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				“It’s harder to find a good coffee table than it is to fall in love.”

			

		

	
		
			ONE

			In all of Ray Carney’s years as a fence—he had been a reluctant fence and a ruthless fence, at times imperiled by his choices and at others the embodiment of crooked intelligence—there was only one occasion when he participated in the theft itself, and that was in the summer of 1981 when Uncle Rich came back to town. That bad-news time.

			The city that year was true to its personality, as malformed across the centuries—a monstrous entity powered by innate miseries, operated by brute will, and held together by pluck, fury, and rebar. It had been flat broke, and now clambered from the crater of debt one mucky handhold at a time. Crime in its ingenuity devised new permutations daily, making every citizen a victim or a witness. New arrivals poured in hourly, as if there were room, multiplying the local varieties of sadness and perseverance, and outnumbering those who had scurried to the suburbs or fled their last humiliation. It was dirty, and sick, and plainspoken in its threats. “How am I doin’?” the mayor asked on his rounds, barking like one of the mangy seals installed at the decrepit and neglected Central Park Zoo (a real dump). It was his trademark. Everybody needs a gimmick: “How am I doin’?” The same as everyone else: tired, banged-up, but staggering forth somehow.

			As for Ray Carney, he was a son of his city, enduring his ration of misfortunes and managing to engineer a few reversals. The day the Uncle Rich mess came to a head, Tuesday the 16th of June, was already out of the ordinary in that Carney had a notable appointment—an interview with Sterling Quality, the monthly magazine of the Sterling Furniture Co. Carney had sold their products since he first opened his doors, to budget-conscious Harlemites of contemporary sensibility and taste, to bright-eyed couples who strained cheerfully under the monthly payments, to geezers who set themselves adrift in living rooms on new recliners. Now the company had chosen him as Northeast Regional Dealer of the Month (August).

			Carney jumped up and almost knocked over his coffee when he got the call. Across a lifetime, a man cultivates a number of secret wishes that he dare not share with the world, precious things too delicate to exist outside the safe pastures of his mind. To see his name flow and curl in the dignified typeface of the Sterling Furniture house magazine—it was a dream he’d kept close for decades. He and Elizabeth celebrated with a dinner at this French joint off Lex, where too-tiny portions coiled on the big plates in insolent triumph.

			Sterling saluted five dealers a month, from the Northeast, Southeast, Midwest, Northwest, and Southwest, according to sales numbers, length of service as a Certified Dealer, and overall fidelity to the other, undisclosed attributes that gave the magazine its name. Each month Sterling Quality featured one of those five; Dealer of the Year, in turn, was drawn from that pool of twelve subjects. Carney didn’t have any illusions about being DOY, but was pretty sure he was the first Afro American Dealer of the Month, except maybe for Lou Edminson (March 1973), who was most likely passing, what with that wavy hair of his, criminy. Carney knew something about maintaining a false front and appreciated the complexities.

			Carney’s introductory conversation with the writer of the piece confirmed his trailblazing status. “I don’t think we’ve ever chosen someone from your background before,” Andrew Fisher told him. “I thought it was important.” He went on to relate a story from his childhood in Bloomington, Indiana, when a black family moved in down the street and he was the only kid who’d play with the son. “They only lasted a year, but it’s a friendship I still cherish.”

			On the day of the interview, Carney wore a suit and tie to stay in character, even though it was over the phone. He wore the same one three weeks later when the magazine took his headshot. In the published photograph, the readers of Sterling Quality encountered a slim gentleman in his early fifties, with the calm, practical air one expected in a purveyor of home furnishings. His hair was graying, but his face retained a youthful openness that some mistook for naivete, and others for benevolence. Both assessments were incorrect. Comfortable in his achievements, he had grazed upon the feast of middle-class comforts and had lately acquired a paunch, which was just out of frame.

			The rejected headshots captured a recent addition to his repertoire of expressions—a distinctive squint, as might belong to a bookkeeper skeptical of his sums or someone lost in a maze wondering which wrong turn to undo. An indicator of unease, trouble below. The photographer found the squint vaguely degenerate, counter to the “even keel” that was a Regional Dealer’s stock in trade. He burned the negatives one drunken night in a renouncing mood.

			Andrew Fisher called Carney’s Furniture from the company HQ in Waltham, Massachusetts, where Sterling’s founder, Atherton James, had opened his factory more than a hundred years ago. (“Furniture for Life.”) Carney locked the door of his office for privacy, like it was the old days and he was meeting some shady mope with a satchel full of hot watches. Since reopening, Carney rarely met crooks in the store. Sure, he sat down with lawyers, insurance agents, and other straight-world deputies of varying degrees of corruption, but not crook crooks. Carney preferred not to insult his new office with their presence. New office, even though it had been five years since the fire.

			The blaze had destroyed his two-decade archive of Qualitys, but he’d started a new collection—and was relieved that Fisher drew his questions from a master template. Carney had studied up. They settled into a genial collaboration. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his ankles on his desk.

			“As a small-business owner,” Fisher said, “you’ve been through some rough patches. Had to make some tough decisions. Can you share with our readers a moment when you were tested?”

			The responses that popped into Carney’s head all referred to his other business, not the furniture trade, forcing him to grope for a Quality-worthy answer. He ignored the images that emerged—a ruined face framed by a shattered car window, the exuberant jet of blood when the straight razor bit into the thug’s windpipe, that final expression of bewilderment when the bullet penetrated Alexander Oakes’s eye socket.

			Carney cleared his throat. “Opening up the shop all those years ago—for sure, that was a test—but then reopening after the fire. Can I pull it off? It’s audacious. It’s too big an idea. But you go ahead because you have no choice. Might was well be dead if you don’t try.”

			“Right, right.”

			Like this white guy knew what he was talking about. Fisher had let it drop that this was a little intern stint on his summer break from Harvard; an uncle was a VP of marketing. “I’m learning so much. About business, and also life.”

			A moment when you were tested. He was a black man in America. When was he not being tested? For Chrissakes. He thought of Elizabeth’s latest loan rejection, from some bumpkin bank in Virginia. The system didn’t know how to accommodate Carney, and it certainly didn’t know how to handle his wife. He pictured the bank officers who had torpedoed her business loans these last eighteen months: an identical succession of white-haired mummies in tweed. Scratching codes in the margins of her applications, banker graffiti, to alert the manager that the business was black-owned—nix.

			“One second,” Fisher said. He riffled through his notes.

			Mike appeared through the window, herding a middle-aged Spanish lady toward the new Egons. Post-renovation, Carney’s office looked out on the second-floor showroom, directly above where his old office had been. His new office furniture re-created the original scheme as much as possible. He hadn’t been able to replace the autographed picture of Lena Horne from her Cabin in the Sky days, but the new one, a flamboyant color photo from an early ’70s Vegas stint, picked up his spirits on low days. The earlier photo introduced an eager, hungry talent; the latter confirmed an indomitable personality. She had survived.

			The Spanish lady galumphed between the ottomans. Harried-housewife sag, glassy-eyed. Mike gestured and she set her A&P shopping bags on the Lucite side table next to her. Out for groceries and popped in on a whim. Suddenly remembering the threadbare arms of her couch and the ten-year-old Kool-Aid stain, or walking by and drawn in by the new DeMarco sleeper in the window display? It had been Rusty’s idea to feature DeMarco’s Slumber King out front; Carney made a note to thank him. Might cheer the guy up, what with his divorce and all.

			Mike squeezed his hands together in the air, miming the pliable comforts of a polyurethane core. He worked ’em good. The kid was a natural, explaining microfibers and payment-plan scenarios like a Casanova enumerating impending delights. The customer nodded. How long would Mike hang around? This new breed bored easily. Used to be a gig at an uptown store like Carney’s was a career. Stable, nice salary for the neighborhood. “Positive working environment,” occasional acts of arson aside.

			The Quality writer reeled Carney back in. “What would you say is the best thing about your job?”

			Carney whistled. “So many.”

			Like opening his 1977 model Hermann Bros. safe and depositing a brick of cash atop last week’s brick, one neatly fastened by the bank’s paper belt, the others grubby bills cinched by a rubber band. Or the day after a complication, replaying how it went down and realizing he could have died—but didn’t. Seeing Elizabeth’s eyes when she unwraps a gift and he’s not bothering about whether the money that bought it was clean or dirty, just that she loves it and what did it matter, really?

			Carney said, “That little smile on a customer’s face when they sit on a fine new sofa for the first time, and they’re not thinking about how much it costs, or the landlord, or how the kid needs her teeth fixed, they’re thinking about how good it feels. That, and nothing else.”

			The interview was almost over. They had covered his business degree from Queens College (“It really opened my eyes to the underlying principles”), his twenty-seven years in the furniture trade, the Sterling versus Collins-Hathaway cold war of the 1950s and the consolidations and shrinking consumer options that followed. The fire and the reopening.

			“They never found who did it?” Fisher asked.

			“New York City,” Carney responded. The city was question and answer in one. Cause and effect and everything else, too.

			Unknowable patterns and designs of Great Destiny aside, Carney hadn’t lost his love for the home-goods trade. “If they keep making them,” Carney said, “I’ll keep selling them. There’s always another family looking to lay down for that starter dinette, and I’ll be here.”

			“Any advice to a young business owner just starting out?”

			Never knock over a bank on a Tuesday. A passing remark of Pepper’s that Carney carried over the years like shrapnel. He had never investigated the reasoning, not being in the knocking-over business, but he accepted its truth. It did not, however, suit the present circumstances.

			Nor did the second thing that occurred to him, an idle observation that over time had blossomed into a grim assessment of existence: It’s harder to find a good coffee table than it is to fall in love. An odd notion, if one dealt in tables, accent or coffee or otherwise, and was also acquainted with the transformative properties of love. Yet, over time he had become more and more certain of it: It’s harder to find a good coffee table than it is to fall in love. He shrank from the idea. What to do with such knowledge? If one truly believed that, why sell furniture at all? It was a confidence that betrayed his profession and counterfeited his days. He shared it with Elizabeth once in the summer of ’78—from her look, he knew never to utter it again.

			Carney changed tack. So far in the interview he had sold Quality a version of himself—upstanding business owner Ray Carney, bootstrapping entrepreneur with his own corner of 125th Street to prove it. Now it was time to sell Sterling a version of itself, deliver the customer affirmation that was the cap to any successful sales deal. How did Sterling see Sterling?

			Argent.

			Argent, and its legendary jet-age Metropolitan line—the dynamic wingbacks, curvilinear sofas and love seats, their creamy champagne finishes warmly glinting in the light. Argent had carried him through his early struggle years and paid the rent on their miniscule apartment across from the subway tracks, kept the lights on, food on the table. Had cast its spell on families all across the U.S. of A. Sterling bought out Argent in ’68, shut it down—then came last year’s spectacular revival. The customers demanded it, an entire generation who had bounced, dozed, fucked, and watched black-and-white television on its cushions.

			Carney said, “Keep rising. Keep fighting. Look at Sterling. Some people coast on reputation, but Sterling brought back Argent because you have to adapt, keep pushing.” People needed Argent again, for proof that there had been good times before the bad times, before the downturn. Open up a newspaper and take your pick. The energy crisis, the hostages—it was a marathon of disaster. Families had once felt safe in their living rooms, and they might return to that place.

			“Argent is a gift you must share in turn,” Carney said, “or else it loses its meaning. And now it’s how much of the Sterling bottom line? To be able to give that to somebody—it’s a rare and beautiful thing. But you have to be in the fight.” Carney stood and got dizzy; this heady furniture talk made his blood rush.

			Andrew Fisher considered Carney’s answer. “I like that,” he said.

			So did Carney. He’d never make Dealer of the Year, but he had done his best, even if he didn’t admit he was auditioning.

			Carney made quick work of a white couple who were mid-dither over by the sectional. He didn’t hit the floor like he used to, but the interview had revved him up. Old phrases on tap, the fake smiles in stock. He got them on the hook for a three-piece Argent sectional with custom Summer Oasis floral print upholstery and the optional locking casters. Congratulations, Mr. and Mrs. Michaels, recently of Sugar Hill—enjoy your new indoor-living solution.

			Back in his office, Rusty had left a note on his desk from Martin Green: “The new samples arrived.” Code for, come down to my office. Carney called him back—busy signal.

			Downtown, see what Green had on his plate, make it back home in time for the next episode of that Walter Cronkite CBS News thing on the nuclear menace—he could swing it. Out of habit, Carney braced himself when he closed his office door, expecting it to scrape an arc into the floor, like the old one. It did not. The rebuild was top-notch. Everything around him, holding him up, was now sturdy as hell.

			

			***

			He missed the 4 train. It slipped into the tunnel when he reached the platform, like a pickpocket’s hand into a purse. Graffiti enveloped its exterior in a spiteful jumble of letters and numbers, as if all the antipathies and mean ideas of those inside the cars had been transcribed into a primitive language on the outside. Spray paint and indelible markers had rendered the whole city a canvas, but the artists weren’t very talented, in Carney’s fogy assessment, nor did they stretch themselves. Solid work ethic, though. To describe a wall as “covered in graffiti” missed the mark; more accurately, the graffiti had some wall in it.

			Carney slid around two men in Zenith repairman uniforms and stopped outside the splash range of the MTA maintenance crew. The workers scoured the platform wall with a high-pressure hose, blasting away last night’s installment of graffiti. He supposed the platform walls had some kind of protective coating, like Egon’s StainAway but for tile. Koch was on the attack. Just the other day the papers announced his latest offensive in the war against graffiti—teams of German shepherds to patrol the train yards and tunnels at night. The mayor said, “If I had my way, I’d put in wolves instead of dogs.” He wasn’t joking, either—you know that old ghoul would love to sic a goddamn wolf on some kids. Then laugh his ass off when they try to get patched up, only to find out he closed down Sydenham Hospital.

			Carney gave it two weeks—tops—before those canines were on street corners drinking fortified wine out of paper bags and playing craps. The city worked on you quick.

			He was headed to Forty-Second so he moseyed to the spot on the platform that’d drop him off at his desired exit when he got off downtown. There was a poster on the wall behind him for that movie he wanted to see, Escape from New York, next to a big Fresca ad. “1997. New York City is a walled maximum security prison. Breaking out is impossible. Breaking in is insane.” In the old days, John would be begging Carney to take him to see it on opening day. He didn’t know if his son liked trashy movies like that anymore. It was moot; John was staying in Amherst for the summer.

			In the poster, three people ran down a skyscraper canyon, chased by a mob wielding sticks and bats. A woman in a red dress fired at her pursuers while a dude with an eyepatch helped another man up the street. Carney dug the premise. New York City was a prison sometimes, locking you up with a million stone-cold psychos, and breaking in—moving here to make a go of it—was several aspects of nuts. But he didn’t understand the “breaking out” part. Where would you go, really? In a practical sense. And why were they being chased? Were they tourists? Everybody hates tourists.

			Behind the three figures, the giant shiv of the Empire State Building stabbed the night sky, and the Statue of Liberty’s head sat in the middle of the ave, copper eyes staring at nothing. She ended up in the strangest places, Lady Liberty. Jutting out of the beach in Planet of the Apes, decapitated in Midtown. She wasn’t going anywhere. A prisoner like everyone else.

			The new samples arrived. Something Green couldn’t discuss on the phone. He and Carney had a bunch of codes. If the heat was coming down there was, Want to run some numbers by you. Green called about “samples” when he had an operation or opportunity that might be up Carney’s alley. Carney usually passed—“Not my bag”—but he gathered that sometimes Green wanted an excuse to hang out. He hadn’t seen Green since he got the call from Sterling. Perhaps they’d grab a meal afterward, mark the occasion, though the gem broker didn’t get out much since Seth was born.

