was planted backward on his head and his feet sported a pair of Lugz (“For Thugs”) boots—untied, of course. He was reveling in the tension of the moment, though he kept his face in a scowl that he thought made him appear older and tougher. Surrounded by so many rough-looking characters, he was glad of the comforting weight of the switchblade he kept strapped to his ankle and covered by his sock. If his father had known he was carrying again, Zak would have received the mother of all lectures about being “in felonious possession of a weapon” and probably been strip-searched before leaving the apartment for the rest of his natural life. But he felt an overriding obligation to be armed as the self-appointed bodyguard for his more delicate brother, Giancarlo.

Zak was a handsome boy, but Giancarlo was beautiful. Drop-dead gorgeous women would stop on the sidewalks when he approached and gaze with envy at the porcelain skin, the rose-colored cupid lips, and curly black hair. But unlike his trendy brother, Giancarlo dressed like an old man from Little Italy in a button-down shirt and high-water slacks that showed several inches of white sock above his loafers. The dark glasses he wore were not for show either; he was blind—the result of a shotgun pellet from a would-be assassin’s gun.

The attempted murder and subsequent blindness accounted for his brother’s fierce protectiveness. But Giancarlo was oblivious to any perceived danger and turned his face this way and that like a radar antenna, beaming goodwill to all. In his hands, he clutched a bag carrying several harmonicas, which is how he and his brother came to be in the club in the first place.

A talented musician who played the harmonicas, as well as a button accordion, and was picking up guitar at dizzying speed for his age, Giancarlo was much sought after by older musicians in the Village, who considered him something of a child genius. He enjoyed all styles of music, but he’d wanted to expand his horizons by playing background harmonica with “turntable music” and rappers. One of the first to try out the hybrid sound was Alejandro Garcia, who had been introduced to the brothers through their mutual friend, Father Dugan.

The priest had explained that they were the sons of the woman who had placed him in charge of a multimillion dollar foundation to help the poor. Alejandro didn’t know the full story, but apparently the woman, Marlene Ciampi, had made a fortune in the stock market and had essentially given a large portion of it to the priest to give to the poor. One of the many things Dugan had done with the money was pay for Alejandro’s time at Xavier.

Alejandro had surprised himself by taking to the boys like an older brother. He figured it had something to do with having always wanted siblings. As a musician, he appreciated Giancarlo’s talent. But he was also fond of Zak, who reminded him—rather disturbingly—of himself…a good heart but a dual nature that harbored the potential for violence and making wrong choices.

As for the rest of the decidedly strange family, he’d avoided meeting the father. He never said why to the boys—after all, the man was their dad—but as far as he was concerned, the New York District Attorney’s Office was just another cog in a corrupt system. However, he’d met and liked the mother and the boys’ older sister, Lucy.

The sister was an odd one, some sort of world-famous expert on languages even though she was only a few years older than Alejandro. The first time he saw her, he thought she was homely—a large nose set on too thin a face, made all the more severe in that she kept her dark hair cut short like a man’s. In fact, he’d wondered if she was maybe a dyke, until he saw her once with her boyfriend, who seemed to think she was a cross between J. Lo and Britney Spears. The boyfriend’s dedication made him take another good look at her, especially the curiously almond-shaped brown eyes that were so shot with flecks of gold as to be almost amber. He, of course, had heard of the term inner beauty, but seeing Lucy in a new light was the first time he understood what it meant.

She also possessed an unexpectedly wry and somewhat risqué wit. He even found himself flirting with her in Spanish, which she accepted good-naturedly and spoke better than he did. But it was with the understanding that the flirting was the end of the line, and it wasn’t just because she was with someone else.

Lucy reminded him of some of the nuns he’d met at Catholic school—the nice ones who seemed at peace with themselves and with God. She was deeply religious, but he also sensed a wound that she bore with martyrlike stoicism. She’d built a wall around the pain so that only she would know it existed, but he could see it in her eyes, way down deep, like his secret. The boys hadn’t told him what caused her such pain, other than to say “it was real bad.”

