














Praise for Danny Simmons and Three Days as the Crow Flies




“[A]n irrestistible page-turning blend of rough, rugged, and raw life in New York City’s East Village, just as I remember it. Chock full of the sex, sights, sounds, and soul of the low-down underground scene in the 1980s.”


—Fab 5 Freddy







“Three Days as the Crow Flies is a wild Fellini-esque ride…. It stands as a testament to what happens to us—as individuals and as a society—when we force art into the restrictive paradigm that commodification requires. Still, it also testifies to whom and what we can become when we recognize and embrace the value art should hold in our lives, in our souls. And for saying this with such clarity and nuance, I am eternally grateful to Danny Simmons.”


—Asha Bandele, author of The Prisoner’s Wife







“[Three Days as the Crow Flies] is off the hook! I felt like I was right there in the middle of the story. In fact, I was right there…. Despite all the laughs and fun … the book makes important comments on racism, drug addiction, the art world and society at large. [Danny’s] nailed it.”


—Russell Simmons







“Danny Simmons has portrayed in visceral detail the dark, often gothic journey of a young man trying to find his way through the conflicted art world of the 1980s. His poetic voice is palpable and echoes the prophetic rhythms of an era haunted and entrapped by its own hype. One constantly wonders whether Crow will conjure the moral and mental muscle crucial to determining the meaning of his own reality through the intrigue of Simmons’s dual narrative … looks like the beginning of a trilogy.”


—Leslie King-Hammond, Ph.D., Dean of Graduate Studies, Maryland Institute College of Art







“Danny Simmons is a remarkable storyteller. His writing evokes the memory of the marginalized art world of the East Village, one of mystery, sex, defiance, lost love, and deceit.”


—Deborah Willis, author of The Black Female Body: A Photographic History
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Dedicated to all the cokeheads who made it through the fun and fabulous eighties to be delivered into the arms of recovery
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1
CROW


CROW WRAPPED A TOWEL around his waist and headed out of the tiny bathroom he shared with two other rooming-house tenants. Padding barefoot down the length of the long, narrow hall to the single room he occupied, he left wet footprints on the worn linoleum.

He opened his door and shook his head as he surveyed the remains of his worldly possessions. Aside from the cutoff straws littering the table and nightstand, a ragged poster of Bob Marley, his clothes, and a few dozen dog-eared comic books stacked on the floor, the television was his only possession. He sat on the edge of the narrow mattress, leaned forward, and turned on the TV.

Angry, restless, and discontent, Crow switched from one channel to another, then finally turned the set off altogether. Damn, I need me some cocaine, shit, he thought as he reached for a pair of jeans he had draped carefully over the back of a nearby metal folding chair. He sighed and mumbled out loud, “Where in the hell am I going to get some money from?” He thought about it a minute. “Danny!” He’d paid his friend Danny back the hundred dollars he owed him last week and figured it was time to borrow it back. He finished dressing, grabbed his last twenty-three dollars and change off the dresser, and headed out.

Stopping at the bottom of the stairs, he inspected himself in the mirror there. Even when fiendin’, Crow knew he looked good. At slightly over six feet tall, Crow Shade was wiry and well built. He had a head of short, curly black hair framing his thin, dark reddish-brown face. Even with a full beard he rarely did anything to, he always looked well groomed. He had clear, dark eyes that were almost constantly in motion—darting about, surveying the territory, clockin’ the scene. By the sight of him, you would never guess that he was seriously using. Damned near every day, though, for the last six months, he had been drinking, smoking weed, sniffing coke, trying to figure out how to get more, and doing little else.

Most of the time, he was deceptively conservative in the way he dressed. College boy, Ivy League style almost. And today would be no different, except for one thing. He wore his black jeans, tan desert boots, a dark charcoal-gray crewneck with a white Brooks Brothers button-down oxford underneath, and a worn black leather jacket—a holdover from his gangster days.

His addiction had started almost the moment he’d returned to Brooklyn from Lincoln, Pennsylvania. He had been the oldest senior at Lincoln University—the first college established expressly for the cultivation and training of “colored boys” in the United States, but what had it been training them to do? A graduate from there would surely be acclaimed “a credit to his race,” or so Crow’d been told. But insofar as he had spent his seven undergraduate years partying and selling weed, Crow left school in the trunk of a ragged 1974 Chevy Camaro in order to avoid arrest.

That was ancient history. Now, he wanted a beer, badly. He knew he couldn’t stop at the corner bodega because he owed the coke-dealing proprietor, Flaco, fifty balls for the blow he’d copped on credit two nights before. He figured he’d hold out until he reached the deli on the corner of Danny’s block, where he could get a tall can of ale on credit.

He barely noticed the people sitting on their stoops, children playing, and other life happening on the way to Danny’s Bed-Stuy brownstone. He stopped at the store and got a sixteen-ounce can of ale. After popping the tab, he plunked in a straw and took a long sip. Refreshed, he rehearsed his pitch. “Yo, Danny, you know that hunnid I repaid you last week? Guess what? I need it back …” He paused a moment to think and refuel himself with more ale. “I’ll tell him I’m behind in my rent. He’ll go for that. He ain’t gonna wanna see a brother out-of-doors.”