			Fatherhood. Green had come a long way since the days of dressing like Jimi Hendrix’s drummer’s hipper brother, dolloping references to the Man and the military-industrial complex into his broker patter. Carney had a bunch of white, ex-hippie customers, and had noticed that cohort’s slow slide into conventionality, one home mortgage and self-actualization motto at a time. 1979 was particularly rough. Green went through a phase of blue blazers over cabled white turtlenecks, as if about to officiate a yacht race and not hit up the corner fern bar. Then he disappeared one day when Carney needed to off a haul of Louis Long necklaces, nice stuff from a Philly rip-off that was looking for its next home. Green’s service said he was unavailable—turned out the dude was in California, enduring a sixty-hour “transformation seminar” in Mendocino. Madness. Barry Cruz got Carney’s business that day.

			When Green returned, he was so full of esoteric slang and animated by a new, hard-to-communicate philosophy that he reminded Carney of an ex-con. “Personal contentment might be the biggest heist of all.” Okay, Jim. Time in the joint, the various joints of this world, changed a man. So much so that Green had even admitted one night that he had voted for Ronald Reagan, a core betrayal of flower-power principles and confirmation of generational hypocrisy. One day you’re tuning in, turning on, and dropping out, and the next you’re salivating over your tax cut. Green was not alone. Carney had dealt with all types in his line of work and was accustomed to the way individual corruption reflected the larger culture. The herd tended toward the horrible. Carney tried not to hold it against his friend. Tried mightily.

			A rat skittered from behind an overflowing trash can and flung itself onto the tracks.

			The platform filled up for the next train.

			When Carney hit the street he realized he hadn’t been on Forty-Second in a while—east and west, up and down Lex, an anxious rush of construction was underway. This part of town was jumping, spectacularly alive, in the frenzied honking and jackhammering and rasp of steel beams across concrete. The big construction players hustled to outrace expiring zoning regulations and tax abatements. Gaps of open air signaled where runty storefronts had been razed to make room for their betters. Teamsters unloaded ducts and glass, steering them behind blue plywood fences that hid the mammoth excavations and half-poured foundations. Trailers, chugging generators, and wavering cranes nuzzled the curbs, parked, double-parked, triple-parked. Down Lex, two new office towers topped out, spidery derricks delivering beams and insulation—

			“Step aside!”

			A scrawny old white man pushing a shopping cart full of Reader’s Digests clipped him. Yeah, yeah. Carney’s fault for stopping to gawk. Rush hour. The crotchety millions gushing in and out and between buildings. It was a wonder. When was the last time there was so much construction going on? When it felt like a high-rise might erupt from the sidewalk under your feet and send you flying? He had to go back to the ’60s, before the city-wide paralysis, the rising tide of filth. Mayor Lindsay in his first term, before things ran aground.

			Development. City hall’s cure for the fiscal crisis and the name it gave the future. The greatest city in the world ran out of money and Uncle Sam stepped in. Carney had no choice but to follow the work of the Emergency Financial Control Board in the papers—their fiddling and wrangling eventually manifested in his store as foot traffic and sales volume. The Control Board cut hundreds of millions from the budget, laid off municipal workers, gutted social services, forked over some operating cash. Like a pimp putting a Port Authority runaway on a short leash.

			It worked. Development brought in fresh players and motivated the old parasites, the new ventures attracted workers and generated tax revenue to pay for yet more development. Churn, baby, churn. Forty-Second Street, a subway platform on 125th Street, a midnight train yard—attack on multiple fronts to fight off the decay and take the city back one block at a time. Fix it here and there, and it radiates throughout the island, Brooklyn, the Bronx. (Well, maybe not the Bronx.) If you look over here, the city was a gigantic mess, but look thataway and there’s its new face, emerging from the grime. Both things at once, in the same space.

			Martin Green operated out of the Chanin Building, across from Grand Central. For a good stretch of his life, Carney thought art deco meant “a building below Ninety-Sixth Street.” When he learned that it was an architectural style, and saw examples, he didn’t expand his definition. Art deco didn’t exist in his neck of the woods. The building was quite lovely from the outside, if a bit stuck up with all that cool black marble and bronze. The fabulousness continued in the lobby’s terrazzo floors, and the polished metalwork in the elevators made for a classy ride.

			Then you stepped onto the thirty-fourth floor, and anyone hip to crooked frequencies knew they’d entered a corridor of criminal enterprise.

			Green Imports, Inc. sat between a CPA outfit and an immigration lawyer. The accountant cooked the books for one of the more plodding but financially circumspect crime families, working hard to convince the Feds that the most profitable driving school in North America just happened to be located in Piscataway, New Jersey (it wasn’t). The lawyer specialized in green cards and other official documentation for Albanian hit men, a surprisingly steady clientele, who knew? Last Christmas the three of them had a little holiday party in the lawyer’s, Ritz crackers and gin.

			Green buzzed in Carney. He’d rented a two-room suite, with a dummy reception area outside his office. He bought a bunch of ladies’ hats and jackets and for a while kept up the prank of a phantom receptionist, rotating articles on the coatrack every day, even swapping out the nameplate on her desk when she got hitched. Eventually he got bored. The New York Post, arranged just-so next to the telephone, mourned a Yankees–Royals heartbreaker from last fall, and the houndstooth peacoat had hung for a year. They were such a familiar sight, dangling there, that Carney was quite surprised to discover the tableau in Green’s office—his friend handcuffed to the club chair, gagged and bloody, and two white men pointing guns.

			The older man prodded Green with his pistol. “This the fence?”

			Green shook his head to blink blood out of his eyes. He nodded.

			“Don’t want to beat up the janitor,” the older man said. “We’re looking for Uncle Rich.”

			“I don’t know who that is,” Carney said.

			The white man reached into his coat and held up the sapphire Dwayne had given Carney.

			“Oh,” Carney said. “He said he was someone else.”

			“Aren’t we all?” the man said, and his partner slugged Green in the face.

		

	
		
			TWO

			Carney squinted.

			He sorted variables. Violence and the prospect of more of the same, Green’s injuries, the exposure of their work—somebody knows something, you wonder what else they know. Green’s affection for his hand-knotted Nepali rug, now bloodstained, that he acquired while retracing the Beatles’ famous trip to India (“We’re all seekers in one way or another”). White men with pistols. One impractical thought transfixed Carney: The man he met at the video arcade last month, the one who called himself Dwayne, was actually Uncle Rich. Carney was working with Uncle Rich, the legendary uptown criminal mastermind.

			It started weeks ago, with his Flinch Wilson sit-down. Flinch Wilson—on the matter of his jumpiness no one disagreed—was not one of Carney’s regulars. He robbed houses, a small-time player not worth the attention of a fence of Carney’s reputation and standing. Every so often the thief slouched forth with his latest take, generally boosted from an old matron’s collection. Semiprecious stones and textured gold stuff that had been popular during the war, say, or long pearl chains and platinum-set diamonds from the ’50s. Good enough to be insured and for the cops to have it on a list, but not spectacular.

			Usually he shooed Flinch when he called—let him hit up one of the Amsterdam Avenue bums—but that spring Carney had stepped up his other business. He needed money. Rather, Elizabeth needed money, which was the same thing. “Marriage is a partnership in a love enterprise,” as one of Elizabeth’s best sellers put it. What was it called? The Thinking Trap? Your Relationship Quotient? One of those best sellers that tried to talk the War Between the Sexes down into a mild dispute. Quit the Worry Business. The books had their own section in the parlor bookshelves, next to Carney’s unopened do-it-yourself home-repair volumes. The takeaway: Their vows had put them into a business venture. The ring was a contract shaped in gold.

			After twenty-five years of working for Dale Baker at Seneca Travel & Tour (formerly Black Star Travel), Elizabeth had split to start her own agency. Overdue, in Carney’s opinion. She’d been basically running Seneca’s New York, Miami, and Chicago offices for years, without proper compensation or recognition. Dale was an absentee boss, mooching off Elizabeth’s initiative and worse, anointing his dipshit nephews as successors to his mediocre reign. “The man’s an embarrassment to true entrepreneurs everywhere,” Carney said. “He insults the credo.”

			Her resignation was the beginning of an exciting time. Elizabeth rented a second-floor office on Broadway and Ninety-Seventh, by the 2-3. One of the junior agents at Seneca left with her, as well as the office manager, the indispensable Mrs. Shelby, a former schoolteacher. Mrs. Shelby’s innate sadism, when trained on young innocents, or at least New York City second graders, had gotten her banished from the school system. No mean feat given the number of actual murderers on the Board of Ed payroll. When trained on her peers, her sadism manifested as a type of brusque and single-minded efficiency—exactly what the new venture required.

			They got to work. The first thing Elizabeth unpacked opening day was Big Red, her Rolodex, a present from Carney a few years back. A trove of clients and contacts, its supreme utility had outlived the jokes about its inappropriateness as a Valentine’s Day gift. Big Red’s glossy skin shined like a magic lamp in the late-afternoon Broadway light. Certainly it granted wishes. Carney Travel opened in time to scoop up summer ’79 holiday bookings, and her long-standing relationship with a group of Montego Bay resorts made for a Christmas bounty. A larger-than-expected number of her old accounts followed her, to Dale’s impotent fury. Elizabeth’s smile, always superior, deepened into something regal and untouchable.

			(Carney’s Furniture, Carney Travel. “We’re like an uptown empire,” he said. Elizabeth returned a noncommittal nod.)

			Elizabeth identified an emerging clientele: single women, couples, and young families who were too bougie for the long-standing Harlem travel agencies, which were perfectly fine, but—“How do I put this delicately”—perhaps not as efficient as they could be. As the low-flying aircraft rattled the resort, customers were forced to ponder the discrepancy between the brochure and the reality. Look, no one wants to book a cruise and show up to find it’s Uncle Darnell rowing a dinghy. Things didn’t need to be as shoddy as they used to be. Twenty years earlier, in the midst of Jim Crow, Black Star catered to those in need of safe routes through the perilous South. Carney Travel now catered to a generation hungry for different rights—to consume, to play, to vacation in the manner they wished. Once again, she was attuned.

			Carney hadn’t seen Elizabeth this energized in ages. It was like she’d stored a part of herself at the offices of Seneca Travel, locked it up every night come closing time, and now she’d taken it back into herself. With the kids out of the house, Carney and Elizabeth had been trying to discover the shape of their new arrangement. Silence grew in the empty rooms. There were no more intramural basketball games and track meets to eat up hours, and dinners became plate-on-lap affairs before the NBC Nightly News. “Some developments in the Iran Hostage Crisis…” Elizabeth’s success proposed one version of a second act, in which the wife, freed from dimensions of maternal duty, steps into her true self. And Carney…?

			She got an idea about expanding. A business loan would allow her to bring new hires on board, give Mrs. Shelby the go-ahead to search for new office space. Street level, near the subway, maybe Broadway in the Eighties for a mixed clientele; it was what they called a “neighborhood in transition.” Carney had to cosign—ridiculous in this day and age to require a husband’s signature on a loan—but his books were well-cooked and would hold up to scrutiny, so far so good.

			They had good credit and collateral up the wazoo, what with the Strivers’ Row house and the 125th Street buildings. The first rejections were surprising, then alarming. The black banks were a bust as well. One afternoon Lester Pigeon, a vice president at Freedom National Savings and a fellow Dumas man, tried to flee across 127th Street when he saw Carney coming. Carney collared him and Lester explained that with interest rates so nuts, every loan was under a microscope. “Plus, a woman,” Lester mumbled, “it’s a tough sell with a lot of the guys.”

			Carney hadn’t seen Lester since the Dumas Club burned down. He took a special pride in having reopened from his fire more quickly than the venerable black men’s club did, which now rented out tacky banquet halls when it came time for a meeting. The old guard still remembered Wilfred Duke’s treachery years, when the “upstanding banker” swindled the uptown royalty—his very tribe!—out of their money and exposed the structural flaws in their scheme. The fiery annihilation of the Dumas Club by unknown evildoers was another reminder of the fragility of all things, and a conservative mood prevailed in its aftermath. Things were turning around, but it never seemed to last, did it? Carney watched Lester slump down 127th and disappear into the sidewalk throng.

			When Elizabeth got a letter from Dale’s lawyer informing her that her former boss was suing her for poaching clients and stealing “trade secrets”—the fucking gall—Carney gave her the money for the retainer before she could ask for it. She’d only accept it as a loan at the going rate. No handouts. He was in her debt for rescuing him from himself all those years ago, and she was in his debt in a more vulgar currency. Now he had to come up with the scratch.

			

			***

			He met Flinch Wilson at the Marlin, a narrow dive on 110th and Broadway with a decor inspired by an old leather shoe that lived in a drainage pipe. Colonized by Columbia kids and graduate students by night, at 4:00 p.m. the Marlin was the domain of an elite class of shaky-handed New York rummy who kept abreast of amenable establishments through newsletters and the oral tradition. The bartenders minded themselves, the bathroom was clean, and the thin light from the street made it a fine place to conduct crooked business.

			Flinch joined Carney at the back of the bar. True to his nickname, he shrank from Carney’s extended hand, startled. He put his elbows on the table and the tin ashtray hopped on the chipped Formica, which was engraved with student musings: RACISM SUX! and SHOOT THE HOSTAGES and END APARTHEID. “You came,” Flinch said.

			Carney tried to remember a detail from Flinch’s life, to feed a perfunctory salvo of small talk. Kids? Pet charities? He said, “Still living at that place over on…”

			Flinch complained about the junkies who had claimed the houses at the end of his Edgecombe block, and also the ticket he got last week for not cleaning up after his dog. “This pooper-scooper law is too much.” A man divided, equally distraught over creeping disorder and the latest quality-of-life legislation. Meager formalities done, Flinch handed Carney a white handkerchief. Carney opened it. The yellow neon of the Michelob sign on the wall sparked the necklace’s diamonds and warmed its fine gold links.

			He took the necklace into the bathroom for a better look. The lock was busted, so he kept the door closed with his foot as he held the necklace up to the naked bulb over the cracked mirror. It was a Cartier choker from the 1930s or thereabouts, ten gold strands studded with fifteen round cut diamonds. It was heavy in his hand, its exquisiteness expressed in physical weight.

			Carney returned. “Where’s it from?” It was too splendid to have come from Flinch’s usual hunting grounds, unless he was hitting Cos Cob and Park Avenue these days. From the man’s clothes and stubble, he had not changed his m.o.

			“You ever heard of Kirby Lewis?” He was a white guy, Flinch explained, a thief out of Boston. They did time together in Sing Sing a few years back, under that warden everyone hated. Two weeks ago Flinch had business in Somerville—“old army buddy”—and crashed on Kirby’s couch. Kirby left to meet a man about something and did not return. “He wasn’t coming back. That’s the kind of somebody he was meeting.”

			The bathroom had one of those metal hampers built into the wall, and the necklace was in a nook behind the hamper, along with a copy of Dale Carnegie and a cigar box full of gold teeth, a nest egg of sorts. If any heirs appeared to contest his handling of Kirby’s estate, Flinch was certainly willing to entertain their complaints, but no one had come forward. “Maybe I should put a notice in the paper?” He chuckled.

			It was horseshit, but Carney came up with a number. Flinch was a cheap date, his eyes widening at an offer of ten percent. They did a deal for the necklace and set up the exchange.

			Flinch picked the place, on 133rd off Convent, between a miserable-looking nail salon and a last-chance pawn shop. Above the painted-black windows, the sign said VIDEO PARLOR in futuristic red-and-orange NASA letters. Apart from that colorful flourish the joint was devoid of cheer. It was a front, and a half-assed front at that. An ax murderer walking down the street in a bloody smock made more of an attempt at subterfuge.