The boys’ mother, Marlene, was something else entirely. He thought she was pretty hot-looking for an “old lady,” which to him was any woman in that forty-something category to which she belonged. Even the fact that she had a glass eye, or sometimes wore a patch, and had some small scars on her face, didn’t detract from her overall classic Italian looks. But she was beautiful like a falcon was beautiful. There was a wariness about her, as the one good eye seemed to take in everything around her as though constantly assessing the potential for danger.

Watching her, Alejandro knew where Zak got his dual nature. She reminded him of some of the hard-core gangsters he’d known, which was surprising, because outwardly she was funny and charming. Still, he got the impression that the friendliness—while it may have once been a more dominant aspect of her personality—was now mostly a cover for her own dark secrets. He even suspected that it had to do with the attempt on Giancarlo’s life. Once, he’d asked what had happened to the would-be assassins, but the boys had looked at each other and clammed up, except to say that their mother had “taken care of it.”

• • •

“All right, all right, you know the rules,” the MC announced to the crowd. “Each of our artists has one minute to lay his opponent low and then you, the folks that put the hip in Hip-Hop Nightclub, will decide the winner by making NOOOOOO-ISE fer yer favorite!” He turned to ML Rex and said, “As the guest, you have the privilege of going first.” Then without waiting for a reply, he shouted, “Let’s give a big Big Apple shout out for the brother from LA!”

The DJ turned up the volume for the twin turntables he used to mix and match sounds and beats to a sixteen-count rhythm. ML Rex bobbed his head to get into the groove. The cocaine was fogging his brain, and his tongue felt suddenly heavy, but he figured it wouldn’t take much to win this crowd over, especially as he planned to borrow liberally from “Ya Gonna Surrenda’,” one of the tracks on his first CD.


Now I’m here ta tell y’all ’bout a sistah named Boom,

And the OG’s rhymes that spelled his doom and gloom.

’Cause I’m the terminator, the instigator, the fine wine

of manipulators, ain’t no one can match me,

’specially this masturbator.



Alejandro was disappointed. He’d recognized the song and had hoped for better competition. He was also embarrassed that the twins were listening to the crude language. Same old shit, he thought, as his opponent rapped and danced around using the cliché gestures of grabbing his groin or pointing his fingers at Alejandro as if his hand were a gun.


One way or ta-other buster’s gonna be my bitch,

Sucking my dick or facedown in a ditch…

Ya punk, ya sistah, I’ll take you down with my nine.

Ya gonna surrenda’, it’s jus’ a matter a time.



ML Rex finished and stepped back from Alejandro, smiling with his arms akimbo in the universal body language for “Want a piece of this?” He felt pretty good about his effort—the hookers and his homie, Jones, seemed to think so, too. So he was surprised by the rather light round of polite applause he received. His opponent simply shrugged, smiled, and launched into his own rap at a signal from the MC.


Thas what you got? Thas all you can do?

Dis women as hos, and your brothas as fools?

There’s babies crying ’cause their mothers on crack

Their daddies in prison, and you can only talk smack, Jack?

But thas a fact, can’t take it back, you’re way off track.



Alejandro mounted his attack like a chess player deliberately taking apart his opponent’s defenses, and the crowd picked up on what he was saying and cheered at the end of every line. In the meantime, Giancarlo had pulled one of the harmonicas out of the bag and was lightly filling in.


You coulda spoke for them, you ought to be ashamed

You ain’t got nothing to say, buster’s got no game.

Go make your millions, wear your chains of gold

But it ain’t music you’re selling, it’s your soul you’ve sold.



ML Rex scowled and unconsciously stepped back. He was used to the posturing and the disparaging remarks, but he’d never really given much thought to what he was saying. If asked, he would have probably shrugged and said he didn’t care either. Music was a means to an end—his ticket out—not a soapbox for social commentary. But the kid was shaming him and the crowd was behind him.


It’s over, way over, but you don’t even know it yet…

We’re through with gangsta shit and misery it gets

So go home to Mickey, Donald, and Goofy

We ain’t got time for cartoons, and you’re just plain spooky.