As he got to the door of Danny’s building, the second-floor tenant was leaving the house. He’d met her several times before, in the early morning when she was coming home from work and he was sitting on the steps talking to Danny. Today, she smiled, said hello, and held the door open for him. As they passed each other, Crow thought, Fine motherfucker too; too bad she got kids and a nigger. He thanked her and stepped inside.

He knocked twice on Danny’s door. There was no answer, so he tried the knob. The door was unlocked, he let himself in. Crow knew that Danny was home because he could hear the mellow strains of some jazz virtuoso wafting from the studio in the back of the apartment.

Danny was doing all right for an artist, selling paintings and collecting rent. His parlor-floor apartment was airy and bright, with lots of bay windows. It resembled a small museum. Every surface was covered by some kind of traditional African or contemporary art. The deeply stained wood floors were polished to a high gloss. There were African hand-carved wooden tables and benches, leather couches made in South America, and several large steel sculptures that reminded Crow of cars mangled in horrible collisions that no one could have survived.

Walking farther into the apartment, he thought for a second about going into the studio. But when he saw several small painted canvases propped against a wall, he reasoned that he could probably get more than a hundred for a few of these pictures, and Danny probably wouldn’t even miss them for a while. Without the slightest hesitation, Crow snatched up the three paintings.

He then noticed a folder filled with about two hundred type-written pages, on a table nearby. This must be the book he’s been working on. Might as well take some reading material along with me. I can always bring it back later. He grabbed the manuscript, tucking it and the paintings all under one arm as he ducked quietly back out the door he’d found unlocked.

Crow held down a momentary swell of conscience as he headed down the front steps. Stealing from a friend as good as Danny was triflin’, and he knew it, but that wasn’t going to stop him. He rationalized, I’ll hit Danny off with half the loot after I down this shit and get me a decent hit. Clutching the paintings and the folder tighter, he high-tailed it to the A train.

Crow hated riding the subway. He had wearied long ago of the sorry souls with whom he was forced to share his ride. It seemed to Crow—too smart for his own good sometimes—that at least half of ’em couldn’t even count to ten, much less know what was really going on.

They always pretend they ain’t looking. That fat cracker’s either lookin’ at me or that Spanish bitch’s ass. Fuck him. Fuck him! And that pasty-lookin’ old bitch next to him. Not a dime between ’em, I’ll bet. Like they got any business thinkin’ about what I’m doin’ …

Crow was tweaking. The lack of cocaine had him edgy. He liked to think of it as hyperawareness instead of paranoia. But he’d been known to quote that old adage in jest, “Just because I’m paranoid don’t mean they ain’t out to get me.”

In the tunnels between stations, you can see yourself in the darkened train windows and get lost in your own reflection or secretly ogle other passengers. There’s usually a trace of fear in the older faces, while alienation or rebellion rages in the eyes of kids cutting school. On the stooped shoulders of others, you can almost measure the weight of long, empty years, as their bearers hurry home to dispassionate sex and fitful sleep. Predators pace from window to window, avoiding eye contact, perusing reflections, sizing up civilians, looking for the next victim. Like cats, they pace window to window grinning callously—they can tell who rides alone.

I wish this damn train would hurry the fuck up. These motherfuckers get on my nerves.

Crow decided to take a good look at the Latina he’d noticed when he first got on the train. He thought she looked completely exhausted now, but she must have once been very beautiful. She was trying to hold it together while being pulled in different directions by four squalling niños, none of whom looked anything alike.

Damn, that bitch do got a sweet ass. Fuck her. Probably don’t speak no English, ain’t got no job, and stuck with a man who kicks that ass.

Crow noticed the fat Cauc who’d been staring at the Latina. He was probably hurrying home to a couple brewskies and the last few innings of American’s favorite pastime on TV Now he sat with a scowl on his face, trying to ignore her, her ass, and her kids.

As the train pulled into the West Fourth Street station, Crow gathered the canvases and the manuscript and stepped out of the car and onto the platform jammed with people. The thoughts that had occupied him during the ride were as gone as last night’s cocaine. He was scheming to get back to the neighborhood before the Dominicanos closed up the bodega for the night. Crow moved through the crowd and up the stairs, oblivious to the bodies bumping and jostling him. He was intent on escaping that black hole and filling his lungs with what passes in the city for fresh air.
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2
THE CITY


CROW PULLED THE PAINTINGS and folder closer to his chest. Even city air smelled fresh after the stench of the underground. The breeze held the crisp chill of autumn. He rounded a corner and almost collided with a corporate blue-suited threesome, whose smiles quickly soured at the sight of him. Moving in unison, they pivoted left, seemingly revolted by even the possibility of contact with a man of Crow’s ilk. Crow shook his head and muttered, “Well, fuck you too, motherfuckers,” as he continued to make his way toward the liquor store. Reaching it, he pressed his shoulder against the glass door and stepped inside.