			Arcade machines had infiltrated many stores over the last few years, hunkered at the front of the Optimo on 136th where Carney bought his papers, beeping and sputtering at Gino’s Pizza on 134th. The bodega a few blocks up from his store had two, Asteroids and Berzerk. The former thumped ominously—BUM BUM BUM—like a monster’s heart, and the latter raved incoherently—“Kill!” “Get the humanoid!”—in a manner familiar to anyone who’d walked down 125th on a Saturday night. Chuck and Sue had run a video-game exposé the previous week on Live at Five. If Chuck Scarborough and Sue Simmons said something was bad news, you knew it was true. The newscasters soberly led parents into the forbidding arcades. “There are growing concerns that children have skipped school or stolen money to play the games, and made a nuisance of themselves.” A school board vice president mumbled about truancy rates and drug commerce over footage of zombified adolescents, and a Boston pediatrician warned of nerve damage from “Space Invaders Elbow.”

			Flinch’s arcade wouldn’t have made it into the piece because it was too over the top. There were four working machines and one unit with a busted screen and a pried-open cash box that exposed wires and metal framing. The ghostlike kids and teenagers taking shifts at the buttons and joysticks were uniformly surly, completely bent to their labors. Juvenile delinquents in the 1950s were all about displaying their transgression to the straights. These lean boys were entirely self-concerned, as worldly as ingrown hairs. His son’s generation. John loved video games, and was designing his own at college with some nerd buddies. Different chapters of the same gang.

			Beep beep! Bleep bloop! No one looked at Carney as he passed. A rickety fan shoveled cigarette smoke around. He continued through the red door at the back as instructed, into a room filled with pink and blue stuffed animals in plastic bags—either a previous incarnation had specialized in flammable children’s toys or a star-crossed hijacker was stashing his latest haul here. Past the fluffy elephants and monkeys, Flinch was seated at a small card table. He gestured for Carney to take the folding chair opposite.

			He counted the money in the envelope. Carney had never seen him smile before. The thief said, “Okay,” and a thin man in a light blue windbreaker emerged from the tower of stuffed giraffes.

			The man waved gently at Carney: This was no rip-off.

			Flinch gave up his chair, leaving the envelope on the table. The thin man took his place. He radiated calm. He was dressed like a cabbie, with his tweed cap and brown polyester polo, a tabloid under his arm. Even the way he held his Styrofoam cup made it into a prop—nursed all day until the last sip revealed the grounds at the bottom. A man tested and tempered by the city, schooled in shortcuts, bottlenecks, and all manner of human traffic.

			He patted the envelope with affection. “You can call me Dwayne,” the man said. “I had Reginald act on my behalf. Security. You never know, right?”

			Reginald. Carney had never heard Flinch’s first name before. Flinch nodded, oddly formal, and departed through the door to the back alley.

			“I heard about you many years ago,” Dwayne said, nodding. “Working with Chink Montague. Notch Walker.”

			“I’ve been selling furniture on 125th Street for a long time.”

			Dwayne patted the envelope again. “I don’t want to call this a test. I wanted to see how you work. Flinch is not the most reliable man. Good for this, not perfect for that. He comes to you, lying about where he got some merchandise.”

			“Thieves lie.”

			“You off it anyway. A man like you. What I wonder is why?”

			“I wanted the money,” he said.

			Dwayne slipped the envelope into a pocket inside his windbreaker.

			“It was a nice piece, the necklace,” Carney said. “It deserved to get where it’s going.” He was being honest. Things moved from here to there, in and out of people’s lives—it had always helped Carney’s rationalizations and self-deceptions to see himself as a small part in a larger, inexorable process.

			“It is nice,” Dwayne said, “one of many.” He tapped his cigarette and smeared the ash with his shoe. “I have more work if you want it.”

			“Who are you?”

			The man shrugged. “I don’t live around here anymore but I come back for business from time to time. Nice to see the hometown. But it’s always so brief.” He leaned back. “What kind of weight can you handle?”

			“I’ve never had a problem,” Carney said. He shook his head at himself. Until recently he never would’ve sat down with Flinch, let alone done a deal after that dumb story about Boston. Carney had called Jerome Cayhill, his old coin guy in Roxbury, for background on this “Kirby Lewis” character. Jerome hadn’t heard of him. Carney still went ahead. Dumb. Not too late to walk away. He stood.

			Dwayne smiled. As if at a passenger who didn’t know he was being taken the scenic route. “Of course.” He slid a little white tent of paper across the table. “She answers night and day,” he said.

			Carney called the number two days later, and that’s how he ended up passing the sapphire to Martin Green. He had no choice, once he got a look at it. It would put a dent in Elizabeth’s expenses. If Dwayne had a line on more, as he promised, it was more than enough to take care of Carney Travel, and—looking ahead—to cover new roofs for the 381 and 383 buildings, a pressing but not immediate concern. No concern at all, given the quality of the sapphires.

			Calling the number was Carney’s second mistake, after sitting down with Flinch at the Marlin, but they were both expressions of the same flaw.

			

			***

			The sapphire twinkled. “He tell you where he got this?” the older white man said.

			Carney looked at Green. He didn’t want to contradict anything his friend might have told the intruders, but there was no cover story to spin this way or that. Scuba divers hadn’t salvaged the gem from a sunken Spanish galleon off the Florida Keys, and no one had descended from the ceiling, dodging electronic beams, to free it from a science-fiction museum vault. According to Dwayne—a.k.a. Harlem legend Uncle Rich—it was one item in a lucrative but unspectacular raid on a New Orleans jewelry house last March. Carney and Green had been skeptical, but there had been no indication the stone had this kind of heat on it. Carney stalled. “Who are you?” he asked.

			“Name’s Buzz. Uncle Rich ripped me off and I’m getting it back.” He nodded at his companion. “The man with the hands is Orson.”

			Martin Green shrank at his tormentor’s name. Green delighted in his office and now it had been defiled. Carney knew how he felt. One night at the Subway Inn, Green pulled out a catalog and showed him the blinds he was considering for the window. He settled on white faux wood, a canny mix of the contemporary and traditional. They kept the neighbors out of your business when men put guns in your face. Other touches, like the Vanguard Model Hermann Bros. safe in the corner, announced that this was the domain of a man of substance. The safe was ajar—had they made him empty it? Green kept a lot of bricks in there.

			The sofa was a burnt umber 1979 Karl Rothchild with a chestnut frame, a rich-white-people sofa, not bought from Carney.

			Buzz clenched his fist, flexed his fingers. He was in his early sixties, same as Uncle Rich, medium height and stout, with a low tide of receding brown-gray hair that exposed the liver spots on his scalp. Doughy in his round face and belly, his cold gaze warned that he was not soft in any other sense. If Uncle Rich reminded Carney of a cabbie, Buzz struck him as a plumber, one who comes back when you aren’t home to strangle your parakeet if you stiff him on the bill.

			That cast his partner Orson as the plumber’s assistant, the guy who jogs out to the truck for the necessary part. Except he doesn’t return with a wrench to loosen bolts but a crowbar to unscrew kneecaps. Burly and tall, Orson wore an insolent leer at all times and emanated a palpable depravity.

			“Never seen a colored fence before,” Buzz said. He ruffled Green’s hair. “You’re quite the liberal. Remind me of my nephew. Used to have hair down to his ass, talking this high-horse bullshit about ‘Your generation this,’ ‘Your generation that.’ Owns his own hi-fi shop now, jacket and tie, lecturing my sister about her ‘financial report card.’ ” He spat on the rug.

			Orson cleared his throat; Buzz caught himself. He held up the sapphire between his index finger and thumb. “It popped up in Antwerp,” he said. “The Jamison Diamond House. Finally got a lead after all these years. I didn’t fly there myself. I hate Belgium. Find it confusing. The air itself. But my associate coaxed a name out of the Diamond House man, who gave us another name, and finally another name who gave up one Martin Green of New York City. ‘Importer’ of unspecified merchandise. New York—now that I can do. Right, Orson?”

			“The restaurants. The lights of Broadway,” Orson said. “The Cloisters, if you like that shit.” He spoke grudgingly, as if language was an imposition, like he was a brat being forced into nice clothes for church.

			“They covered their tracks,” Buzz said, “but here we are. Now where’s Uncle Rich?” He cocked his pistol and aimed it at Carney’s head.

			Carney clenched his fists. If he died tonight, would they pull him as Dealer of the Month? Or run the interview with a postscript? Tragically, soon after this interview was conducted, Raymond Carney was murdered. Is this how it happens? Not on his end, but through his connections?

			He wasn’t going to take a beating for a man he didn’t know, one who had lied to him. Carney said, “I have a plaque—Authorized Dealer of Egon Furniture.” If it appeared in the front window of the store, he explained, Uncle Rich was to call him. It’s how they had arranged the handoff weeks before.

			“That sounds like him,” Buzz said. He scratched his chin with the muzzle of his gun. “Here’s how we do this. You do the thing in the window. There’s a chicken joint near your store?”

			“Manny’s,” Carney said. It wasn’t the closest, a few doors down from 126th, but had less foot traffic than King’s, the more popular spot. Fewer civilians in the crossfire, and he couldn’t live with himself if anything happened to King’s, for the mac and cheese alone.

			“Manny’s,” Buzz repeated. “Fine. You tell him to meet you there, and call us when you’ve set it up.” Orson scribbled on a piece of paper and handed Carney the phone number.

			Buzz snatched the handkerchief from Green’s mouth and undid the handcuffs. Green tumbled to the floor, spent. “This one was pretty loud before,” he said, “and security downstairs already gave us the once-over so we ain’t going to push our luck on the bystander front.” He appraised Carney. “Plus, you look like you bruise easily.”

			The men with guns backed out of the office. Carney slinked out of their way.

			Buzz paused in the doorway. “Manny’s,” he said. “If I don’t hear anything by midnight, it’s going to be a hard fucking rain.”

		

	
		
			THREE

			“Tell Pam you got mugged,” Carney said. “That’s what I do.”

			“She believes you?”

			Carney shrugged. “There are downsides.”

			Green’s left cheek had started to swell. It’d be a hideous lump by morning. Orson’s signet ring had opened a cut on his scalp. Green hunched on the sofa, applying pressure with a yellow polka-dot ascot. “I’m looking at houses tomorrow. I can’t show up like this.”

			That’s what you get for voting for Reagan. “Where this time?” Carney said.

			“New Rochelle. The schools.” He pulled away the ascot. It was sodden with blood. Green went to the closet for a spare shirt, grabbed the bathroom key from his desk—it was tied to a plastic Elmer Fudd figurine by a tiny loop of wire—and went to clean up.

			Westchester was a Pam maneuver, no doubt. Green had crawled from his bachelor cave on his own power, but Pam had taken it on herself to complete his civilization. When Carney started working with him ten years ago, Green conducted his gem trade out of his apartment in one of those white brick high-rises in Yorkville. He’d put some psychedelic art jazz on the hi-fi, offer Carney a cocktail, and the exchange of money and goods commenced in a haze of hip sophistication. He dated a series of straight-and-narrow types—a manager at an Upper East Side burger joint/singles bar called Smiles, a copy editor at Running magazine, an Eastern Airlines customer-relations exec—until he met Pam in the buffet line at Club Med Cancun. The limbo competition at Saturday’s Fiesta Night activities clinched it. “My dad was basically the Man in the Gray Flannel Suit,” Green told Carney once. “He was miserable. Isn’t there more to life?”

			He returned from the bathroom, paper towels pressed to his head. His skin was paler than usual. The gem broker shook his head. It was safe to say Green had diverged from his father’s path. “Who the hell is this Uncle Rich?”

			How to put it, the immensity of the man? Harlem cranked out its allotment of vicious mobsters, stone-cold killers, gambling impresarios, and cunning thieves—even an able fence or two—but no one before or since had so completely captivated Harlem’s cops and criminals. He was half crook, half crooked fantasy by now.

			Like that of a lot of famous athletes, his career was quite short, but his immortal setups and scams were the template for a generation. The midnight raid on Montgomery Trust, the Sherman-Wilde payroll job, Bo Lemming’s, the ransom of Gordon Federal—these capers were enshrined in the larcenous pantheon. They’d elevated him to an adjective, invoked by aspirational crooks at Nightbirds and Donegal’s and other dingy dens: “It’s going to go down like some Uncle Rich–type shit.”

			Carney got self-conscious talking about him in front of a white person, even a friend. “He used to operate uptown in the 1950s. Pulled some big jobs. Supposedly he got taken out.”

			“Not some piker,” Green said. “That explains Flinch’s necklace. And the sapphire.” Flinch’s merch had enough personality to make them overlook the rickety cover story; Green saw fit to include it in his regular packages to his contact in France. It was simple: They got greedy.

			“We messed up,” Carney said. Flinch had broken the rules first. Lie to your wife about where you’ve been, lie to your crew about the size of their cut, lie to your dentist about flossing, but don’t lie to your fence—it’s bad for business. A fence holds a piece of merchandise—he has to know where it came from, the heat on it, the right party to take it off his hands. The danger to him and to his associates down the line. Even the crooked have to play it straight sometimes. They come clean—“Make sure you off it over the state line, don’t let the Westies get wind.”

			A matter of practicality, but also of psychological need—most thieves need to share how it all went down. There’s a story to a crime, and sometimes the only people who know it are the thief and the fence. Did they plan it to the last detail or wing it? Did someone catch them in the act, were they a ghost? They need to get the story out and give it to someone in order to make it real, or else the job remained unfinished.

			Which made the fence into a half-assed confessor or shrink. A container of sins. The inside dope the fence walks around with, on all your previous jobs, other people’s, all the stuff everybody’s done? Upset the order and everybody gets burned.

			Carney glanced at the open safe. It was empty.

			“Yup,” Green said. He went over and closed the door. “There was a robbery in California a few years back,” he said, “Brent & Lovejoy. A shipment of Tanzanian sapphires got taken down. No sign since. That baby might have been part of that.”

			“They sat on it that long?”

			“Rip off a fucker like that, I’d sit on it, too.” His face clouded. “You should get going.”

			Once Carney walked out the door, he was back in the white man’s scheme and timetable. He wanted to put that off. “Going to the hospital?” Carney said.

			“I don’t know.”

			“You held out. They had to work for it. You didn’t have to do that.”

			“I remember when we first met, Moskowitz had double-crossed you,” Green said. “I didn’t want to fuck you over the same way.”

			Carney nodded. They shook hands.

			“None of my European contacts even gave me a heads-up.”

			“Who knows what they did to them?” Carney said.

			“Call me. When it’s done.”

			His friend had a full night ahead of him, with Perky Pam waiting for him at home. Tomorrow he shows up at the open house, a renovated Tudor in New Rochelle or Nyack or one of “America’s Most Livable Communities” or “Top Ten Places to Raise Kids,” his face tidied up by his wife’s makeup. Holding his son’s hand to keep his majesty in check. Pam shields her eyes from the sun as she scans the block for the abnormal, the unkempt, the stray leaf out of place, a brown face…

			It wasn’t hard to picture Green floating in the gleaming suburbs, despite all the dirty deals they’d gotten up to over the years. Green was not weak—like Moskowitz, the Diamond District gem broker who’d sold Carney down the river all those years ago—but he wasn’t deep-down crooked, bone-crooked, with that all-hours whisper urging him on. The first time he asks his neighbor, “Where do you get your sod?,” it will sound like the most natural thing in the world.

			It was clear. Between Pam, this beatdown, and his own yearning for the straight and narrow, Green was out of the game.

			

			***

			Carney headed to Grand Central, half a block away, to grab a cab from someone getting out at the station. White cabbies can’t zoom away from black fares who hover at the door, waiting for the previous fare to pay up. He hovered. The FDR was a mess so they took Madison.

			Elizabeth was out of town. That was the most important thing if men with guns were back in his life: She was safe. One of the pitfalls of owning a thriving furniture business on 125th Street was his name on a big sign. His name was a bull’s-eye, like when that firebug threw Molotov cocktails at it. His other business hadn’t trespassed on him this way since then.

			Elizabeth had appointments in Boston, part of a travel expo. Some of the hotel chains looking to pick up minority customers were holding meet-and-greets and dinners with black-owned travel agencies. Elizabeth had checked in on John on the way. Their son was spending his summer working in the UMass computer lab. His professor had hooked him up with the gig; he was one of two students so invited. According to Elizabeth’s report, their boy lived in a crumbling frat house, with a kegerator in the kitchen and a pool table in the backyard under a makeshift tent. “The landlord worried it was too heavy for the floors.”