And while you’re at it take your nursery rhymes

’Cause it ain’t a matter of time…



Alejandro paused a couple of beats as he tapped his head with two fingers and concluded, “…it’s a matter of mind.”

With that Alejandro turned to the crowd with his trademark grin. There was certainly no need for a vote as the crowd erupted and starting shouting, “BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!” The MC grabbed one of Alejandro’s hands and raised it to signify the victor. “Let’s hear it for the homeboy,” he shouted.

Still smiling broadly, Alejandro reached in front of the MC to shake ML Rex’s hand, but the other rapper turned his back on him and stormed from the stage. Alejandro shrugged but happily pocketed the two-hundred-dollar prize and bounded over to where the twins waited.

“Yo, li’l homies,” he said and lightly touched clenched fists with Zak and Giancarlo, who never ceased to amaze him because the boy seemed so aware of his surroundings despite his lack of sight. It had been explained to him that Giancarlo’s eyes had not been damaged by the shotgun blast. It had more to do with the message from his eyes to his brain being short-circuited by the pellet lodged there—that in fact, his sight occasionally snapped back like a signal from outer space, before it was lost again. “Okay, bros, time for you to get your butts home before your old man misses you and sends my ass to Rikers for contributing to your delinquency.”

Alejandro escorted the boys to the back entrance of the club so that he could walk them to the street to catch a cab home. However, that meant they had to pass by where ML Rex was accepting the commiseration of the hookers and his business manager outside the dressing room. The rap star had his back turned to them, but as Alejandro and the twins approached, the business manager tapped his client on the shoulder and nodded toward them.

ML Rex turned and smiled when he saw the trio, but his eyes were hard. “Well, well, ain’t it the li’l sistah,” he said then, looking down at the twins, added, “and I see you found a couple more midget bitches. They sure grow ’em short in New York Citaaay.” The hookers and the business manager laughed.

Alejandro tensed. Some times were harder than others to remember he’d sworn off violence. But even as he clenched his fists, he heard Dugan’s voice in his head, “Words are never worth killing or dying over, Alejandro. Walk away.” Instead, he addressed the girls in Spanish, which wiped the smiles off their faces.

“What the li’l muthafucka say?” ML Rex demanded.

“Yeah,” Jones repeated. “What the li’l muthfucka say?”

“He ask why we disgrace ourselfs,” one of the women replied quietly. Her eyes were downcast and even the rouge on her cheeks could not hide her shame. But then her sister added, “He call you a scumbag and sez we should not be wit choo.” She spat at Alejandro’s feet. “He ees a fine one to talk. He use to be a beeg man. Boom, da beeg gangster…but he ees nothin’ no more. Jes a li’l niño who loss hees cojones in jail.”

Ever the peacemaker, Giancarlo felt the escalating tensions and tried to step between Alejandro and the two LA gangsters. At the same moment, ML Rex stepped forward to confront Alejandro and accidentally sent the blind boy sprawling.

Things immediately went from bad to really bad. Jones inserted his hand in his jacket as if reaching for a gun. At the same moment, Zak bent over to fetch his knife from its strap, but he never got any farther. Suddenly, he felt the back of his sweatshirt gathered in the grip of a huge hand that lifted him off his feet and transported him behind its owner, the bouncer Jim, who was surging forward with his brother, Joe.

Jones was not a small man, but he was dwarfed by either of the twin bouncers, much less both. “You pull anythang out of your jacket ’cept yo hand, punk, and I’ll tear your fuckin’ arm off and beat you wit it,” the giants said in tandem. They both smiled, revealing a gold incisor with a diamond inlaid in each enormous mouth.

While his brother kept an eye on Jones, who slowly pulled his hand out of his jacket to show he wasn’t holding anything, Joe leaned over and gently picked Giancarlo up off the floor. “They you is li’l man,” he said gently; then looking at ML Rex like he was considering eating him for dinner, softly added, “I think maybe you owes my liddle brotha Giancarlo an apology.”

For all his bluster, the rapper certainly knew when to fold his cards. “Didn’ mean no harm…an accident, homie,” ML Rex said, and acted as if he were brushing some imaginary dirt off Giancarlo’s shoulders. “They you is, li’l massa. All cleaned up.”