Cat bells jingling in the doorjamb announced Crow’s entrance to the man behind the counter. The clerk and the store’s inventory were separated from potential customers by bulletproof glass. The procedure was to tell the clerk your selection and pay for it, and he would deliver your purchase and change on a Plexiglas lazy Susan. But Crow noticed that a group of young white businessmen had been allowed behind the partition to make their own selections. They were huddled in the wine section, discussing vintages and prices while they searched the shelves for their choices. The clerk had stood up when Crow came in and now asked in an annoyed tone, “Can I help you?”

Crow refused to answer before he had leaned the paintings against the counter in front of him. He stood in front of the perforations in the Plexiglas, so that he could be heard. Smirking bitterly, he asked the counterman, “Does that mean that I don’t get to come back there with the rest of your clientele?”

The clerk stared at Crow blankly and didn’t respond. Crow read a sign that was handwritten in thick black marker and taped to the door of an old Philco refrigerator so customers could see it: “We do not sell pints of wine.”

Crow sucked his teeth, with a little less of a smirk this time, and asked, “Is that company policy or personal bias?”

The clerk igged the comment and asked again, “Can I help you?”

“Yes, I’d like some help, man. Let me have a half-pint of Remy Martin,” Crow answered with a heavy sigh.

Without expression, the clerk turned, reached over to the row of half-pints, retrieved a bottle, and placed it on the counter.

“That’ll be five dollars and sixty-two cents,” said the clerk.

Crow sighed again and shook his head. “Wrong Remy. That’s the V.S. I want the V.S.O.P. The one in the frosted green bottle.”

The clerk looked directly at Crow for the first time and then in exasperation turned back to the shelf and snatched up the other bottle. Dropping the V.S.O.P. into a bag, he sneered. “I’ll tell you a little secret, buddy. There ain’t no real difference between this Remy and the other one … ’cept the price.”

Expressionless, Crow reached into his pocket. “How much for this one?”

Without looking at the price, the clerk answered, “Eight forty-six.”

Crow pulled out the few bills he had in his pocket and handed him the twenty. Another customer came in and brushed against Crow’s back. Involuntarily, he shuddered and wanted to ask, “Why you playin’ me so close?” But instead, in a moment of unconscious protectiveness, Crow shifted the manuscript to his other hand as he waited for his change.

The guy standing behind him cleared his throat and said, “That’s a really nice painting you’ve got there. You the artist?”

Crow turned around and looked at him as though the man’s face had just flashed a green light that said Victim!

“What did you say, man?”

The customer was tall and slim and wore a black overcoat that was opened to reveal a white shirt with blue pinstripes and a yellow foulard tie. Crow had dated a yuppie white chick during a quick stint in D.C. a few years back. She bought him foulard ties. He dumped dozens of them in the trash when he left.

“I was wondering if you were the artist,” the customer repeated.

Looking at the fancy, high-gloss, hand-tooled leather portfolio the man clutched beneath one arm, Crow smiled and said, “Yeah, I’m the artist.” His lie was smooth, and he finished it with a broad, toothy smile. “I was just taking them to a place where I might be having a show. Are you a patron?” Crow had heard Danny use that word to describe people who buy expensive art. The game was on. “If you’re interested, I’ll make you a deal. We can cut out the middleman.”

As Foulard Tie bent down to study the canvas with mock expertise, the clerk returned with Crow’s change and jammed the bottle of Remy Martin V.S.O.P into the lazy Susan and spun it around at Crow. Foulard Tie straightened up and replied, “At the moment, I’m not investing in art.”

Crow’s face sank. He grabbed up his change, stuffed the bottle into his jacket pocket, and shifted his attention to the store’s other customers—the ones behind the glass. The wine-buying clientele had reached a consensus and were attempting to engage the clerk in an intense debate about the paucity of their selection.

Still annoyed at Crow’s presence, he shot back at the wine connoisseurs, “I don’t buy the stock, I just sell it.”

Snickering at that exchange, Crow called out, “Any of you guys got a black marker?”

When nobody responded, Foulard Tie said, “As a matter of fact, I always keep a few in my bag.” He fumbled through his portfolio and pulled out two markers. “Red or black?” he asked.

“I asked for black,” Crow replied sharply, trying not to snap—he needed the marker.

Accepting the marker from Foulard Tie’s hand and sidestepping quickly to the left, Crow picked up a painting and leaned it up against the glass at eye level. After signing it, he did the same with the other two and then returned the marker. “Can’t sell the paintings without my signature,” he said. “Doubles their value. Are you sure you’re not interested?”

Foulard Tie looked at the signature: “Crow Shade, 1985.” He looked from the painting to Crow. “Well, I guess it fits,” he said. “Anyway, thanks for the offer. Maybe some other time.”

“Yeah, maybe.” Crow sneered back. Turning, he grabbed the paintings and headed toward the door. He glanced back one last time at the sign on the refrigerator, the one that read, “We do not sell pints of wine.”

Outside, the wind smacked the side of Crow’s face and almost snatched the paintings out of his hands. Pausing in a doorway, he rested the paintings against his leg and pulled the Remy from his pocket. He twisted the bottle cap open and gulped down a mouthful. It made him shudder. He capped the bottle, returned it to his pocket, buttoned his jacket, and clutched the paintings closer to his body. Warmed by the cognac, he headed down Waverly Place toward the East Side.