			John was out of the line of fire, and Carney didn’t have to worry about his other kid either, when it came to gun-toting goons (he assumed). May was out in the world. Her former college roommate’s parents owned an apartment in Marseille, rich white girl, and she’d hooked May up with a job teaching English to the kids of a French businessman. Can you beat that? They’d grown up into strangers, his kids. Carney’s Furniture was not going to be a family business; he reconciled to that long ago. John and May had never been interested, apart from short stints over school vacations for pocket money. Their bored faces when he asked them to pitch in with the Presidents’ Day Sale: Must we?

			Carney understood not wanting to be your parents, but surely he was not such a terrible model? John had asked if Regional Dealer of the Month came with a cash reward—as if you could put a price on the affirmation of your field’s leading lights. No, no money, just the satisfaction of being one of the best. He’d been looking forward to a meal with Green, who was always game to pretend to be interested in Carney’s furniture business. “Sofas or sapphires, we’re all salesmen.” That was out now. Cross out FURNITURE on his sign above his store and scrawl DISAPPOINTMENTS over it. Just Arrived—Our New Line of Summer Disappointments, in All Your Favorite Colors!

			The taxi stopped short at a red light, next to a vacant lot on the corner of 112th and Madison. The rubble had been hauled away since he last passed by, and now the site was a broken plain surrounded by chain link. What will it be next? A billboard for Triumph cigarettes hung on the wall of the adjacent tenement: TASTE THE UMPH IN TRIUMPH. In the ad, a white guy in a tan suit bopped down the sidewalk with his arms around two blond ladies. A trio, as in the Escape from New York poster, not running away from something but toward something, most likely a ménage a trois from the wink-wink body language. Rusty had taken over the store’s advertisements, but Carney still knew a thing or two about putting notions in people’s heads.

			Taste the Umph in Triumph. Bah. White men breathing down his neck, threatening to brutalize him if he didn’t follow their orders. Where was his Umph? He had no Umph. He tasted nothing, an empty plate lay before him. He had rebuilt his store at considerable financial and psychological cost, received an industry honor, and in five minutes these white men had wrung all pleasure from his victory. He knew that when Gabe Jones and Randy Bullock, the Sterling dealers downtown, heard about the magazine profile they’d say, “Oh, he only got it because he’s black.” That’s how they do you. Don’t let you have something because of your race, and then when you do get it they say it’s only because of your race. They get you coming and going.

			Don’t want to hurt the janitor. He was fucking Regional Dealer of the goddamn Month.

			The scene in Green’s office had got his blood up, and now he was riled again. How would Pepper handle this? In his younger days, the crook would have waited until he could make a move in Green’s office, test the white men. But Pepper was not as spry as he used to be, and these guys were not run-of-the-mill muscle—they were from out of state, with who knew what regional standards of cruelty. Get on it, Carney. They were staking out his store to verify that he made the signal, so he couldn’t show his face there. Plus, the “plaque in the window” thing was a load of bull. That was from All the President’s Men, how Redford contacted Deep Throat. Carney had been waiting years to use it. The occasion had not presented itself.

			Home—what was waiting for him at home? Nothing. No one.

			Carney told the taxi driver he was getting out early, shoved bills into the money slot, and hit the pay phone on the corner. As he fished in his pocket for a coin, he saw the familiar WORSHIP GOD carved into the metal, this time defacing the left wall of the enclosure. Someone—man, woman, or holy army—had tagged every public phone in the city with their unique brand of proselytizing. Every street corner and hotel lobby and lonesome subway platform phone, without fail: WORSHIP GOD. Full-time job. It made sense—a pay phone was a place of prayers offered and sometimes answered. Given the limited real estate in the city, there was a market for the modestly sized church.

			She picked up: “Betty’s Beauty Salon.” It was the same gal who’d taken his call a few weeks earlier. Her voice was cool metal.

			He gave his name.

			“That’ll be a blowout and a shampoo. I’ll have to check her schedule. What’s the best number?”

			“It’s a pay phone.”

			“Of course.

			To ward off would-be callers he draped his arm over the phone box like a junkyard dog protecting his bone. A few blocks up on 125th, the night parade shambled forth but this corner was eerily calm, just him and a young gal in office clothes walking up the street, heading home with a bag of Chinese food. She came to a sidewalk grate and walked around it, like any sensible New Yorker. You never knew if this was the one to give way and plunge you into the underground.

			Uncle Rich, back from the dead. Carney shook his head. There’d always been rumors that he’d faked his death. How could a man of his genius let the witless Gibbs Brothers get the drop on him? It had to be a fake out. Now it was confirmed. Surely his rivals from the old days were dead—the street had caught up with most of those players. Count these two white men as a new crop of enemies. Why had he dropped out at the top of his game, and why had he returned? It had to be some big score, but what?

			She called him back with the address.

			

			***

			His guide wore a green tracksuit with white piping and had a triangular goatee so precise as to embody a geometrical theorem. He tapped Carney on the shoulder when he turned the corner of 119th, then led him to the stoop of a tenement halfway up the street. Typical summer-night sounds issued from open windows: television screams, radio yodeling, actual screams. The door hummed—someone was buzzing them in. They crossed the lobby to the elevator, where an old Spanish guy sat on a chair reading El Diario. The man looked up drowsily. He gave permission in a nod. The young man took Carney through the back door to the service alley, and then the metal door at the rear of the building opposite.

			“This way?” Carney said, to keep himself company.

			His guide did not speak.

			The next door opened onto another lobby, where another man sat watching a portable black-and-white perched on a milk crate. They walked out the front door onto 120th Street. The young man in the green tracksuit led him across the street into the vestibule of a four-story townhouse flanked by vacant buildings. He unlocked the door and gestured for Carney to proceed through the glass doors. The young man could not or would not pass the threshold, like some cursed spirit. Carney never saw him again.

			The hallway beyond the vestibule was lit by a string of naked bulbs, and the walls were punched through in various spots. Construction underway, the whole city was under construction. To the right of the dusty stairwell, the door to the parlor had been removed from its hinges. Carney stepped in and entered a scene of focused criminal industry. A standard-issue New York City public-school blackboard stood in front of the fireplace, covered with a map of a building complex. Taped-up pieces of green paper annotated the map, centered on one of the structures. Photographs of entry points, gates, close-ups of potbellied security guards, and wide shots of nondescript country lanes—the avenues of approach—adorned the portable cork board adjacent. Two milk crates served as a sad coffee table.

			The four associates of Uncle Rich—three men, one woman—busied themselves in what could only be called the Setup. For what kind of job, Carney didn’t know. One man hunched forward in a knockoff Eames lounger, scribbling notes on a legal pad while whispering into the phone. He had the physique of a bruiser, with broad shoulders and big hands, but spoke with the mellifluous voice of an angel. A tall man in a black turtleneck walked past Carney carrying a big green accordion file. There was a snub-nose revolver in the black leather holster girdling his chest.

			The younger pair had to be brother and sister—their features were too close for them to be anything but siblings. They were clean-cut, in their early twenties, and dressed in red Izod alligator shirts and dungarees, like they’d ducked in after glee club. The siblings huddled over a big electronic calculator, punching in numbers from a clipboard.

			The crew registered Carney’s presence, and then ignored him.

			Cooking up something big. He felt it. It was nice.

			Uncle Rich crouched before a big black-and-white TV in the next room. The room was empty save for the TV and some cheap folding chairs. The screen stuttered in a steady cascade. Uncle Rich reached behind the set to the tiny knobs back there. “Here I am again, fucking with the V-hold.” He sighed.

			He wore his cabbie gear, a sky-blue polo over brown plaid slacks. He looked back at Carney. “I tried to get cable installed, but you know what they said? ‘We’re not serving your area at this time.’ It’s like the Dark Ages up here.” He shook his head. “White people all over Manhattan watching HBO, TBS, Lucha Libre, nice clear picture, and I’m still fucking with the V-hold.” His arm shifted and for a moment he hit the right calibration—John Ritter aghast in Three’s Company—and then the image started rolling again.

			Carney heard footsteps above—how many people were in this joint? Beyond the dining room was the kitchen.

			The young woman padded over to hand Uncle Rich a piece of paper. Uncle Rich scanned it and returned it, nodding.

			“When it comes to TV reception,” Carney said, “I find if I walk away and come back, I can trick it into working.”

			Uncle Rich smiled, and walked over to shake his hand. “Hellhounds on your trail?”

			“More like your trail, Uncle Rich.”

			His crew looked up for a moment, and then resumed their work.

			Uncle Rich tilted his head toward the kitchen. “What do you say to some lemonade?”

		

	
		
			FOUR

			The kitchen was a dump. Dusty, musty, and rank, with long slashes in the walls where the pipes and wires had been plucked. The cabinet doors were stacked against the sink and the ripped-up floor tile revealed whorls of ancient mortar on the subfloor. Carney usually saw the result of a setup—the diamond-studded bracelet resting in the enamel jewelry box, the bag full of gold doubloons. In the early days, more desperate plunder like tarnished candelabra or portable TVs with tilted antennas. He wasn’t used to the other side of things, the setup’s messy birth.

			The pocket doors to the parlor were closed, muting the preparations. The remaining appliance was a mini fridge full of Tropicana lemonade. Uncle Rich poured Carney a glass and joined him at the card table in the middle of the room. In response to Carney’s frown, he said, “I’ve worked out of shabbier hideouts over the years. There’s electricity and a roof.”

			Uncle Rich wiped white dust on his trousers. “It’s on loan from the friend of a friend,” he said. “One of those J-51 jobs, where the city hands out tax abatements for converting SROs. The owners lived on this floor and the one below, and upstairs was cut up into single-room occupancies. Boozers and losers. But then they got that development plan to convert them into new apartments, and here we are. Lot of money in it—downtown, uptown.”

			Carney said, “But where do they go? The residents?”

			“They took care of the buildings, but what about the people?” There was a mocking quiver in his voice. “At any rate, the contractor is backed up—too much work, the poor guy—so shit’s on hold. I’ve got the place for a month. We could be running a coke lab for all anyone knows.”

			Carney waited.

			“Buzz,” Uncle Rich said. “Buzz Caldera came a-knocking.”

			He asked him about the encounter in Green’s office. When Carney was finished, he said, “Sounds like him.” He dragged his knuckles across his chin stubble and pondered. He rose and cracked the pocket doors. “Maybe we should straighten up,” he told his crew. He nodded toward the front door—meaning, they might have visitors. He rejoined Carney.

			Carney asked, “Why’d you disappear?”

			Uncle Rich smiled. “You don’t ask about the stones, or the man who beat your friend. You want to know the lore. It’s nice to see. Don’t get me wrong—it’s wonderful to be back home. To eat a Gray’s Papaya hot dog in Needle Park, sun on your face, sad-faced squares and straight-and-narrow types trudging out of the subway in the rush-hour death march—nowhere else in the world, baby. But having proper company? Those young cats in the next room, they can execute, but they don’t appreciate the finer points.”

			The dust gave Carney a sneezing fit. Uncle Rich gave him a moment.

			“Let me ask you,” Uncle Rich began. “Tortoise is racing the hare, 10K purse. Big race, everybody’s excited. Bookies taking action—smart money’s on the hare. Who you got?”

			Carney was wary. “The tortoise.”

			“The muskrat. The muskrat steals the prize money the night before. Not the hare, not the tortoise. The muskrat.” Uncle Rich sipped his lemonade. “The Lenape have a legend about the muskrat. Creation myth. You know the Lenape?”

			Carney’s bored expression said that he was well aware that the good old Lenape were the original residents of Manhattan island, before the Dutch fucked them.

			“Of course you do,” Uncle Rich said. “I had my associate Jeff dig up some stuff on you. It said in one of those Amsterdam News pieces that you went to Queens College, master’s in business. ‘Community Spotlight: Serving 125th Street,’ or something like that.” In general, Uncle Rich explained, he was careful not to assume too much knowledge on the part of his colleagues. Few of them had any schooling to speak of, outside of the criminal arts.

			“If you’ll indulge,” he continued. “The story goes that in the beginning, the world was water. Water everywhere. One day the Creator gets the big idea that all the animals will dive to the bottom of the sea to bring up mud to make land. The bottom of the sea, can you dig it? One by one the animals dive into that darkness to bring up mud, but not a one can swim down far enough. You know who can? The muskrat. My nigger muskrat swam down, put a little mud in his paw, and returned to the surface. And he went down again, and he brought up more mud in his tiny paw, to make land. Again and again, heaping it up to make an island. Manhattan island, which we stand on at this very moment. How you like them apples?”

			“Muskrat.”

			“And then he swims off. Does his magic, gets it done, then goes on his merry way.”

			“And disappears,” Carney said. “Like when you faked your death.”

			“What? Oh, yeah. Everyone should fake their death at least once. It’s clarifying.” In the room above them, a chair scraped across the floor. He paused. “Harlem is a big place,” he said, “but then it got small. I was the best. Saturday night armored cars and Sunday morning vaults. Boom, boom, boom. I had so many setups frothing in my brain, I saw them everywhere. I’d see the side of that bank on 110th and imagine what it’d look like with a big, man-size hole blasted out. Sit on a Broadway bench and clock the ebb and flow of rush-hour traffic until every vector of every possible getaway was a filament in my web, and I felt each one.”

			He paused. “You ever talk to a murderer, one of the stone killers? All they see is death, all the time. Everywhere. What they’ll do to you. He’s talking to you but in his mind he’s sawing your nose off. The guy bagging his groceries has a knife sticking out of his neck. They have a lens of murder through which they see the world. I had that for thieving.”

			Carney knew whereof the old crook spoke, but his lens was furniture.

			Uncle Rich changed his business model, retailing setups and settling for a percentage because he didn’t have the time or resources to execute. Sweet gigs all. As ever, human beings persisted as a problem. Knucklehead gangsters demanded a cut of his hard work for operating on their turf. Yeah, right. He brought men in on stuff who wanted a bigger slice, when they were mere employees. “Your salesmen—they work on commission,” Uncle Rich said. “Paid for how they perform. They’re not shouldering the solitary burdens of management, am I right?”

			“It looks easy from the outside,” Carney seconded.

			“Exactly.” It was time to start over. Who were the likely suspects if his corpse showed up? On occasion he retained the services of the Gibbs Brothers, Dicky and Lou, as muscle, and they’d taken to shit-talking him after a few drinks at the local boîtes. It was only a matter of time before they made a move. Or the cops. Dumb as they are, by now the cops had pieced together his legend and were no doubt itching to rip him off, right? In fact, he never had a problem with the law after he left prison and started his career proper—the pigs were too racist to believe that a colored man had pulled such sophisticated scores. They pinned them on white crews—“Initial reports of Negro perpetrators were explained by the use of shoe polish to darken their skin.” White thieves eagerly stole credit to burnish their reputations. “Was there heat?” Uncle Rich said. “Sure. The usual rivalries and animosities that erupt in a small social community with limited resources, e.g., the Harlem criminal scene. I exploited them to make my exit.”

			He had kept a body on ice for thirteen months, an unlucky Baltimore henchman. “Redundant, I know. My double, except for his face, which I took off.” According to the rumors Uncle Rich seeded, Harlem detectives demanded their cut, Uncle Rich told the Gibbs brothers that it was coming out of their end, and the ensuing rendezvous in a Nostrand Avenue mattress factory went down bloody. He crafted the story to appeal to all quarters: the greedy and corrupt (the cops) upset the status quo, and the fat cats (Uncle Rich) abuse the poor working man (the Gibb Brothers), who in turn take off with all the money (triumph of the underdog). “You have to make yourself look bad sometimes, to feed your enemies. Throw them a bone, what’s it to you? They get too lean, they start baring their teeth.”

			Cocky bullshit, coming from any other Harlem crook. Tonight Carney took it as practical advice. He said, “The Gibbs took off for the Caribbean after that?”