Jim leaned forward menacingly until his massive face was an inch from ML Rex’s. “You ain’t my homeboy, punk,” he snarled. “I sugges’ you keep your LA ass in LA…. This ain’t no fuckin’ Hollywood movie.”

The rapper backed away and then mustered as much dignity as he could and headed for the door. “Move your big ass, bitch,” he yelled at one of the hookers as they were leaving. In the open doorway, Jones turned back and shouted at the bouncers. “Fuckin’ niggahs, I’ll be back wit da Bloods ta shove a fuckin’ barrel up yer asses and blow your shit away.”

Not to be outdone in front of the women, ML Rex pointed at Alejandro and yelled, “And I’ll catch up to you sooner than later. Watch your back, muthafucka, ’cause I’ll be all over you.” Then for good measure, he added, “But I’ll make you watch what I do to the li’l white bitches first.”

“Touch these kids, and I’ll put a fuckin’ cap in the hole where your brain is ’sposed to be,” Alejandro shouted back. As soon as he said it, he felt stupid, like he’d stooped to schoolyard taunting. But before he could think of something more intelligent to say or do, Jim and Joe took two quick steps toward the door and the ML Rex entourage disappeared.

Zak laughed. “That was cool!” he said, mimicking the gangsta swagger that had come naturally to Alejandro. “I’ll put a fuckin’ cap—”

Alejandro whirled and cut him off. “Listen to me, Zak, that wasn’t cool,” he said. “I let him get me down to his level…. I been on that road before, and there ain’t nothin’ but misery at the end. Okay, hombre?”

A sobered Zak nodded, as did his brother. Looking at the pair of chagrined faces, Alejandro’s brown eyes softened again and his smile returned. “Come on, bros,” he said. “Let’s get you a cab.”

Alejandro and the boys stepped out into the New York City night just in time to see ML Rex’s limousine pull away. A brown hand was extended from a window in back.

“Hey, he flipped us off!” Zak exclaimed. He returned the salute.

“Let it go, dog.” Alejandro laughed, slapping him on the back. He ended up having to walk the twins to Ninth Avenue before they could find a cab willing to pull over. “Crosby and Grand,” he told the cabbie when the boys got inside, “no detours.” He handed over a twenty from his recent winnings—an exorbitant tip, no doubt, but insurance to get the boys home safely.

Before he closed the door, Alejandro leaned in and recited his part of the ritual he’d begun with the Karp twins not long after they met. “Remember, do the right thing…,” he started.

“…’cause it’s the right thing to do,” they finished.

Alejandro nodded. “Peace, bros” he said and shut the door. When the cab was out of sight, he thought about what had transpired between him and ML Rex and scowled. Shaking his head, he stalked off into the night. He had more important things to think about and wanted to see Dugan.
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AFTER THE RUN-IN AT THE HIP-HOP NIGHTCLUB, VINCENT Paglia dropped ML Rex and his entourage off at the Waldorf-Astoria. “Say, Vinnie, since you is shit for a bodyguard,” the rapper said from outside the limo, looking back at the hookers to make sure they noticed how he’d regained control of the situation, “do you think you can get here by ten o’clock tomorrow morning? I gots an important, executive-type meeting at eleven.”

Vinnie nodded and got back in the car. The rapper and his group disappeared into the hotel, but the chauffeur didn’t drive off right away. He picked up the car telephone and dialed a number scrawled on the back of a business card. When the man on the other end of the line answered, he told him everything he could think of about the night’s events. He then listened for a moment, gave an affirmative grunt, put the phone back in its cradle, and drove home to his wife and little girl.

The next morning, he was back to drive ML Rex and his business manager, Zig-Zag Jones, to their “executive-type meeting.” When they got back in the car, he noted that the transaction must have gone well. The rapper was in great spirits when they returned to the hotel to pick up the two sleepy hookers, who were scandalizing the dowagers in the lobby with skirts that didn’t quite cover their assets. Making sure the girls saw the big spender in action, the rapper handed him a hundred dollar bill with a flourish as Vinnie held the car door open.