Walking along the south side of Waverly Place is different from walking on its north side. The south side has more street lamps. Older people walk there to avoid the darkness on the other side. Crow crossed Sixth Avenue against the light, dodging a car that seemed to speed up when the driver saw him approaching the curb. A cadre of suspicious-looking young men hurried past him as he walked, their hands stuffed deep in their pockets, their heads down. A small gray-haired woman, her left hand clutching the pages of a rumpled newspaper, waited patiently at the curb for her old dog to relieve himself.

The traffic sign blinked “Don’t Walk” when Crow reached MacDougal and Waverly Even though the street was clear of cars, Crow lingered at the corner watching as an assortment of characters skulked into the park to cop illicit substances. When the traffic sign finally blinked “Walk,” Crow ignored it. He propped the paintings against his leg and pulled out the Remy again. Before taking a sip, he peered into the park at the people and muttered to himself, “Same sucker-ass shit. None of these lames would last about two seconds in my part of Brooklyn.”

He gulped down more cognac, picked up the paintings, and stepped off the curb just as the light turned red. A car sped past. Getting nowhere near him, the driver was annoyed anyway and honked the horn long past necessary. When Crow reached the other side of the street, he heard the pusher’s mantra: “Got that good Ses, blacktop jumbo dime crack, P-Funk.”

One kid, white, maybe fourteen or fifteen years old, jumped off the fence and walked toward Crow. As he got closer, Crow could see a gaping space where two front teeth should have been. “Yo, brother-man,” the kid said, not able to hit the th in brother. “I got them serious dimes a crack.”

Crow just looked at him.

“Word, dis shit is serious,” the kid continued.

Crow looked at him for a few seconds more and said, “Yo, duke, I don’t be smoking that shit. Got any powder?”

The kid’s gestures got animated. He stretched out his hands and jerked his head to the side, then slid up closer to Crow. In hushed tones, he said, “Yo, I can get you all the powder you want. What you need?”

Crow looked at him sullenly and said, “Fuck it. I don’t want nuthin’. Ain’t no decent blow around here anyway. I don’t wanna end up with a bagful of cut.” He turned to leave the park.

“Nah, homes, it ain’t like that,” the kid persisted. “My man’s got rocks, if that’s what you looking for.”

At that, Crow spun back around. “I ain’t spending no serious dollars,” he said.

The kid was a good hustler, and he wanted to make this sale. “I can get you dimes on up. Whatever you want,” he said. “Just chill here a second. I’ll be right back.”

He turned quickly and disappeared deeper into the park. Crow sighed, leaned against the fence, pulled out his cognac, and took another sip. As he tried to put away the bottle, the canvases fell from underneath his arm and onto the ground. Picking them up, he looked closely at one of the paintings for the first time.

The canvas was layered with thick, textured paint. Crow closed his eyes and ran a finger over the brush strokes. The strokes became lines, and the lines connected to form the contour of two lovers embracing. Their arms and legs were so intertwined that it was impossible to tell where one body ended and the other began. The background was a gradation of dark and light shades painted in swirls, each color blending into the others. As he ran his finger over the woman’s breast, he opened his eyes and studied the colors. Various shades of red, yellow, and brown played against one another, melding to form the lovers’ bodies, which were nestled between the sky and the earth. Shades of blue had been used for the sky. Browns and greens had been used for the earth.

Propping the paintings against the fence, Crow smiled. Damn, Danny’s shit is pretty good, he thought. He paints about black people. But he’s painting some dream black people—dancin’, makin’ love ‘n’ shit … His thought was interrupted when the kid returned.

“Yo, boss, I told you I’d be right back,” the kid said, smiling. There was a man standing behind him. He must have been at least six-foot-four with long, thick-locked hair, which he had piled up on top of his head and held in place with three wooden chopsticks. He had a bushy beard and wore dark glasses even though it was already reaching sundown. Thick Locks was good-looking but terribly thin, magga even. His clothes hung loosely from his bones. Crow liked him immediately.

“I don’t smoke no crack, my man, but I could go for some regular coke,” he said.

Thick Locks threw his head back and smiled, showing three gold-framed teeth. He took a deep pull on a huge spliff and said, “Me ’ear you, me bruddah. Me na smoke dat poison neider, mon. Sit wid me ’ere on de bench.”

As Thick Locks headed for the bench, Crow picked up the paintings, thanked the kid, and followed. A white couple who had been sitting on the bench smoking reefer got up and left as Thick Locks and Crow sat down. Crow’s eyes followed behind them as he muttered, “Punks.”

Thick Locks smiled and said, “Speak troot, bruddah. When big man dem speak, pickney dem should leave de rooooom. ’Ere, take a likka toke a de ganja from back ’ome. Me faddah pluck it and sen’ it to I from der.”

He passed the spliff and Crow took a long drag. The harsh smoke hit his throat, and he started coughing.