			“That’s what I heard,” Uncle Rich said, grinning. “A week or two later, they ‘disappeared.’ ”

			He lived in many places. All over the world. Paris. Amsterdam. Bimini. “Nowhere too racist. I mean, everywhere is racist, but not, like, Birmingham or some shit. I used many names. Even had a straight job for a while—selling real estate. For kicks. Nice stuff, too, not swampland like a lot of those mopes out there.” He picked his scores judiciously, nothing too flashy, not like his New York days, just enough to live in the style he preferred. A nice meal, a glass of wine. Travel. “I have a Continental disposition so I tend to date a lot of stewardesses. They have an itinerant spirit but a fixed morality, in my sample size. Qualities I respect.”

			When the money ran out, he planned the next one. “Sometimes I’d get inspired, you know? Have a vision.” In his middle age he grew to appreciate big scores that lasted for a long time. A diamond-delivery hijacking covered living expenses for several years.

			Then he came across the Amici Sapphires. “I was living in Baja. I’d make quick jaunts up to San Diego for my books and magazines. Omni, Popular Mechanics. I saw an item in American Jeweler about a sapphire mine in Tanzania.” At the mention of Brent & Lovejoy Jewelry, his heart caught—sun setting over the Pacific, condensation beading on his glass of planter’s punch—he knew he’d discovered a big score, or it had discovered him.

			The parlor doors rumbled apart. The young woman in the Izod shirt stuck her head through: “We straightened up.” She looked Carney over with a neutral expression.

			Uncle Rich bowed his head. She closed the doors.

			The atmosphere had changed. Carney noted the two exits from the kitchen—the way he came, plus the door to the back. Three if you count the windows, but Carney by temperament was not much of a clamberer.

			Uncle Rich sipped his lemonade. “Earlier I mentioned how I devised setups—ripping off a credit union or taking down a payroll—and then sold them to crews to execute, taking my cut?” His tone turned flinty. “Sometimes you pitch a score to a man you want to bring on, but the guy says no. Ever wonder why those outside parties don’t just steal the idea for the setup? Turn around and do the job themselves? Well, it happens. You make a necessary leap of faith because you can’t do it alone. We need other people. Sometimes those other people double-cross you.”

			One of his crew dropped something heavy in the parlor and cursed.

			“Our mutual friend Buzz Caldera came up under Leonard Butcher and his crew,” Uncle Rich said. “Out of Waltham.”

			“Waltham?” Carney had been there once, to meet a guy who traded military medals.

			“Waltham don’t play. Something in the water. For a long time they were the heavy dudes outside Boston metro, Providence. Cool with the local Italians and the cops, everybody got a taste. Butcher was one of those red-faced white guys of the old school, for whom it is either armed robbery or first-base coach for the Red Sox. Didn’t think twice about clipping security guards or civilians—witness starts squawking to the law, they ain’t going to testify, that’s for damn sure. That was Buzz’s teacher, and Buzz was an avid pupil.

			“The Justice Department cracked down on the Boston area rackets in ’75. Whether it was a real cleanup or a squeeze to get a bigger cut, I don’t know, but they gunned down Butcher and his top guys in a raid. Buzz hit the road, knocking down scores up and down the Atlantic seaboard. That was his new thing—freelancing for other crews, coming up with his own setups, banks mostly. Ruthless, like his teacher. If you took a meanness, boiled it down, let the impurities evaporate, and then put it out to dry in the sun until it was a fine residue, that was Buzz. I kept hearing about this job, that job, whenever I popped into the city, and it was usually him. Word was he was solid, and the guys he brought on were, too.”

			From the change in tone, Uncle Rich’s story was about to take a turn. Carney tensed. When the gang at Donegal’s shared the tale of a job—usually a job gone wrong—Carney remained detached. The bar catered to past-prime chiselers, half-assed con men, and journeymen hustlers. The guy on the stool pontificating about how he took out the sleepy security guard was unlikely to rouse one’s sympathy. Uncle Rich hadn’t laid out the setup yet and Carney felt like he was in Baja with him, poring over blueprints.

			“As you know, a lot of white crooks won’t work with black crooks,” Uncle Rich said. “Their racist fantasies prevent them from joining Dr. Martin Luther King’s dream of little black boys and little white boys joining hands to take down a poorly secured warehouse or insufficiently defended corner bank. A lot of black crooks won’t work with white crooks because the white man cannot be trusted.”

			“That’s how I got started,” Carney said. “White fences won’t touch uptown stuff, so who are you going to off it to? We had the same distribution of talent, but a lack of opportunity, broker-wise.”

			“Sometimes I think we need a union,” Uncle Rich said, “but don’t get me started on Labor and its Discontents.” The Amici Sapphires called for a new era of interracial cooperation, he said. Buzz Caldera was an obvious choice, given the poor quality of talent in Southern California at the time. An old associate vouched for the man and Buzz’s résumé was impeccable—the Gillette Factory Job, the Saint Louis Gem Museum. “Plus, what I had in mind called for some rappelling, and you know white boys love that shit.”

			Uncle Rich pitched the job to Buzz over prime rib and peach melba at Jimmy’s Cha Cha Room on Commerce. Los Angeles. Moving the dish of creamed spinach aside so he had room to sketch on a cocktail napkin. Buzz was in.

			“I sat down with the white man,” Uncle Rich said, “but I maintained protocols. I had my guy tail Buzz from that initial meeting. And I continued to surveil him for a time. Due diligence.” Buzz had his bars and gambling holes, a whorehouse in Koreatown, but there was one place he only visited once, a run-down ranch house over in Laurel Canyon. Dead-end street. He went there that first night, and not again. Uncle Rich filed this information away.

			Carney leaned over the card table, rapt. He caught himself and sat back in his seat.

			The target was downtown in the Jewelry District, the Armstrong Building on South Olive between Sixth and Seventh. Seven blocks from the 101—farther from the freeway than you like, but what are you going to do? Buzz wanted to check his work. Does this nigger have his numbers right? “I would’ve done the same. His questions—testing my premises, my methods and assumptions—it was like he was probing the ice to see if it would hold his weight.” As they cased the building and reran calculations and timing, it was clear that for Buzz the execution was as important as the take. If not more. “That’s the mark of a real crook.”

			Carney made his face a mask. No reason to admit to acquaintance with such a concept.

			By and by, the time came for a proper sit-down with Buzz and the two men in his local crew—Orson and Todd. Big guys, shoved into their suits like sausage meat. Uncle Rich brought his man Clifford Johnson, who performed various legwork and recon for him, like shadowing Buzz. Cliff was ex-FBI and a bit addled for the experience, but what black man wouldn’t be? He’d been a COINTELPRO agent, infiltrating black radical groups—a professional rat.

			“That was him on the phone when you came in,” Uncle Rich told Carney. “The big guy with the sweet voice? His parents were teachers. The Feds said he had to ‘talk more black’ to get in with those radicals. Fucked with his head.” Eventually they gave him the boot and he redirected all that G-man training into a more lucrative and psychologically healthy outlet.

			Over chops and steaks, the five thieves made adjustments to the setup and pretended to civility despite the cultural divide. Tight-lipped professionalism was the order of the day. Was Buzz married, have zero kids, five kids? He didn’t leak. “You might as well wonder about the inner life of a socket wrench,” Uncle Rich said. “Occasionally he cracked a ‘joke,’ if that’s what you call it. It was like those nature shows, when they zoom in on a shark and for a second it looks like he’s smiling, but it’s just a trick of perspective. You imposed your own human-type responses on something that was not human. Kindness was not the purpose of those sharp teeth.”

			The stones in question came from the Minton Sapphire Mine in southern Tanzania. The deposit was exhausted but it had one final gift for the world—two dozen pink sapphires, magnificent grade, great color. In the spring of 1977, Brent & Lovejoy, Minton’s American representatives, were chaperoning the sapphires around West Coast engagements. Making the rounds of gemstone exhibitions and private clients to take custom orders before the stones were set, whetting appetites. “Looking at those beauties was to contemplate primordial energies. Just to be in their presence was a wonder.”

			Carney looked around the dilapidated kitchen. He had been in their presence. They had not led him to a place of wonder.

			Brent & Lovejoy leased space in the Armstrong Building before it was even built, shelling out for a private elevator to service their basement vault, the ground-floor retail space, and their third-floor jewelers’ workshop and executive offices. Expensive, but they could swing it. B&L got big in the ’50s, when Ava Gardner wore one of their emerald-and-diamond chokers to the 1954 Oscars. For a time they were Tinseltown’s top gem house, but B&L realized it was a fickle town and started planning ahead. At the same time Debbie Reynolds and Jane Russell posed with their creations on red carpets and in “At Home with…” spreads in Photoplay, B&L was negotiating with the bigger European houses, arranging to be their American emissary. That’s how they came to represent the Amici Sapphires.

			“The building next door to the Armstrong was 619 South Olive. It—”

			“No name?”

			“Just 619. It had a variety of tenants on its twelve floors. A Commie newspaper on seven, an importer of Mexican textiles on nine, people coming and going at all hours. Half-assed clown school on five—you didn’t want to share the elevator. I got a white lawyer to arrange a short-term lease for a two-room suite, rented out to one ‘Prestige Employment Services’—get it?”

			Carney was at a loss.

			“Employment…job…bank job…?”

			“Oh.”

			If there was an external expression of Uncle Rich’s disappointment, Carney didn’t catch it. “Everything’s running smooth,” the crook continued, “like the fabled clockwork. The thing is, though I did not know it—traveling the world, consuming their food and drink and complacency, I had lived among civilians for too long. By removing myself from the day-to-day combat of race I had laid down my armor: I had gone soft.”

			Ten days before the job, Uncle Rich and Buzz hit another chophouse—Patsy’s this time, with that blinking red neon cowboy hat outside, off Pico. “Going over developments. Eating meat. There’s a new tenant down the hall from the office I rented—what kind of hours do they keep? The salesgirl at Brent & Lovejoy, the brunette, has been out all week—has there been a staff change? We respect each other at this point, Buzz and I. It’s not some Brian’s Song shit, but we respected each other. This I believe. Hermann Bros. safes come up somehow, and it turns out he’s a fan, too.”

			“Who isn’t?” Carney was on his second Hermann, and suspected it was going to be a ’til-death-do-us-part deal, what with the new alloys.

			“Exactly. We are connoisseurs. The prime rib arrives at the table and he tells me the story about a job he did once—he doesn’t name it but anyone with half a brain knows it’s the Gem Museum Job. Which is a classic. The fucking liquid nitrogen? And what stories of deeds and glories did I offer in return? I’m a dead man. I was shot down in Brooklyn. All that shit I pulled in my heyday—lost. The last twenty years. So what did I do, feeling anonymous and unappreciated? Toiling unsung and unheralded?”

			Carney caught on quick. “No…”

			Uncle Rich’s expression twisted as he admonished himself. “I told him my name and my fame. It was pride. Fucking hubris. I wanted credit. And you know what? He knew my name. What I’d done. And in that moment I existed, because a peer, a man who could appreciate what I had accomplished, showed me respect.”

			Carney tried not to show it, but his host had dropped in his estimation.

			“Vanity. That’s not how a muskrat works. That is for lesser animals. The hare is vain—he thinks he can goof off, show off, and still make off with the money. The tortoise is vain in his own way, too, with his self-righteousness. But the muskrat does not need the bright lights and cheap fanfare. He knows what needs to be done. He dives down deep and takes a job well done as the ultimate reward.”

			“Not this time,” Carney said.

			“We finished our food,” Uncle Rich said. “We agreed that the new tenant and the M.I.A. shopgirl were no big concern. Back to work.”

			The day of the robbery arrived. Saturday, March 19th. The night guard at 619 South Olive punched in at six. For the last three days, Buzz and his men had entered the building in their Johnson Painters uniforms. They left the doors of suite 1201 open to air out the paint and let the fellow tenants see the work underway. Each day they brought up more equipment—the modified Stanz drill, the mount, the climbing rope. Saturday was a quiet day in the building and come six o’clock, the twelfth floor was silent. They waited until an hour past sundown, when the northeast side of 619, adjacent to the Armstrong, was as dark as it was going to get. Buzz and his crew changed out of their painting gear and into the dark jumpsuits Cliff had bought in Albuquerque, cash. They encountered no other souls on the way to the roof.

			On the street the prowl car from Melrose Security Co. roved, heading south. The thieves waited. The “security associate”—“guard” was too déclassé for Melrose’s clientele—cruised up and down the Jewelry District grid all night, up South Hill, down South Olive, rounding Eighth Street. “Like the Pac-Man in that game.” Each sweep took twelve minutes. When the car disappeared, the crew unfurled the rope ladder and descended three floors to the roof of the Armstrong Building next door. If the white men lamented the change of a rappelling opportunity into a rope-ladder situation, they didn’t mention it to Uncle Rich. They lugged their heavy equipment in sturdy vinyl duffels. A light rain had commenced. The forecast called for it to get heavy around midnight, an unfortunate complication.

			Uncle Rich’s expression took a wistful turn. “I like a roof when there’s a lot of street traffic. This was how your father and Pepper took down Fabrizio’s that night. Yeah, I worked with your father on two occasions.”

			Pepper had never mentioned working with Uncle Rich, but he didn’t talk out of school. If you wanted something done right, it made sense you’d ring him up. But Big Mike Carney—he didn’t associate his father with high-quality jobs. Carney allowed that this was not an objective assessment. He wanted more details, but this was not the time, and he had an old fear left over from childhood, that if he asked people about his father he’d kick up something embarrassing or unsavory. Carney said, “He worked with everybody, one point or another.”

			Uncle Rich nodded. “Of course, it’s different in Harlem—most buildings you hit are three or four stories. This was a bigger drop.” A fire escape crisscrossed the Armstrong’s back wall, but the alley below was unusable because of the seafood joint, Nemo’s. The lovelorn waitress smoking cigarettes and the kitchen team tossing fish heads into the dumpsters kept the alley off-limits until the restaurant closed for the night.

			The door to the Armstrong stairwell was juiced up, wired to the emergency response center of Melrose Security, where two technicians kept tabs on the firm’s 150 or so local clients. This was the first alarm. Buzz’s man Todd was the electronics guy, and he took it out quickly.

			The top floors were empty that Saturday night. The accountant’s suite was closed on weekends, as was the graphic-design firm, and the estate lawyer with the corner office didn’t come to the office on Saturday, although on two occasions he had answered the phone on Sunday afternoons. Orson called the elevator, and the other two men followed him in when it dinged open. They rode it down to the third floor, stopped the elevator with an Otis service key, and clambered through the ceiling hatch. The last man up returned the elevator into normal service before his fellows pulled him up.

			The shaft for the two public elevators was next to the truncated, three-story shaft that serviced the Brent & Lovejoy private elevator. Access to the public ones came via the building’s main lobby; the jewelry firm’s private elevator was only accessible through the back of the showroom. If someone called the elevator before the thieves crossed into the machine well of the private elevator, they’d take a little ride before they could continue. But that didn’t happen. It was Saturday night and the building was sleeping. The men entered into the well of B&L’s elevator, balancing over the twenty-five-foot drop, and lowered their gear to the top of the cab, which was parked at basement level.

			They rappelled down to the roof of the B&L elevator. Cheers.

			When the private elevator budged off-hours, Uncle Rich said, a light started blinking on the console of another alarm company, Bulldog Security Co. This was the second alarm. It was not surprising that building management and B&L had retained two different security firms, considering the contents of the jewelry firm’s vault. Bulldog was the more legit outfit; crooks knew you could bribe certain characters in the LA office of Melrose for inside dope. No envelope of cash was necessary to take out the Lennox alarm protecting the private elevator. A relic of a kinder, more innocent age, the weaknesses of the Lennox Model III had long entered into common underworld knowledge. The Lennox was the undercard—tonight’s big bout was the state-of-the-art electronics on the basement vault.