The group snorted, smoked, and drank the rest of the afternoon away as they hopped from one radio station to the next. Vinnie noticed that ML Rex greeted each of the DJs and show producers like they were long-lost brothers, engaged in the protracted hand jive on the way out the door, and then bad-mouthed them as soon as he was back in the limousine.

When he was through with the tour, ML Rex was ready to get down to even more serious “par-tay-yang” and instructed Vinnie to take him, Jones, “and the bitches” to the best restaurant in New York. Personally, the chauffeur thought that Salvatore’s in Little Italy was the best in town, but he figured the wiseguys wouldn’t appreciate him bringing a couple of niggers and their whores into a respectable family restaurant. So he’d taken them to Le Cirque on Fiftieth and Madison Avenue, across the street from St. Patrick’s Cathedral. Then he smiled inwardly when the group was turned away at the door by the maître d’ because “the young misses are not appropriately attired.”

ML Rex put on a show standing outside the door, yelling and gesturing at the maître d’—“Racist muthafucka!”—until the man threatened to call the police. Paglia finally guided the rapper back into the limo with the promise that he’d thought of a better place. “There won’t be any problems.”

After suffering through a berating for being a “stupid ass, muthafuckin’ East Coast cracker,” Vinnie had taken them to the Tribeca Grill—a see-and-be-seen spot with hipster pretensions, but not particularly discriminating about dress codes. “You’ll like this place,” he assured his charges. “It’s Bob De Niro’s joint…you know, the movie star.”

Just to make sure there were no problems, he slipped the hostess the hundred dollar bill he’d been given earlier to seat the foursome right away, and figured the C-note was well spent. He’d been told by his new boss to make sure the rap star was kept “happy and high” until the appointed hour. Several times since he’d first picked up the niggers at La Guardia, he’d placed calls to a mobile number of some kid in Harlem, who’d shown up a half hour later in a black SUV to deliver cocaine wrapped in foil pouches. “Good shit,” his charges told him, not that they’d offered him so much as a snort.

After dinner, Vinnie deposited the group outside the Studio 54 discothèque. ML Rex’s mood took a quick upward swing when the bouncer recognized his face from the Some Desperate S**t Fer Ya album cover and motioned him and his companions to the front of the line. “It ain’t LA,” he told the impressed hookers, “no palm trees or nuthin’, ya’ll understand, but New York ain’t all bad, I guess.”

A few minutes before midnight, Vinnie got a call from Jones, the manager, to pick them up in front of the nightclub. On the way, he punched in the telephone number on the back of the business card. He’d been told not to write the number down and clean it out of his phone’s memory bank after each call, but his own powers of recall weren’t very good so he’d cheated and kept the card. When the call was answered, he identified himself, then listened carefully. “Yes,” was all he said before hanging up.

Pulling up in front of the nightclub, Vinnie was pleased to see that his party was in a good mood and drunk. In the limo, the rapper popped the cork off a bottle of champagne and ordered him to drive back to the hotel where they were going to kick the party into full gear.

Vinnie put the car in drive and eased into traffic. He got on Third Avenue heading north, but instead of turning at Fiftieth Street for the Waldorf, he continued on up past 110th and the northern border of Central Park, until he hung a right and drove into the heart of East Harlem.

Vinnie had no idea whom he was working for and had only met the man on the end of the telephone line once, who’d explained that he was not “the boss, just his messenger.” Nor did he know, or want to know, what the strange instructions the messenger had given him might mean to the people in the back of the limo.

Despite his size and “don’t fuck with me” look, he wasn’t really a bodyguard, just a part-time chauffeur. Violence frightened him. In fact, the only reason he’d agreed to drive the obnoxious nigger and his pals around, and play the role of hired muscle, was because he owed certain disreputable folks about ten big—as in ten thousand dollars—in gambling debts.