“Yes, bruddah,” Thick Locks said, “de herb is strong wid spirits of de living.”

When Crow finally stopped coughing, he passed the spliff back and asked, “Is the blow that good?”

Thick Locks stood, reached into a leather pouch at his side, and pulled out a plastic baggie.

“Yo, my brother!” Crow almost shouted, looking at the baggie. “You carry all that shit around with you?”

Thick Locks laughed and said, “Like I and you, these be of de eart, dees tings born to I. Jah protects I, and when Jäh na lookin’ me way, den de Smitt an’ Wesson look over I.” He lifted his jacket and displayed a dull, black nine-millimeter pistol. When he saw that the gun made Crow nervous, he said, “What you really want, me bruddah?”

Crow was embarrassed. “I told the kid it was no big thing, I only needed a dime.”

“No problem, me bruddah,” Thick Locks replied. “Hand me a bill.”

Crow dug in his pocket, fished out a crisp one-dollar bill—change from the Remy—and passed it to Thick Locks. He creased the bill, stuck his hand in the bag, pulled out a medium-size rock of cocaine worth considerably more than ten dollars, and placed it in the center of the dollar. “This be peace, me bruddah,” he said, passing the bill back to Crow. Palming the bill, Crow flashed a wicked smile and quickly slipped Thick Locks the ten dollars. Thick Locks rose from the bench and put the money in his pocket. “Walk with Jah, me bruddah,” he said. “May we paths cross down de road.” Then he disappeared in the direction of the fountain at the center of the park.

Crow sat still for a few seconds before looking over his shoulder. He glanced down at the bill and shook his head. Rasta brother-man must be from the neighborhood, he thought. This is at least a fifty. He put his tongue to the rock to taste it. The cocaine froze his tongue immediately. “Shit, this must be my lucky day,” he exclaimed, almost squealing with delight, while digging through his pocket for a coin.

He found a quarter, folded the bill, and used the coin to crush the rock. He retrieved a ragged cut-down straw from his wallet and quickly inhaled four hefty snorts. Self-conscious, he looked over his shoulder again and tried to breathe normally to slow his racing heartbeat. Just that quickly, he was high, and higher than he had been in a good little while. He sat on the bench a moment longer and tried to regain his equilibrium. Picking up the manuscript beside him, he opened it to the first page. All these pages, he thought. A brother just can’t have that much to say. Then he began to read:


I am not the black man who sits at this desk, alone at late hours. I am that black man with only six bullets for his gun. The black man who has found the leisure to write this book is only an author’s dream. But wait. Let me tell you a story …



Crow closed the folder. He dug into his pocket, reopened the bill, took another blast of cocaine, and quickly put the blow back in his pocket. This is too heavy for me, he thought about what he’d just read. A brother talking deep shit like that should be living in the village, not in the neighborhood. This shit is too personal.

He roused himself and stood up. His legs felt a bit shaky, but he knew that it was time to go. As he headed out of the park, a kid with hair arranged in orange spikes zoomed by on his skateboard. Chasing behind him was a little girl with green stripes in her blond hair. “David!” she shouted after him. “Mommy says you’ve got to come home and do your homework.”

Her brother sailed toward the fountain, ignoring her, the latest hip-hop music blaring through his headphones. Crow dodged them and walked swiftly through the arch, exiting the park. Back on Waverly Place, slowing his pace, he gazed through the fence and noticed that the east end of the park was deserted. To his left, on University Place, he could see couples clinging to each other, heading north and south. The flow of people caused him to stop and catch his breath for a moment. Leaning against the fence, he watched the parade of people for a second, then reopened the folder, his eyes instantly finding the line at which he had stopped reading before.


… A story about every nigger living at every turn just beyond your corner. This nigger was born simultaneously in every inner city and in every rural town. He came from his mother, dry without tears and wearing sneakers. They nursed him on cold milk from the corner store. On the first day of his ninth month, he developed long scars on his back and thighs. His parents and their friends became afraid and first tried to remove his sneakers. Failing at this they shunned him and would not let him play with the puppy or his cousins when they came to visit. He learned not to care.

When he turned three, he would leave the house alone and wander to the bus station. He used money stolen from his father’s pants pocket to buy dark bars of chocolate and would sit and watch the buses leave. As each bus left, he cried. Hours later he would wander back home and crawl into bed and hold his stomach, sick from too much dark chocolate.



Crow looked up just in time to see an ebb in the flow of people. He shut the folder, grabbed the paintings, and hurried across University Place. On the other side of the street, hordes of students were headed to their night classes at NYU. Crow felt a brief moment of remorse that with only a semester to go, he had blown off the opportunity to get his degree. His eyes fell on the manuscript, and his thoughts shifted. Yeah, what was left to learn? How to write some bullshit like this?