			Buzz performed a simple A/B bypass on the Model III. The crooks held their breath as they listened for an alarm. There was no easy way to cut and run if things went sideways; they were in the bowels of an office building. The alarms did not sound. They opened the basement doors with a drop key.

			It was a good story, Carney thought. Definitely not a Donegal’s story. The warriors who traded these kinds of legends hung out in their own secret spot, with no sign outside. But the bad part was coming, even if Carney hadn’t figured out the ending yet. He asked Uncle Rich where he got all this background.

			“What do you think this is,” Uncle Rich said, “slavery times? A black man can’t read a work order he discovers in the records room of a private security company he’s broken into? As I was saying…” Buzz hit the lights in the basement hallway. Thirty feet away, at the end of the corridor, was the door to the security room outside the vault. Here waited the third and fourth alarms, one for the security room and the other for the vault itself. The vault door was a big, fat Mittelheim, stainless steel with a heat-dissipating lock bar. Dual control, so you need two keys to open it up. And the alarms—“How much do you know about Allied Computech?”

			“They’re the ones to beat now.” Martin Green had mentioned them recently over drinks. “Computer chips and stuff.”

			“They’re up to some James Bond shit these days, systems you’d never dream of. ‘Nobody does it better.’ Thermo scans and air density, all that crap. The two Computech rigs in the B&L basement were not the latest models, but they were still monsters if you were going to try and bypass them.”

			But they weren’t going to bypass them. They weren’t going to take another step down the hallway. They were going to skip the security room and the stainless-steel door and drill through the hallway wall, straight into the side of the vault itself.

			“Muskrat move,” Carney said.

			“Through the side, yes—that’s a muskrat move.”

			Now, B&L was not completely dumb, Uncle Rich explained. When they built the vault in 1963, with three feet of steel-reinforced concrete at the door and eighteen inches in the walls, there was no drill in the world that could’ve breached it before open of business Monday. But time marches on and makes us all obsolete. Three thousand miles away in Lichtenstein, the engineering team of the Stanz Corporation was hard at work on their new diamond-bit designs. “God bless the technological innovations of tiny European companies and their relentless overcompensation, that’s all I’ll say. They’re pretty racist—I got chased down Kirchstrasse one night by some Hitler youth—but industrial drills? They know the ins and outs.”

			Buzz and his boys set up that nice Stanz drill, bolted it to the floor, and broke through the hallway into the side of the vault. Voilà.

			At least that was the plan. Uncle Rich wasn’t there to see how it actually went down.

			“Buzz cut me out. According to the setup, I was to have stolen a van earlier that afternoon. They clomp down the fire escape and I slip into the alley, dodging Pac-Man’s last circuit of the night. Buzz and his men jump inside with the loot, and we roll past the back of the seafood restaurant and onto South Grand, and from there onto the freeway. But I was not present. Buzz hit it a week early, without me.”

			“Wow,” Carney said.

			It was all over the radio when Uncle Rich woke up that Sunday morning: “Midnight robbery in the Jewelry District.” No identity of the perps in those early reports. For a minute he thought someone had scooped them. But no—Buzz had cut him out. He hadn’t picked up on anything amiss—the white man had played him perfectly. What made him jump? Did he have heat on him from some other shit? The simplest answer was best: Some sucker handed him a plum job on a silver platter, and he grabbed it.

			Buzz was staying at the Sunny Day Motor Lodge on Abbot Kinney, one of those little suites with a kitchenette. Uncle Rich sent Cliff over. Buzz had checked out. His boys Orson and Todd as well. “You can imagine my desolation. I felt so low I might as well have been really dead, not faked-my-death dead. Had he split town already? If not, where was he holed up while he made preparations? I saw Laurel Canyon in my head, so I drove up to Laurel Canyon.”

			Cliff had cased the ranch house a few times. No one was ever home. A hippie kid came by to cut the grass once a week. Uncle Rich put on his trusty exterminator uniform—“In some ways the most dependable partner I’ve ever had and it still fits after all these years”—and broke in through the kitchen.

			It took him forty-five minutes to find Buzz’s stash. “I knew he was a floorboard guy first time I saw him,” Uncle Rich said. “You can just tell sometimes.” Catholics like to keep their sins close, right under their feet, so they can hear them breathing. “Like in Poe.”

			“Poe?”

			“Poe. He rooked me, and I rooked him back. But with the racial angle, there was no way you could say it was ‘business, nothing personal.’ This was the ancient double-cross and okey doke, going way back. This was America—the original blood feud. Well, second after the Indians, but you know what I’m talking about.”

			If Buzz had waited one week, he’d have snatched the Amicis plus all the other pretty stuff popping in for the expo: a clutch of South African emeralds, an exhibition from Remington Jewelry out of Rotterdam. Not to mention whatever else B&L held in inventory. But he went for the fast money, and the opportunity to ice out Uncle Rich. Later it emerged that he’d pulled other jobs in the days leading up to the Amici Job, taking down two LA banks in his signature style. He almost pulled off a nice jackpot—except for Uncle Rich hitting him in turn.

			Uncle Rich returned to the Armstrong Building to clean out the office he rented—“Didn’t want to lose my deposit”—and split the West Coast altogether. “I sat on the sapphires and lived off the other shit from Buzz’s stash house: gold doubloons, uncut diamonds, cash, bearer bonds. I took care of Cliff, who opened a laundromat on Long Island with his cut. Hempstead, the black part. Buzz has been on the hunt for me since, and I’ve been scarce.”

			“Until now.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Why are you here?”

			“That’s the thing. My girlfriend—she’s Swedish—she gave me this book on ‘Your Five-Year Plan.’ List your goals, where do you see yourself, all that shit? She wants to settle down. I’m no fool, or no bigger fool than anyone else—I can’t do this forever.”

			“One last jackpot,” Carney said. Everybody knew those guys, the one-last-score guys. They rarely pulled it off, but when they did, they disappeared. That was the nature of the beast. Make off with that monster jackpot and you aren’t going to stick around to crow about it. You start your new life.

			Uncle Rich shook his head. “One? I said I ain’t no fool—ain’t no chump, either. I hereby bend my talent to a final round of scores. My baby’s got a five-year plan, I got six scores in six months, that’s my shit.” He finished his lemonade. “I want to dive down deep, into that good dark, and see how much mud I can bring to the surface. Also, there’s this house I have my eye on.”

			“And you’re starting in New York?”

			“This is my second stop, actually—” he said, and the gunfire commenced.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			Carney’s ignorance of surveillance and its countermeasures was understandable, given his line in home furnishings. Outside Martin Green’s office, he observed—but did not note—the white man lingering by the fire stairs. With his military buzz cut, short-sleeve oxford shirt, and knit tie, the man emanated low-level building management. Harmless.

			Nor did Carney notice the same man staked out in the passenger seat of the dark blue ’77 Pontiac when he exited the Chanin Building. The driver of the sedan nodded toward Carney: That’s him. They tailed Carney’s taxi uptown, grateful their target had avoided the subway. Buzz would have killed them if the…Negro lost them in Grand Central Terminal. The station was an unpredictable junction of forces. If he’d chosen the subway, the man with the buzz cut could’ve grabbed the seat right next to him—the furniture salesman was oblivious.

			Some of Carney’s retail experience did serve him outside the store. His insight into human behavior identified the fastest lines at ticket booths and supermarkets, stealing minutes that accumulated into days over time. His spatial awareness, quite handy when laying out next season’s showroom, shepherded him through busy sidewalks and crowded public spaces, no small gift for a city dweller. That was no help when he left the taxi on 112th and Madison. The Pontiac prowled after him through those Harlem streets with menace and purpose.

			Buzz’s men lost Carney and the young man in the green tracksuit when they entered the first tenement. The driver was named Fenton, and he was Buzz’s go-to for an East Coast wheelman. He was unusually garrulous for a wheelman, who as a tribe steered toward a morbid temperament. The man in the passenger seat used the name Lou Benedetto, although he had no shortage of aliases. He had worked in Buzz’s crew for many years, and followed his own initiative without fear of his boss’s disapproval. Benedetto split the Pontiac when his target started up the tenement stoop. Anyone with surveillance training would have noticed his approach and the pale complexion that set him out of place. Carney didn’t notice him and neither did his guide. The locked front door compensated for their inattention.

			Fenton cruised to the corner, intending to circle the block and return to 119th to confer with his partner. The situation: Instead of heading to his store to signal Uncle Rich, the…Negro had broken off. Buzz had recently substituted…Negro for his cherished slur. “Damn niece got me mixed up in a scheme with a curse jar,” Buzz complained. Twenty-five cents per utterance for foul language, casual blasphemy, and racial epithets. His sister lived on a nice block in Brookline, and in harmony with liberal fashion. The twenty-five cents was really adding up. “In my day you learned to cuss and carry on like everyone else or were revealed to be the sissy or pussy you were.” Buzz attacked the problem with characteristic thoroughness and now communicated his scorn through a forceful pause: “Don’t let that…Negro out of your sight.”

			Fenton and Benedetto would have been fucked, had not the young man in the green tracksuit lit up a Triumph cigarette. The young man led the furniture salesman to Uncle Rich’s 120th Street headquarters and then paused on the stoop to savor a smoke and the night air on his face. He’d stolen the pack from his sister’s husband earlier that afternoon; the brother-in-law had recently switched brands, swayed by a new advertising campaign. Carney’s guide was still standing there when Fenton drove past. The wheelman reached out to Benedetto on the walkie-talkie to tell him their target had emerged on the other side of the block.

			The two thugs alerted Buzz, who said he better come up and see for himself. All in all, a poor showing for amateur countersurveillance, but Carney was not without resources. He grew up in Harlem, which is its own school, and learned one skill early on. When the shooting starts: Duck.

			

			***

			Carney ducked. He’d never liked the gun stuff.

			Violence came knocking, conjured by the talk of setups, double-crosses, and revenge. Glass shattered—the windows onto the street or the inside door of the vestibule, Carney didn’t know. Over his head upstairs, someone charged toward the front of the house. A bullet penetrated the pocket doors to the parlor, poking a little mouth in the old wood. He was fairly sure, as he crouched under the card table, that it was not going to stop a bullet. The shots came from the street side, which left the kitchen door as the back exit. What was out there—shabby garden or service alley? How far from there to the street? From Uncle Rich’s description of their opponent, he probably had that route covered.

			“Buzz,” Carney mumbled.

			“It ain’t the Department of Buildings checking permits,” Uncle Rich said.

			He was giddy. Uncle Rich got low, pushed his back against the wall, whooped, and reached for the snub-nose in his ankle holster. He wore ridiculous argyle socks. “We knocked a hole through the wall,” he said, “to the building next door—escape route.” One of his crew exchanged gunfire with the enemy. “Second floor. I don’t think we can get to it.”

			The pocket doors rumbled apart. In the parlor, the setup plans—the annotated maps and photographs—were gone. The blackboard was blank. They’d cleaned it out while Uncle Rich shared his story. The young woman in the red Izod shut the doors behind her and crawled on her elbows across the dining room. One of the crew cut the lights, dropping them into darkness.

			The young woman slid up next to her boss in the kitchen. She looked more inconvenienced than scared, like she’d forgotten her umbrella.

			“Rita,” Uncle Rich told Carney by way of introduction.

			“Heavy dudes,” she said. She held a .45 semiautomatic across her stomach. “White dudes. At least three.”

			“The material?”

			“Relocated.”

			Gunfire volleyed back and forth—ammunition arguing with itself. Carney ditched the negligible cover of the card table and scrambled to Uncle Rich and Rita.

			“Sounds like Cliff’s on it,” Uncle Rich said. He twisted his body, preparing for a foray to the front lines. “Can you get him out of here?” he said.

			Meaning Carney. From Rita’s frown, she didn’t appreciate the babysitting job.

			A police siren grew louder, approaching from the north.

			“I got your brother,” Uncle Rich said. “Quick.”

			Rita nodded. A windowpane splintered at the back of the kitchen. Glass tinkled into the sink. Rita snapped into motion, creeping over to the back door—her babysitting had just gotten more interesting. She looked at the broken window, then at the parlor door, which now had three holes in it. Had the shot come from inside or outside? She shouted at Carney to hurry up.

			He did so. She was persuasive. As with all of Carney’s illicit adventures, this episode wasn’t going to make it into a dinner anecdote. Since his daughter wouldn’t hear this story, he had to admonish himself on her behalf, chiding his sexist assumptions about his bodyguard. He’d imagined from his brief glimpse that her duties were secretarial. “That’s the male chauvinist pig in you,” May would’ve told him. That’s how that generation talked.

			Uncle Rich had made it to the parlor doors. “Hey, fence,” he said. “You watch out.” That was that. Uncle Rich had hoodwinked Carney, but made sure he got paid. Buzz had threatened him, and now Uncle Rich was taking him off the table. They were even. Whatever Carney had been searching for when he went there tonight, he was leaving without it.

			Rita undid the three locks on the back door. She opened it a crack, peeked out, and considered. “You can take instructions? Like simple instructions?”

			Carney frowned. He sold furniture, he wasn’t a mental defective.

			“Let’s see,” Rita said. She bent low. She opened the door, pistol ready, and darted outside. Carney followed, hand hovering over his head, as if he sat on a park bench under a tree full of pigeons. He put his hand down. That’s not where the bullets were coming from.

			Black metal stairs led down into the backyard. The garden was overgrown, knee-high, not enough for a man to hide in. Dilapidated wood fencing separated the garden from its neighbors, and the illumination came from a spotlight at the back of a building opposite, a few doors down. The fence had numerous gaps, opening up to shadows, especially on the left side, away from the spotlight. Halfway up the garden, a red-and-yellow kids’ slide lay on its side, bulging from the weeds like a monstrous plastic growth.

			They didn’t see anyone. It was a hot summer night uptown. Carney expected nosy neighbors looking out of their windows, but there was no one.

			Rita motioned for him to follow her to the left side of the fence. They came to a gap, and she reached back to hold him in place, like a parent extending an arm over the passenger seat at a sudden stop. She shushed. When she was satisfied, they stepped through the hole.

			The building next door was abandoned. Demolition material was piled up in the garden—slabs of plaster, wood slats, reefs of brick and mortar. Rita got her bearings and made her way through a path in the rubble. She knew her way—they’d laid out this escape route. Green netting covered the chain-link fence separating the yard from the one opposite. As they got closer to it, she moved to a seam in the chain link—it had been cut through. She looked back. Carney did the same. No one pursued them. She peeled back the fence to allow Carney through.

			The next backyard was an unbroken concrete slab. Someone had set up weightlifting equipment at some point, but the bench was rusted, its cushions gnawed through. There were a few dumbbells and bare barbells. Carney had time to register that the building was empty—then he was hammered to the ground. The gunman was close enough to ram his pistol into Carney’s stomach and blow him away, but he clomped him behind the ear instead.

			Carney’s brain fuzzed out for a moment and when he came to he was on his knees, holding himself up by swaying chain link. They didn’t shoot—did they want one of them alive? Rita pushed herself through the gap, sending the fence swaying and shaking Carney loose. He tumbled to the ground.

			He fuzzed out again. He shook it off. Rita and the gunmen wrestled nearby. It was Fenton, the wheelman, not that Carney recognized him. The man was twice her size. Carney couldn’t make out whose gun went off, hers or his, even with the muzzle flash. The two shrank from each other, then recommitted. Fenton maneuvered himself on top, one big mitt pinning Rita’s gun hand to the concrete. Her pistol aimed at a useless angle.

			Carney lurched over to pick up the one of the dumbbells. It was warm, still hot from the sun hours later, like the concrete. It was a splendid weight in his hand. He liked it—the warm steel and the idea of bringing it down on the head of one of the white men who had ruined his night. Hit him on his head? His back? Carney shambled over—

			There was another gunshot. Fenton screamed. He collapsed and slid off the young woman, doubling over. Rita sprang up and inspected her body, as if she was the one who’d been shot. Not a scratch. She grabbed Fenton’s pistol from the ground. Fenton groaned when she kicked him in the back. She appraised Carney, and then the dumbbell in his hand. The half-light did not hide her amused expression.