Although there had rarely been any hard evidence to demonstrate it, Vinnie considered himself a gambling genius. During March Madness, he thought he’d perfected a system for hitting the over-under on the college games and placed a series of wagers with his bookie. Unfortunately, he didn’t have the cash to make good as each game dug him into a deeper hole. He was considering whether to take the wife and kid and go on a long vacation to someplace, say Venezuela, but then two bad men had come to see him where he worked at the fish market beneath the Brooklyn Bridge. He’d been told in no uncertain terms that the people he owed needed a job done and that he’d been selected to do it.

A simple job, really, said the man in the cliché black suit who did the talking. All he had to do was chauffeur some asshole rap star around, act tough, and follow instructions given to him by another man at the other end of the telephone number he was supposed to memorize. Follow instructions and all his debts would be forgiven. Fuck up and he’d find out what it felt like to fall from the Brooklyn Bridge, but not before other bad men did terrible things to his wife and little girl. “And by the way, Vinnie, an equatorial climate wouldn’t be good for your complexion, so stick aroun’ and do what you’re told.”

Most of the instructions he’d received after that had been as easy to follow as he’d been told. The hardest part was parting with a thousand bucks for the chauffeur who’d been scheduled to drive Mr. Rex. After that, all he had to do was drive, look bad, and do whatever the nigger said…so long as it didn’t mess up the plan. Oh, and report any and all activities of ML Rex to the boss. He did what he was supposed to and could tell that the man on the telephone had taken a special interest in the previous night’s encounter with the little spic, Alley-Handro Garcia, or whatever his name was. What it had to do with where he was heading now he wasn’t sure, but something gnawing deep in his gut told him it wasn’t good.

As he drove into East Harlem, Vinnie sweated until his white shirt was soaking and dark spots were showing through his black chauffeur’s jacket. This is no place for a white boy, he thought. He promised God that if he could just get through this ordeal, he would never bet on basketball games again. Now, football, there was a sport a man with a system could make some money at…

Vinnie had counted on it taking some time before his party would realize that they were nowhere near their hotel. Two of them were from out of town, and the women were too busy with a crack pipe and their professional responsibilities to care. He glanced in the rearview mirror and could see the two men, but only one of the hookers; however, by the contented look on ML Rex’s face, he could guess where the other woman’s face was planted.

When the rapper finally did notice that instead of the Waldorf, Vinnie was pulling over to a curb in a dark and apparently abandoned neighborhood, the chauffeur had a story ready. “Thought you might want to score again before we headed back to the hotel,” he said.

“Well, all right, dog,” ML Rex said without the hooker missing a beat. “Now you thinkin’. For a moment there, I thought maybe you was takin’ us to yer momma’s house.” This brought guffaws from Jones and the other woman, as well as a muffled chortle from his own girl. “Shee-it, my man,” he added, looking out the window, “this place is more fucked up than my old ’hood.” The rapper was staring at a wasteland of boarded-up buildings covered with mysterious gang hieroglyphics; some of the windows were missing boards, the empty spaces staring back at him like mouth and eye sockets in a skull.

At least in Watts there were homes with patches of grass and the occasional palm tree. This section of East Harlem near the river was wall-to-wall cement, asphalt, and brick. The only things growing were weeds that had found some crack in the fractured sidewalks and abandoned lots to exploit, and the rats. Rats the size of Jack Russell terriers scurried down the sidewalks and along the gutters; larger creatures seemed to be lurking farther into the shadows, avoiding even the weak illumination of distant streetlights and the three-quarters-full moon.

“Dis is East Hahlum,” Jones’s hooker said nervously. “We shouldn’t ought to be heah.”

“Relax, bitch,” ML Rex said, annoyed because his girl had stopped her efforts when her sister started talking. “We got Vinnie here to protect us. Ain’t that right, Vin?” The chauffeur grunted in the affirmative as the rapper consoled the hookers. “And we need a li’l more of dat nose candy and maybe a rock fer yer pipe. Now I suggest you get back to workin’ it whilst we wait for the man.”

All in all, ML Rex felt that the trip to New York had been a success. The humiliation at the rap club the night before had wounded his pride, and he’d spent the rest of that evening into the early morning hours roughing up the hookers and devising ways to get even. Maybe he’d fly some of the homeboys from the ’hood to town and spray that little muthafuckin’ spic down. Then he’d buy the Hip-Hop Nightclub and pay some vagrant to burn it to the ground—with those big, dumb, ignorant niggahs inside, and maybe the little white punks, too. Just thinking about it made him feel better…well, that and the cries of pain he elicited from the prostitutes.