Crow looked back at the students carrying their books, chattering excitedly, their faces smug and expectant. He curled his lip and reached for the bottle of Remy in his pocket.
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BONES


WHEN HE GOT TO ASTOR PLACE, Crow headed directly for the black cube sculpture on the square. God only knows where it came from, but it had been there for years. One day, Crow found out by watching some neighborhood kids that if pushed hard enough, the cube would rotate on its axis. He never forgot that. Looking around his old haunts, he also remembered hanging out at a club down a dark stairway called the Dome. It was just up the block and was always filled with couples dancing to Latin music, but wasn’t a Latin club. Only niggas hung out there. The fellas wore these wide-legged, bell-bottomed pants called elephant bells and long, pointy-toed shoes. The women wore miniskirts and thigh-high vinyl boots. Back in the day, niggas knew how to party, he thought. And if you couldn’t Latin, you couldn’t hang.

Returning to the present, Crow looked around. Astor Place was busy with theatergoers, white kids selling reefer, and suburban bridge-and-tunnel types exploring the dangers of the Lower East Side, and the like. Smiling to himself, he thought, If there’s a sucker born every minute, most of ’em must end up here. On any crowded street, day or night, there’s gotta be at least one hungry predator. Crow was here and ready to feed. But the last thing he wanted to do was stand around with the lames trying to sell shit.

When he looked at the cube again, there had gathered a few musicians pulling instruments out of cases. If these people were down for music, he rationalized, they probably liked art too. He crossed the street and headed for the cube, paintings under one arm, manuscript under the other.

A skinny kid with holes in the knees of his jeans was attempting to tune a violin. Crow stopped directly in front of him, casting his shadow over the polished wood of the instrument. The kid jerked his head up, his posture stiffening.

“Hey, man,” Crow began matter-of-factly, “I hope you won’t mind if I set my paintings up over here.” As Crow walked around him, the last vestiges of sunlight glinted across the violin’s strings. Hearing no response, Crow started propping up canvases against the cube.

“It’s a free country,” the kid finally decided to answer.

Arranging each painting for maximum effect, Crow set the painting in the center on top of the manuscript and responded without looking up. “Really. Now, how did I know you’d see it that way? It’s people like you that make this motherfucking country what it is today.”

Crow looked at the trio, thinking that they weren’t much to look at, and hoped they could play better than they looked. The cellist was a pale, pasty-faced, womanish creature, with long limp hair a color that brought to mind dishwater. “She” had been positioning a straw basket lined with white lace in front of where they were setting up. The third member was this tall, strange-looking guy with long legs. He might have been skinny too, if it hadn’t been for his fat potbelly.

Each member of the group had a different approach to warming up. While the woman-creature plucked the strings of her cello and the skinny kid ran the bow back and forth across his violin strings, the other member of the trio kept spitting into his hand and rubbing it along the length of his bass strings and then on the side of his jacket. Yuck, what the fuck does that do? Crow wondered, a little disgusted. After what seemed like a really long time, and a whole lot of weird-ass behavior later, they started to play.

Damn, Crow thought, almost out loud. This shit ain’t fit for radio. Lyrics from a rock-and-roll cut he used to dig ran through his head: “I shoulda learnt ta play that gui-tar, I shoulda learnt ta play them drums …” He laughed softly to himself as he called up his favorite line, “The little faggot in d’mink coat …” and then, without realizing it, he sang out loud, “The little faggot’s a millionaire!” The woman-thing heard him and frowned as she lost her timing. Didn’t take much to throw you off, did it? Crow thought.

Crow smiled and mouthed an apology to her—although he didn’t know why. They should have been apologizing to him, he figured, and anyone else who could hear them. “Sorry, must’ve lost my head,” and then, under his breath, for sure this time, he mumbled, “And wished like hell I’d lose my hearing.” She looked annoyed, but then her eyes lingered for a moment and drifted down to his tightish jeans straining taut against equally taut thighs, as he squatted slightly to rearrange the paintings. Assuaged now, and a little aroused, she was able to fit herself back into whatever it was they’d been playing.

Crow turned to see that a couple in their early thirties had stopped a few feet away. The woman, although a little older, looked almost exactly like the girl in the trio—same hair and everything. The man with her was smoking the short end of a joint, with glazed eyes and burned fingers. He was wearing one of those Irish tweed jackets with brown suede patches on the elbows. They both wore faded jeans and brown loafers. Crow began shifting the paintings to get their attention, but they didn’t even glance his way.

He called out to them, “Some really nice art for sale over here.” The man looked over and said something to the woman. She looked at the paintings and then at Crow, her head doing something like nodding to the music. Flicking the roach of the joint into the street and rubbing his cheek, the man started walking over, eyes on the paintings.

“You look like you might like the one with the lovers,” Crow said, bending over to pick up the canvas closest to him. It was the image of two figures that Crow had examined earlier. In that instant, Crow knew how to play this sucker.

“I call this one The Embrace.’” Crow heard the words flow like honey from his own lips. “Can you see how it’s all about how we become one with that other person in our lives?” He looked at the painting again and added, “What’s happening in the background shows how the world becomes darker or lighter with our perceptions and experiences. I used red in their bodies to indicate the lovers’ passion. Here, dude,” Crow said, trying to sound like a white boy. “Hold it up to the light, and take a good look.”