			She led him to the back wall of the tenement. The building was four stories tall, red brick covered in irregular splashes of concrete like gray mold. A small staircase led down to a red metal door—the next leg of their escape route.

			“Go on,” she said. Behind them, Fenton gulped and gasped for air. “Go on,” she repeated, and withdrew to deal with the white man.

			The door opened halfway before it ran aground on the concrete. Carney squeezed past and made his way through the shadows.

			

			
				
				***
			

			Carney sidestepped a sidewalk grate—why tempt fate so soon after a close escape?—and hailed a bulbous, banged-up Checker. The taxi puttered like a run-down sub in the uptown gloom. He sucked in fresh air from the window. Two blocks away and he was back in the normal world again. He was accustomed by now—the way the wound sealed itself, like that, without the faintest scar to mark what happened.

			The driver didn’t ask about the dumbbell. Carney left it on the floor when he got out.

			He used the alley behind his house, as Uncle Rich and Buzz would have. It wasn’t too late in the day for Carney to step up his game.

			When Carney watched movies with the kids, he was compelled to share his lectures on alley inaccuracies. Manhattan had few movie-style alleys big enough for garbage trucks to rumble through, complete with a couple of overflowing dumpsters, garlanded with fire escapes. There was no room—you gotta cram buildings wherever you can. “They shot this in Canada, obviously,” Carney droned as the kung fu battle unfolded. Canada or some other Mickey Mouse dump. But the alley between 138th and 139th—originally used for horses and stables—was wide and full of sky, worthy of cinema.

			The pillars at the alley entrance still had WALK YOUR HORSES engraved in them. He unlocked the black gate. As a kid, he stuck his head between the bars and gawked at the clean-cut kids playing tag and ringolevio. It was closed to riffraff like him. Now he had his own key.

			“I’m home,” he announced as he stepped into the kitchen. His customary greeting until John went to college, he stopped for a while but took it up again after Elizabeth left that article from McCall’s on his pillow: “So You’re an Empty Nester.” His wife had diagnosed him. Like when the Germans dropped propaganda on GIs in the trenches—a psyop. “The first step is to call the feeling what it is—grief.” The piece quoted mental health professionals and two sad white moms, Abby B. and Margaret M.—no last names, like crime witnesses who feared getting rubbed out. How did characterizing his condition as “a natural life transition” help matters? When the article suggested that he “reengage” with his “profession or interests,” he assumed they did not mean receiving stolen goods. Carney said “I’m home” as a rebuke to his melancholy and popular magazines generally, and the psychiatric establishment specifically.

			He left the lights out. His footsteps echoed on parquet floors between atolls of carpet. No: 237 was too much house with the kids gone, and too quiet with Elizabeth away, but it was safe. Carney stood next to the front windows of the parlor and checked the street. It was quiet on 138th at this hour. Usually was. It was a nice block and the nice people lay in their beds cozying up to their square dreams. He wondered how Green was faring, with his bruises and his skeptical wife. Did Uncle Rich and his crew make it out? Maybe the cops had rounded both gangs up.

			Carney had listened to Uncle Rich’s story with unease and fascination—more precisely, unease over his fascination. How do you pull all the stuff he’d pulled? (Carney didn’t approve of the womanizing, of course, but few people were as lucky as he was in the realm of love.) It helped to be unattached. No one with a family could live like that. Of course Uncle Rich had worked with his father and Pepper back in the day, men not known for their strong attachments.

			Free. Not tied down. Free to take whatever job or setup that fell within his talents. And beyond those talents—a worthy test of who he was, deep down.

			Carney waited. Five houses away in front of the Freemans’, a white man in a Pontiac lit a cigarette. The orange glow of the match snuffed out. Carney held his breath. He exhaled, and the white man did, too, sending a cloud of smoke out the window.

			He was glad he’d left the lights out. The man didn’t budge.

			They were watching his house.

			He withdrew and sat on the parlor sofa, a late-model Argent Metropolitan and site of many a Carney deliberation. Watching his house. It wasn’t the old days, like in ’59 when Miami Joe took off with the loot from the Hotel Theresa Job and started rubbing everybody out. May was just a baby, Elizabeth was pregnant with John—Carney had put his family in peril. Over the years he’d gotten into hot water and that weak spot remained: the people he loved. Family—it separated him from real crooks like Uncle Rich and Pepper. Tonight they were out of state. It was just him. He could split to Penn Station and catch an Amtrak anywhere he wanted. Philly, Baltimore. A nice hotel. He had the money. Have Rusty and Marie look after the store. Not lamming it in the desperate loser sense but escaping in comfort until the smoke cleared. Buzz takes out Uncle Rich, vice versa—the drama proceeds without him.

			For an instant the dumbbell returned to his hand in phantom warmth. He’d been ready to knock the white man upside the head, no problem. Adrenaline and resentment. His heart kicked up, thinking of the fight, of the goon outside in the car. No, it wasn’t the old days. He hadn’t been dragged into this mess by his cousin Freddie or another dingbat hustler. His cousin had led Carney into one disaster after another, until the final one that ended Freddie’s life. Flinch’s necklace—he’d told himself he needed money for Elizabeth, but to be completely honest (here in the dark, on the Argent Metropolitan), he kept bricks of cash in safe-deposit boxes in three different banks. Rainy-day money. There was cash on tap if he needed it, getaway money, one-step-ahead-of-the-Feds money. The rebuild had depleted his reserves but he’d replenished them. He could cover Elizabeth. So how had he arrived here tonight? He took the necklace and the sapphire off Flinch’s hands because he wanted to. He liked the look of the stones. They had been shaped by slow and ancient forces and so had Carney. He’d always blamed other people for dragging him into their messes, but all bullshit aside he chose the chaos himself. Deep down he loved the chaos as much as the next crooked soul.

			He left via the alley. Not headed for the train station but the pay phone at the corner of 132nd and Eighth. The lady from Betty’s Beauty Salon answered, as he knew she would.

		

	
		
			SIX

			The next evening, Carney and Uncle Rich were bumping along in the dingy cab of an eighteen-wheeler, advancing on Target One, the Mitchell-Davison warehouse complex off Route 3. “New Jersey, Mother of Sadness,” Uncle Rich announced as they reached the far side of the George Washington Bridge. He did not elaborate. The tone was job-gone-sideways, with a sprinkling of bad-dame.

			The rig was a monster. The passenger seat lifted Carney high above the road and recalled queasy evenings on uninspected rides in unlicensed amusement parks. The cab had been boosted from a Maryland truck plaza, he was told, and the trailer from the lot of a shipping company outside Charlotte. Uncle Rich handled the wheel with a light and gleeful hand, humming obscure ditties.

			Friday-night traffic burrowed in the opposite direction, toward unseemly Manhattan pleasures, while the truck aimed for the new Meadowlands array of warehouses, office parks, and distribution centers. “Before all these guys moved in, this swamp was a nice place to dump a body,” Uncle Rich said. “Pop off the highway, toss the guy in the swamp, you’re back on the road lickety-split.”

			“There goes the neighborhood,” Carney said. He’d dumped a body in his day, once or twice, and appreciated the complexities.

			Uncle Rich’s raspy laugh was heavy metal scraping on stone. Now the Hackensack Meadowlands were a colossal way station, he continued, one of the biggest commodities depots in NY Metro, with quick access to the turnpike and the Lincoln Tunnel, airports and rail. If your merchandise was city-bound, there was a good chance it was coming through the Meadowlands. “Diamonds and diapers. Lamps and luxury watches. Matchbox cars, actual Ferraris, and imported jade shit from China. It stops here first.”

			“Collins-Hathaway and Sears have distribution hubs off the parkway,” Carney said. He’d consulted with their delivery departments on many occasions, to explain that the Edgecombe customer lived in a fourth-floor walkup with morbidly cramped stairwells, and, yes, a Dominican drug gang had assumed control of that Riverside address but they were usually harmless if you didn’t make eye contact.

			“There you go,” Uncle Rich said. He tapped the steering wheel. “Hope this traffic doesn’t gum us up.”

			The road was clear. “What traffic?” Carney said.

			“In my head.”

			The industrial parks were shut for the day but lit up with a thousand lights, as bright as Times Square minus the people. White gases twisted into the atmosphere. The larger structures thinned out and Carney and Uncle Rich drove past modest cinder-block warehouses that were strung along the access road like beads on a rinky-dink necklace. They approached a clump of unassuming two-story buildings. Uncle Rich jumped the curb and pulled over parallel to the fence of the first warehouse, an outfit called TCN Microtronics, blocking the gate.

			They were parked so close to the chain-link fence that Carney couldn’t open his door. The back of the trailer squeaked open. There was a scrabbling, and the sound of footfalls clomping atop the trailer. Carney clocked the passenger mirror and saw a young man leap from the truck and over the fence into the Microtronics lot. He landed with startling grace, fingertips pressed to the concrete like a Jet or Shark in West Side Story. This was Jeff, Rita’s brother. He scampered to the loading dock and disappeared into a triangle of shadow.

			“The kid was riding there the whole time?” Carney said. Uncle Rich had picked Carney up on 137th Street and hadn’t stopped since.

			“Him and his sister—it’s a family affair,” Uncle Rich said. “They have beanbags.” The siblings were raised in a Black Panther commune in Newark, he said, children of the revolution. Some dads threw around baseballs or overexplained field-goal theory to their kids. Rita and Jeff’s parents tutored them in the aerodynamics of Molotov cocktails. “A lost art.”

			Uncle Rich started up the truck. He executed a series of right turns and came to a stop on a lifeless stretch. “Look on a map, this road doesn’t have a name,” Uncle Rich said. “Built everything so fast they didn’t stop to give it a name.” There hadn’t been another vehicle for some time. Wind ruffled the marshy reeds beyond the shoulder. It was quiet away from the city. Carney wondered how Martin’s Westchester open house had gone. The question was a telegram from the straight world where people did things like that with their weekends. Instead of whatever Carney was doing right now.

			The old criminal looked at his watch. “He should be on the alarm now.” He farted and rolled down his window.

			Carney did the same, with regards to the window.

			Uncle Rich said, “The joke is Jersey stinks bad. The factories and garbage dumps. Yes, there were zoning miscalculations. A lot of the population is suboptimal. But I tell you, on a summer night…” His face grew wistful. “On a summer night, New Jersey is made for crime.”

			

			***

			They had met that afternoon at Grand Central Terminal, far from lonesome access roads and shrinking swamps. Carney visited the station infrequently enough to be impressed when he walked through. The city didn’t do public works like Grand Central anymore—the coffers were empty, the imaginations bankrupt, and everybody had become so accustomed to the mediocre and half-assed that it was hard to go back. But they’d had ambition once, vision. Carney paused to admire the mural of the night sky that whirled across the vaulted ceiling, a hundred and twenty-five feet over his head, above the mammoth windows and stone columns. The painting was so exquisite that it rendered the human activity below, all that scrambling and darting about, into a moronic pantomime.

			People streams surged around Carney, through platform arches, bubbling up to the sidewalks outside and draining into the subways. In one way, the main concourse was a gigantic piece of plumbing—in the morning funneling commuters into Manhattan for the next installment of office torture, and in the evening flushing them out like a giant toilet. Move ’em in, move ’em out. Carney headed for the rendezvous. You weren’t supposed to admire the architecture—you were supposed to get the hell out and be on your way. Carney walked to work and viewed commuters with a brand of wan pity.

			He had no idea why Uncle Rich picked this place. Uncle Rich’s answering service—the woman with the cool metal voice—had instructed Carney to meet the boss at Grand Central at noon. She hung up when asked to elaborate. He stayed away from Strivers’ Row and got a room at the Roosevelt in Midtown, the hotel his friend Pierce used for last-minute assignations with lady friends. It was fancy enough, and the rights struggle had proceeded to a point where the white man at registration raised nary an eyebrow at a black man with no luggage checking in at midnight. That’s progress.

			In the morning he went to Herald Square and bought clothes. He got two blocks away from Macy’s before he returned to exchange the white pants for a more practical color. Lunch was a meat-loaf sandwich at Harry Tom’s on Sixth, and he arrived at the big clock in the center of the main concourse ten minutes early. Uncle Rich beat him there. He leaned against the information booth, head grazing a row of timetables, noshing on a Nathan’s hot dog.

			“You made it out,” Carney said.

			The arrival of the police had put an end to the gunfire and allowed Uncle Rich and the crew to take the second-floor escape route through the adjacent building. “I got the idea from the memoirs of Vo Nguyen Giap, the famous Viet Cong general.” They left Buzz’s man bleeding out in the backyard. Cliff took a bullet in his foot. Everybody escaped except Barclay, the tall man in the black turtleneck, who was missing, neither hide nor hair.

			“Does Buzz have him on ice?” Carney said.

			“Possible.”

			“They followed me uptown.”

			“Looks it.”

			“How do you know I didn’t lead them there?”

			Uncle Rich scoffed. “I know you,” he said. “And I know Buzz. It was sooner or later—I knew that from the beginning. That’s why I planned it this way.” He held up his hands, ringmaster style: “Welcome to Grand Central.”

			The big board fluttered as departure and arrival updates cascaded down its face. Carney said, “Where to?”

			“Where to? You never have to go very far to find something to steal, if you keep your eyes open.”

			A test. Carney surveyed the premises. The terminal building sang of money, city and federal, but it was sunk in its bones, the architecture. Uncle Rich and his crew weren’t making off with that. What else? Every ticket window was at least three people deep. The ticket money goes to the back room—and take the receipts to the bank at the end of the day? There were systems in place. Carney lowered his voice. “Tough nut to crack.”

			Uncle Rich winced at the insult. “A bit tacky, don’t you think—ripping off public transit? There’s no honor in that. Yes, a lot of cash flows through here. Rich people, poor people, working stiffs, tourists—they all come through.” He dabbed mustard from the edge of his mouth with a paper napkin. “We’re talking transportation, which is why we’re here now.”

			A greasy herd of Europeans—long-haired, sandaled, sweat glands dilated—descended on the information stand, moving their slow mouths. Uncle Rich no longer lived in the city, but he had retained his native revulsion for tourists. Carney and Uncle Rich moved out of their way. A white couple shot past them, a neurotic cannonball of linen. The young man hugged a bouquet of flowers and a box of bonbons. The woman said, “I’ll never forgive you if we miss it.”

			Uncle Rich steered toward the north platforms. “I have six jobs on my list,” he began. “I did the first two in April—you might be able to figure out what they were, you go back and check the papers. These days, I do one for them and one for me. The money job is for the Man. The landlord, Ma Bell, Con Ed. The A&P you buy your groceries from. All those bitches—he is reality, and reality needs to be paid. Once that’s done, I can do my job. For my art. To fulfill my interior imperative. I don’t have to worry about how lucrative it is. It is for my own pleasure. Otherwise what’s the point? You like your work, fence?”

			“I love what I do,” Carney said. “I’m good at it. In fact, I was just named Northwest Regional Dealer of the Month. For August. By Sterling Furniture.”

			“Northwest Regional Dealer of the Month?”

			“August. First black man to do it.”

			“Congratulations, brother.” He shook Carney’s hand. “You’re a regular Arthur Ashe. Or Jesse Owens. Let’s say Jesse Owens.”

			There was something in Uncle Rich’s intonation, an implication Carney didn’t catch.

			Uncle Rich said, “A man builds a legacy. It accrues. And one day you have to hang your hat. Three money jobs, and three personal jobs. Then I’m out.”

			The station manager announced the 12:52 on the Hudson Line, almost scolding. Upstate passengers drew into a mob, clucking and dragging luggage. Steeling themselves for whatever waited at their station.

			Uncle Rich pointed the other way, toward the archway of Tracks 23 and 24.