The day was better. The meeting with the distribution company for his next CD went exactly as he’d planned. He was on his way to the top, and there was nothing to stop him. Now, if they could just connect for a little more blow and get back to the hotel, all would be well.

• • •

Vinnie was waiting, but not for the coke dealer from Harlem. When he saw the dark sedan pull up behind the limo with its headlights out, he took a quick look in the rearview mirror and stepped once on the brake pedal. The half-dressed hookers were now sitting on the men’s laps and bouncing up and down in tandem with their backs to him. He pressed the button to lower the windows in the limousine, then opened his door, got out, and waddled away from the car as fast as his tree-trunk legs could carry him. Behind him, he heard the rapper angrily exclaim, “What da fuck,” and then, frightened, “Oh shee-it!”

Two figures in dark clothes with black ski masks pulled over their faces had emerged from the sedan, each walking up to either side of the limo. ML Rex’s exclamation was in response to seeing the man outside his window raise his arm and point a semiautomatic handgun at him.

The rapper was fast enough to shove the hooker, who was concentrating on her task and oblivious to the sudden change in circumstances, into the line of fire. The first bullet caught her in the back of the head, spattering gouts of brain, blood, and bone chips over her customer, blinding him. ML Rex started to scream, as did the woman and the man next to him, but the next bullet cut him off as it entered his mouth. The hollow-point .45 caliber slug demolished his brain stem and blew a hole out the back of his skull the size of an orange. He was effectively dead at that moment, but the shooter emptied the remaining bullets into his head, except one last round he sent crashing into the skull of the dead prostitute. It was over in just a few seconds.

Meanwhile, Kwasama Zig-Zag Jones kept screaming, though more from shock than fear. After all, he was the one who’d tipped off the executives at Pentagram Records about his employer’s impending betrayal. He’d been told to make sure that ML Rex was happy and distracted—and that they leave the bar before midnight. “The rest will be taken care of.” He figured that would mean something bad would happen to the boy he’d first known in kindergarten as Marty, and now that the moment had arrived, he felt a small pang of remorse. But it quickly passed like a bit of indigestion. The way he saw it, the world was made up of losers and winners. ML Rex had been a winner until he made the stupid decision to strike out on his own and jeopardize Jones’s meal ticket. That made him a loser.

Besides, Jones thought that it was high time he got the star treatment and had been working on his own rap lyrics. When snitching on his friend, he’d mentioned that to the record executives. They didn’t say no, he’d thought when the limo driver pulled over to the curb. But shee-it, I didn’t think they was gonna blow the fool’s head off while he was bangin’ the ho next to me. Thas cold. He was about to get out of the car and clean the blood and gore off his face when his self-assurance took a nosedive. The black-clad figure on his side of the car was pointing what, in his professional gangster’s opinion, looked like an AK-47 assault rifle.

“No, no,” he shrieked as he tried to shrink beneath the hooker who was scrambling to get off him and out of harm’s way. “I ain’t ’sposed ta die! I’m gonna be a star…” His pleadings and the screams of the prostitute were drowned out by the roar of the rifle.

The shooter emptied the clip and replaced it with another. This time he aimed more carefully and made sure that each small burst caught each of his two victims in what remained of their heads. There would be no miracle recoveries for these potential witnesses. His task complete, the shooter with the assault rifle walked back to the sedan, where he placed the gun in the trunk of the car and covered it with a blanket before getting into the front passenger seat.

His partner on the other side of the limo stood for a moment watching the bodies twitch. Involuntary muscle spasms, he thought. Satisfied, he nonchalantly let the .45 fall from his gloved hand. It clattered onto the pavement, and he kicked it beneath the limo and returned to his car.

A block away, Vincent Paglia was still moving despite the pounding of his heart and rivers of sweat that followed the contours of his body. When the gunfire stopped, he pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and dialed 911. Trying to make his voice sound black, he said, “I wanna report a shootin.’ ” He gave the street address and hung up.