Patched Elbows took the painting from Crow’s hands and stared at it for a few seconds, then looked back at Crow. “I’ve never seen figures quite like these,” he said. “But they’re almost a cross between Matisse and Miró.” Crow thought, Mah-who and Me-what? He must be talking about some white guys. Patched Elbows the pothead continued, “I like your style. This is good, man, really good.”

He turned and called over his shoulder to the woman, “Hey, Jesse, come here for a second.” The woman shook her stringy hair and walked over. “Jesse, look at this painting. I think it’s really a fine piece,” he said to her. “Can’t you see it hanging over the bed?”

Before looking at the painting, she looked at Crow. He could tell that it was going to be a no sale. She no more than glanced at the painting, then said, “Dick, if we’re going to buy art, then we should buy it as an investment. You just can’t go buying something because you like it.” She took a better look at the painting, then again at Crow. “You’re right,” she said. “It’s a nice enough painting, but buying art on the street can’t be smart. You were just saying how we should be careful to purchase items that will increase in value and that we should spend our money carefully.”

Crow started to say something, but Dick cut him short. “But, sugar, we don’t know if this is a good investment or not.” He turned to Crow and asked, “Where have you exhibited?”

Crow’s mind raced to think of the name of any place. When he could think of nothing even remotely artistic-sounding, he said, “Hey, listen, I’m not asking that much for it. I’m really just trying to pay my rent. You know, starving artist and all that.”

Dick—he really did look like a Dick too—handed Crow the canvas. Looking at the ground, he said, “You know how it is. She’s right, we really do have to be careful how we spend.” He looked back up at Crow and said, “But hey, man, I’m serious, I really think this is some good stuff, really fine work. I wish things weren’t so tight. I’d like to have one of your pieces.”

As they walked away, Crow yelled after them, “Hey, it’s yours for thirty balls—I mean bucks!”

He heard Jesse say, “You see, if it was worth anything, he wouldn’t sell it so cheap.”

A few people had gathered around while Crow was making his pitch, although they pretended they weren’t looking at the paintings. Crow motioned them closer. “Don’t be shy, come on over. A little look-see can’t hurt.” One or two came to get a closer look, but that was all. Just then, Crow noticed that the trio had finished playing their first piece of whatever it was they called what they did with those instruments. The fact that they had gotten money for it absolutely blew his mind. “Shit! Da things dat pass for culture dees days! If dat’s what dey call music, it’s no wonder dey don’t know good art when they sees it,” he muttered to himself, exaggerated down-home-like.

Crow sat on the ground and for the first time took a good, long look at all the paintings he’d swiped from his boy, his home slice, his ace boon coon.

The three were of slightly varied sizes. One was of a curvaceous brown woman, standing in tall grass. She wore an orange robe with a hood that covered most of her face but revealed a long, sculptured neck, determined chin, and a set of the most luscious and beautiful full lips Crow had ever seen. The sky behind her was a deep purple, almost black. There were deep grooves running through the paint, making it appear that the sky was cracked and jagged. In the right corner, there was a splash of pale yellow paint that suggested a moon. The wind pressed the robe tightly against the woman’s body. He liked it.

The other painting was of a woman’s left profile, in which only one of her almond-shaped eyes could be seen. Its iris was golden. She had deep reddish-brown skin, like Crow’s, and crimson lips. Her thick hair was braided and cascaded down her shoulder in the colors of flames. Across her forehead, along her cheek, and down her neck were golden marks with a raised texture that looked like African scarification or Indian war paint. Crow didn’t know what they were, but he knew he liked her. The right side of the work was also raised with thick textured paint, but it was black, over which, painted in white, were these words:


Each day you rise and set my Raven free
 Black against gray dawn
 The briar cage forgotten
 Clouds swollen with rain and
 dreams…
 your tender comforts
 Evening to hurry home.



Crow stared hard at the face and read the words several times. Then he looked up at a streetlight and shook his head, thinking that Danny must have had a lot of time on his hands.

The people with the instruments started playing with them again. Crow stood up and said to no one in particular, “Feels like I’ve been standing here all night.” He reached into his jacket, pulled out the Remy, and took a long swallow. Then he figured, since the musicians weren’t paying him no mind and there weren’t any people standing around, he might as well pull out the blow. Turning to face the cube, he took a few quick hits. When Crow turned back around, he found himself face to face with yet another thin man. This one had long, straight brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. Although this guy wore dark glasses, Crow could tell he was staring. The guy just stood there smiling. From his right ear dangled a long, pointy earring, made from some kind of bone. Crow was startled but regained his cool quickly.

“You like what you see?” Crow asked.

The guy kept smiling and replied, “Looks like good shit.” Crow wasn’t exactly sure what he meant.

“Think you might like to buy one?” Crow asked, pointing to the canvases.

The guy pulled a cigarette from his jacket pocket as he looked over the paintings. “You got a match?” Crow fumbled around and handed the guy a plastic lighter. The guy lit his cigarette and said, “My name’s Bones, Bones Young.” Then Bones put the lighter in his pocket.

“You got some interesting work here. I know art, so take that as a compliment.” Crow got a little excited. I might be able to hustle a yard outta this lame, he thought. Bones ended Crow’s fantasizing. “I don’t buy art, though, I sell it. You interested in selling these?”

Crow looked at him hard. “What do you think? I came all the way out here to jerk off?”

Bones took a long drag from the cigarette, looked at Crow, and said, “Looks to me like you getting high and definitely not making no dollars.” Crow looked at Bones’s fingers as he brought the cigarette down from his mouth; he had rings on each one.

“Got another smoke?” Crow asked, not really interested.

“Nah, just bummed this one up the block. Want a drag?”

He passed the cigarette to Crow, who took a couple of pulls and handed it back, saying, “Yeah, so what we gonna do? Look at each other and talk shit all night?”

Bones grinned and said, “I hope not. I’m out here to pull some duckets. Looks to me like you got the product. You ready to make the money?”

Crow pulled out the Remy, took another swallow, passed it to Bones, and said, “I’m down, let’s get busy.”

Bones took the bottle and finished it in a gulp and said, “Let’s do it. Hey, by the way, man, what’s your name?”

“Crow, Crow Shade.” Bones picked up one of the canvases and stuck it under his arm. Crow grabbed the other two and the manuscript. Turning toward St. Mark’s Place, they headed east.
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CANDY’S STORE


“YO, DOC, SLOW THE FUCK UP,” Crow yelled, stepping onto Third Avenue. Bones stood waiting for him on the corner. Crow stepped onto the sidewalk.

Smiling, Bones said, “Now we’re in the neighborhood. Ain’t nothing really happening as far west as you was, ’less you from Jersey and tryin’ to sightsee.” Bones sounded kinda hip, like the Lower East Side hood rat that he was. He took off his shades and stuffed them into the same pocket he’d gotten the cigarette from. “Let’s grab a few brews for the walk.”

“I was drinking Remy V.S.O.P, and where the fuck are we going anyways?” Crow demanded, a little annoyed.

“Just be cool,” Bones responded, trying not to sound nervous. “We’ll get there. Ain’t no liquor stores around here. The closest one is on Avenue B. Let’s ease on over there.”

As they approached the corner of Second Street and Second Avenue, Crow spotted a dirty old man wearing a huge straw hat, dressed in women’s clothes, with a long rubber snake draped over his shoulders. He was pushing a shopping cart full of bottles and heading right for them, a little too fast, Crow thought. And sure enough, even though Crow stepped aside to avoid the inevitable collision, the old drag queen slammed squarely into Crow’s side with a bang.

“Yo! Watch what the fuck you doing, man!” Crow shrieked. “That shit hurt like a muthafuckah! I oughta smack the shit outta you …” The old man yanked the cart back with a start. Then, really quickly and with an amazing agility, he snatched several bottles from the cart and arranged them in rows like bowling pins, in front of Crow’s feet. When he finished, he curtsied and apologized, first in French and then in Spanish. Crow glared at the bottles, then at Bones, then back down at the bottles. The old man in a dress grabbed the rubber snake by the head and pulled it from his shoulders. He then stuffed it into a large jar in the cart, tipped his sombrero, and rolled quickly across the street and out of sight.

Before crossing the street, Bones looked over at Crow, trying his damnedest to choke back a laugh. He shrugged his shoulders and said, “Welcome to the Lower East Side.”

When Crow looked up and in the direction Bones had begun to walk, he saw a familiar sign in the window that read, “Open All Night.”

As they entered the store, Bones nodded to the man behind the counter and headed toward a row of tall stainless-steel coolers in the back. “What you drinkin’, Crow?”

Crow shouted back, “I’ll take a sixteen-ounce ale, since we can’t get no Remy here.”

Crow and the Korean man behind the counter leered at each other. Crow knew from experience that if he followed Bones into the back, he’d have a couple of the owners’ relatives following behind him. He didn’t want the hassle, he just wanted the beer.

With a Bud in one hand and a Ballantine ale in the other, Bones returned triumphantly to the counter, the look on his face indicating a job well done. As he placed the tall cans on the counter, the store owner smiled, revealing tiny yellow-stained teeth. Returning his smile, Bones said, “Separate bags, a pack of Marlboro 100s, and a pack of Newports for the brotha.”

“And put a straw in the bag with the ale,” said Crow, adding a finish to Bones’s thought.

As Crow reached for the bag, several pages of the manuscript, which he’d almost forgotten about, fell out of the folder under his arm and onto the counter. Crow had been too preoccupied with getting some loot and copping drugs to think of finding a bag to carry those damned papers in. Bones picked them up. As he was handing them back to Crow, he noticed a turned-down corner. He quickly started to skim the page:


He would wait silently in his small room until all the noises of the house were gone. Then he would wait longer. He hid under the blanket and ran his nails across his closed eyes and over his lips. Maybe an hour after his father forced his mother to bed, when their room and all the house were silent, he would crack his door and call the puppy.

“Mr. Dedalus, Sir Simon,” he whispered. Without fail the puppy would rise from his box in the kitchen and climb the stairs. “Come, Sir Simon,” he called, his words a whisper, barely loud enough for the air to carry.
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