At last he reached Third Avenue, where he found a cabbie willing to take him to his home in the Bronx.

“Vinnie, is that you?” his wife called out when he clicked the front door shut.

“Yeah, baby.”

“You have a good night?”

“Yeah, Katie. A great night, just great.”

“Come to bed, Vinnie, it’s late.”

“In a bit, baby,” he said. “I’m gonna unwind with a little ESPN.” There was no response, so he went to the refrigerator and grabbed a beer. Twisting the top off, he walked as softly back to Annie’s room as he could, where he stood sipping and looking down at the sleeping child. Please, God, get me through this…, he thought and began to cry silently.
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DETECTIVE SERGEANT MICHAEL FLANAGAN OF THE NEW YORK City Police Department homicide division and his junior partner, Detective Robert Leary, were sitting in their unmarked sedan just inside Central Park when the radio crackled. “Shots fired, vicinity of 121st and the East River, officers responding.”

Flanagan calmly finished the meat potato pie his wife had baked and placed in his brown paper lunch bag and carefully took another sip of the coffee he’d picked up at McDonald’s. Next to him, Leary wolfed down the last of two Double Quarter-Pounders with Cheese and two extra-large french fries, and then set the whole mess awash in his stomach by gulping the last half of the supersize Diet Coke.

“Why in the name of the Saint Joseph do you bother gettin’ Diet Coke,” Flanagan asked his partner when they ordered. “That other stuff has barrels of bad unsaturated fats, ’nough to plug the heart of an elephant.”

Flanagan considered himself something of an expert on diet and fitness. At forty years old, half of that as a cop, he still had a full head of copper-colored hair and was hard as a rock from a daily regimen of two hundred push-ups and two hundred sit-ups—all done in cadence with repeated Hail Marys and Our Fathers. The way he figured it, he was years ahead of any sins he’d committed, all the while adding years to his life by keeping the temple of his soul in shape. He’d even instructed his wife to make the meat pies with virgin olive oil, instead of butter, and “use whole wheat flour, not white.”

Lena was a good girl, twenty-five years old and “right off the boat, as they say” from Ireland, he’d told Leary. She’d been introduced to him by an aunt on his mother’s side after his first whore of a wife left for southern California with the kike doctor who’d done the ten-thousand-dollar boob job he’d paid for by working overtime. By comparison, Lena was skinny, flat-chested, and unappreciative of his attentions in bed—in fact, she pretty much lay there reciting Psalm 23, “I will fear no evil,” like a wooden statue. But at least she made no demands that he try to satisfy her—like the first slut—when all he wanted was to finish, then roll over and go to sleep. He considered himself a good Catholic, better than most, and believed that a husband had a right to his wife’s body without a whole lot of hoopla.

“I ain’t kiddin’ ya, Bobby, that stuff’s gonna kill ya,” Flanagan continued as he turned up the radio. He was genuinely concerned about his partner, as he liked having a good Irish Catholic boy in the car with him.

“I ain’t prejudiced or nuttin’,” he told Leary on their first day together, but he didn’t like the way the black police officers smelled “kind of spicy,” or that they talked “like they was gangbangers themselves…. No disrespect or nothin,’ but I believe that we ought a be able to ride with our own kind.” He just felt that when his ass was on the line, he could trust a good Irish Catholic cop, especially those like himself and Leary whose fathers had also been part of the thin blue line of the NYPD that had always stood between civilization on Manhattan and those who would destroy it.

So he didn’t want Leary to eat himself to death. When the kid first joined the force some five years earlier, he’d been a twenty-three-year-old, six-foot-four block of ripped muscle, a former Navy SEAL who could really kick some ass when a perp tried to resist or needed a little persuasion. But in the years since—three in patrol and two as a detective—the fast food, proverbial doughnuts, and soft drinks had added a roll around the gut and the beginnings of a jowl. He was still a guy not to be trifled with, but Flanagan knew that he’d have to stay on him about his weight or he’d turn into a big tub of goo and have a coronary right there in the car.
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