			

			***

			Target One was the warehouse complex where they dropped off Jeff, the one from the blackboard at the hideout, annotated and dissected in photographs and timetables and distances. Carney didn’t know what was inside.

			“The parcel’s owned by Mitchell-Davison,” Uncle Rich said, “a small-time Meadowlands player. They have three or four properties scattered around here. The one we care about has four tenants: a restaurant-supply company, the local distribution center for a maker of agricultural equipment, Con-American Insurance, and TCN Microtronics. You’ll find Con-American very interesting. They hold policies on a number of rich muckety-mucks, from international jewelry houses to art galleries, private individuals with a lot of nice goodies. They keep this storage facility for their customers’ property. Some of it’s in transit, some of it lives there. Hit it at the right time, you can make a real jackpot. They’re on the other side of the complex, behind TCN where Jeff got out.”

			“Right,” Carney said, to let the old crook know that he was keeping up. The last time he’d had a teacher was twenty years ago, when Moskowitz schooled him in the gem trade. He’d put everything he learned from the man to good use, including the betrayal that ended their partnership. Lord knows where today’s lessons would take him.

			After a few moments, Carney realized that Uncle Rich was not going to resume his explanation. He withheld basic information according to his own system. He’d shared tomorrow’s job, Target Two, but kept tonight’s details close. Even the size of the crew was a mystery to Carney at this point. There was Cliff the ex-FBI man, who’d been working the phone when Carney showed up at 120th Street. Rita and her brother Jeff, in their preppy attire. Barclay was the dude with the black turtleneck and chest holster, M.I.A. since the ambush. They rang the hospitals, checked his haunts, the lawyer Uncle Rich had on retainer: no peep. Did Uncle Rich need to replace him? Was Carney the replacement? Anyone else back there in the trailer? Carney declined to press. Both men needed ambiguity in order to proceed.

			One fact could not be sidestepped: Buzz’s attack made them move operations up a week. Preparations weren’t finished but they had to move tonight.

			The dry flies in the woods screeched. Carney pressed on. “What’s the security?”

			“An evergreen, that one. Most of the Meadowlands businesses, they rely on alarms as opposed to security guards. Alarms of varying degrees of sophistication. But not Con-American. Their client list, they employ two night men and top-of-the-line alarms wired to the security company and the three local police stations. They do it right. That’s what people pay them for. TCN, they’re an electronics-distribution hub. They keep it simple. No German shepherds on the loose, no fat fuck reading Penthouse in the security office.”

			Carney recalled the diagrams from last night. The back wall of TCN abutted Con-American. Like the Amici Job, it was going to be a drilling operation, this time from a poorly secured location into a well-secured one. Uncle Rich may have stopped hiring white talent, but he retained his pet techniques. Carney asked him where he found the brother and sister team.

			“I like a well-rounded crook.” Uncle Rich drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “They’re undervalued in today’s flashy, ‘look at me’ culture. You want a man—or woman—who ain’t going to crack. Celebrities will cost you—in their cut, in personality maintenance. When evaluating prospects, I look for scores over time, instead of flashy, legendary rip-offs. Give me five guys with a solid success-fail ratio, who’ve managed to keep themselves out of jail and the newspapers…instead of Killer Joe who robbed the maharajah’s crown on New Year’s, got his face up in every post office. Fuck the specialists, the master safecrackers, the wheelman who’s seen Smokey and the Bandit too many times. I want competent professionals who do a little bit of everything and are going to bring that money home. Put it in my fucking pocket.”

			He checked his watch. His eyes slitted as he made a private calculation. “You know how it is, fence—you got your own crew. Who’s minding the store today, you playing hooky?”

			Carney told the old criminal about Rusty and Marie. They kept Carney’s Furniture a thriving concern and represented his retail philosophy (“Nice Furniture for Nice People”) with dedication and zeal. They didn’t ask questions when his fencing line poked its crooked little head in. The three of them had been together for more than twenty years, back when the store was just the one floor and still sold used merchandise. Through riots and recessions, short-lived trends and regrettable fashions. He told the story of the fire—“There was a lot of that going on back then, firebugs on the loose”—and how they’d stuck by him. Carney trusted them with his life. They were only shallowly aware of how much they had entrusted theirs in turn.

			“You got good people in your corner,” Uncle Rich said. “How’s Pepper? That old dog still making a fuss?”

			Carney had known the thief almost as long as he had known Rusty and Marie. He’d saved Carney’s hide plenty of times. In turn, Carney had welcomed Pepper into his home as a beloved uncle. Pepper was not one to express love or friendship or gratitude in the fashion of other people. He expressed those things by being there when you needed him. That was more than enough. He wished Pepper was here now, for an unsettling glare or violent rejoinder. “Slowed down some,” Carney said. “But he’s the same.”

			“Sure.” Uncle Rich reached into the back of the cab and withdrew a thermos. A rancid smell issued forth. He poured himself a cup and offered some to Carney.

			“What is that?”

			“Roots! A special concoction from an island friend of mine. For a stout heart and loins. Keeps a mane fresh, too.” He patted his hair.

			Carney declined.

			“Never too busy for maintenance.” He tapped the face of his watch. The walkie-talkie crackled as if in response. The voice said, “In.” Uncle Rich turned the ignition and woke up the big rig.

			

			***

			Tracks 23 and 24 were between trains. Apart from a maintenance man pushing his cart a few feet behind them, Carney and Uncle Rich had the platform to themselves. The guy with the cart met Uncle Rich’s glance, and then returned to his rounds.

			“There are two kinds of assholes in the world,” Uncle Rich said, “rich assholes and poor assholes. A poor asshole thinks if he has money he’ll be happy. A rich asshole knows he never will be. Which would you rather be?” He rolled his shoulders. “Today, if you’re a really rich asshole, you get yourself a private jet. It’s a whole lifestyle. I subscribe to Luxury Aircraft magazine—I have a skyjacking thing on the backburner—so I know all about it. But a hundred years ago? You get your own train line. Your own train car, decked out with fancy shit. Half of Amtrak used to be privately owned. J. P. Morgan, Cornelius Vanderbilt, Augustus Van Wyck. Lay down track from your office sanctum to take you to your mansion—door-to-door service. The subways, too. The IRT—the subway that brought you here—was a privately owned concern before the city swallowed it up.”

			It swallows everything up eventually, Carney added to himself.

			The announcer said, “All aboard the New Haven Line.”

			They strolled the platform. The eastern wall was a bitter slab of stained concrete. Hold up sixty stories of the Pan Am Building, you have a right to be bitter. Carney tried to figure out Uncle Rich’s angle. Use the train as a getaway? The subway’s sanitation trains carried away the stations’ garbage late at night—did Metro-North have the same operation? Can you use those garbage trains to make an escape? He said, “I don’t see the play.”

			Uncle Rich gestured toward the tunnel entrance at the end of the platform. “There are hidden lines of energy under the city,” he said. “Water. Phone. Electricity. Cable TV now—pure information. And the subways. Everything connected, invisibly, under our feet. You can’t see it, but that’s where the true power lies—everywhere, below.”

			The secret energies that move the world. It sounded like what Carney called churn, the unseen forces that made everything go. Twenty-five years ago, churn captured Carney’s sense of the game. There was a movement of goods through the world, a circulation of property, and Carney helped move things along, ushering them in and out of people’s lives. Some of these objects were legal, like new Collins-Hathaway dinettes, and others were less so, like stolen Marcus & Co. bracelets. A larger current directed it all. His old comrade Detective Munson saw it in the dance of kickbacks and bribes—the sacred envelopes—that circulated between crooks and cops and businessmen and politicians, anyone with a role in the city’s function. How did Munson put it, before the corrupt system he served took him out: “Everybody’s kicking back or kicking up—unless you’re on top.”

			Later, Carney came to recognize churn in the streets and avenues, in the very structure of the city itself. Tenements and townhouses went up, were demolished, were replaced by the new buildings, which were replaced in turn. Ethnic tribes arrived, struggled, moved on, were replaced by the next wave of strivers. The neighborhood is Irish, Jewish, Italian, then black and Caribbean, then Puerto Rican, Dominican. Chinese and Vietnamese and Korean. The enclaves and ghettos rose and fell and were reborn. That was churn, too—the underlying melody of death and rebirth in blocks and avenues. You wake up to discover the city has unveiled another version when you weren’t looking.

			After the fire, he keyed into another manifestation, a more personal one. The churn of a person’s life, the constant reinventions. In his empty house he had contemplated the rooms that different Carneys had lived in over the years. The scared, motherless boy. The ambitious student. The new husband and father. Entrepreneur. Slightly crooked operator. And—whoever he was now. Nothing stays put. It has to become something else, go somewhere else, be on its way, whether it’s a diamond necklace or an envelope full of cash, or the corner of 125th and Lenox, or the nameless schlub walking home after a long day’s work. Keep moving, keep changing, get knocked down and pull yourself up.

			You can’t see churn—you feel it. It pushed him to call Uncle Rich. He had wanted to be a good father and husband. He had done that. He had wanted to be a successful businessman. He had achieved that. And now what? A force pushed Carney forward to the next corner. He didn’t know where to or what for. He more or less trusted he’d arrive in one piece.

			They reached the end of the platform. Beyond the ledge, the northern tracks led away from the main concourse, converging at switching junctions as they beat it out of the Big City. When you came into town and saw those naked bulbs and dusty girders and concrete pylons, you stood and gathered your things because you were about to pull into the station. Not station or track, but the dim in-between.

			“You know about Track 61?” Uncle Rich said.

			Carney shook his head.

			Uncle Rich smiled—of course he didn’t know about Track 61. It was a secret treasure. When they built Grand Central and laid the tracks, he explained, they ripped up everything from Fortieth Street to Fiftieth. Demolished the buildings and opened a scar half a mile long. They established the right of way, built the depot, closed it up, and put up buildings again. “On Park Avenue, Lex, all those big fancy skyscrapers. They all sit above these tracks right here.”

			Seven blocks up on Forty-Ninth was the Waldorf Astoria Hotel. “Some say it’s the most famous hotel in world,” Uncle Rich said. “I don’t know. I’ve seen a lot of hotels. It certainly is magnificent. There’s an eight-block-long spur right there, a little trunk line, that connects Grand Central to the Waldorf. Just for the rich and powerful. Track 61.” He pointed.

			Carney nodded, as if able to distinguish it from the tangle of rails before him.

			“You can get in and out without anyone seeing you. FDR used it—came up from Washington on the train, switched to the special Track 61 car, got out, and took an elevator up into the Waldorf. I read about it in the Times when I was a kid, that’s how I know. A private subway that leads to your own private entrance downstairs.”

			Carney got a glimpse of the plan. “It’s still there.”

			Uncle Rich grinned. “You hear about this auction they got coming through? At the hotel there?”

			

			***

			The eighteen-wheeler turned the corner. The lights of the Mitchell-Davison complex were up ahead. Carney imagined the missing pieces of the setup: Rita and her brother unload the industrial drill from the back of the trailer, wheel it to the far end of the warehouse and get cracking on busting through the wall. He asked Uncle Rich what goodies the insurance firm was babysitting tonight.

			“Who knows? Paintings? One of their jewelry clients has a big exhibition coming up, I think?”

			“Then why—”

			“We’re not hitting Con-Am, God no. Who ever heard of using an eighteen-wheeler to take off some jewels? We’re ripping off the electronics joint.”

			Uncle Rich backed the truck through TCN’s gate, which Jeff had thrown wide after neutralizing the alarm system, to the loading dock, which was also open. He said, “The thing we are stealing has never been stolen before. In history. They’ll miss it when they figure it out, like how you miss all precious things when they’re gone, but right now they take it for granted. A common human frailty.” He turned off the ignition. “Let’s go.”

			By the time Carney and Uncle Rich clambered up to the loading dock, Rita had exited the trailer and made it halfway down the aisle. Jeff had only turned on a few of the overheads; they proceeded in gloom. The warehouse ceiling was at least twenty feet high. Carney couldn’t make out the walls. The building was bigger than it looked from the outside. Big crates filled row after row of reinforced industrial shelving. Some crates were sheathed in gray plastic sheeting. Carney had no idea what was in them. They’d thrown up hundreds of warehouses like this in the last ten years, all of them brimming with nameless stuff. Harlem had been farmland and this place was an ex-swamp. A certain kind of person looked at those things and said, let’s pave it over. Soon there wouldn’t be any marshland between the buildings—it would be as crammed as Manhattan, one big warehouse of everything the city needed to make it go.

			“Cut the internal alarm here,” Uncle Rich said, “and it’ll send a flare to the control room of Ajax Security over in Secaucus. I have this Radio Shack gizmo I rigged up that you attach to the external cable and the voltage continues unimpeded. People say I should market it but the U.S. Patent Office is as corrupt as any other government organ, if not more so.”

			Carney figured the logistics of selling an alarm-system bypass machine might be complicated. He said, “Hmm.”

			“It’ll take a minute to locate the goods,” Uncle Rich said, cracking his neck. He took stock of his guest. Carney scrubbed the blank expression from his face, but not fast enough. “Why are you here, fence?” Uncle Rich asked. “You’re an educated man. Nice store, nice wife—why are you here?”

			Carney mustered a grim smile. He’d been mulling that very thing. “I used to think I was living half in shadow,” he said. “That if I moved this way or that way, the shadow got bigger or smaller. I was always in it—or it was in me. I told myself I had some control over it. Then I stopped noticing how dark it was, or how light. I just lived my life.” He shrugged. “Nowadays? I can’t tell either way, no matter how much I squint.”

			Did it start with the fire? Part of Carney went up in flames with the showroom, that was certain. He repaired the store after the firebombing. Got everything cleaned up good. But he still saw the blackened walls, smelled the rancid smoke. These days, if Carney stopped and let his responsibilities fall away for a moment, he was alone with himself and a black scrim descended, tinting everything dark. The shadow fell. He had been a scared and lonely boy once, with a list of dreams and aspirations. He had struggled and fought and got up when laid low and had checked off everything on his list. Now what? What did they mean, these things he valued and put his faith in? It wasn’t just psychotics with firebombs and white men with guns fucking with him, there was a hollowness to the dreams themselves. One that stole the Umph from his Triumph.

			“That’s the void, baby—the motherfucking void. You got a glimpse.” Uncle Rich adopted a philosophical air. “Your father was a stone crook. He had it through and through. You figure you got it from him?”

			Carney shrugged. “At a certain point, it’s you standing there. You can’t put it on anyone else.” He’d blamed his cousin Freddie so many times for getting him into trouble, like when they were kids and old man Libretti chased them down the street with a broom for stealing Red Hots. Literal kids’ stuff compared to what he was up to tonight. Tonight. Lately. For years. Carney had cursed his old man for putting it in his blood. A silent, biding crookedness. But Freddie and Big Mike were dead and it was him standing here now.

			“Have to admit, half the reason I had Flinch reach out to you was curiosity,” Uncle Rich said. “Because I knew your dad. How does this guy come out of that guy. It’s an interesting anthropological inquiry. Is it nature or nurture? Seeing you in person, the question was answered very quickly. That left—”

			“Answered how?”

			“Exactly! So that left your competency. You’re competent at the crooked stuff because you’re resilient. The muskrat thing.”

			He stopped, sensing something, like a hunter reading broken twigs. “It’s almost here. The job’ll be done, one way or another, and then there’s what I call ‘a moment of radiant calm’ in the aftermath. I’d live there forever if I could, basking in the afterglow of a heist.”

			Two forklifts emerged from the darkness at the end of the aisle. Rita was out front, ferrying a huge, six-foot-tall cable reel. Her brother was not far behind, steering an identical drum.

			Rita looked back at her brother, smiled, and gave them a thumbs-up.

			Uncle Rich rubbed his hands together: “Jackpot.”

			

			***

			For the next two weeks, Gridiron Club Collectibles was previewing their fall auction of sports memorabilia. Their host was Maximillian Watch & Timepiece, a sister company that maintained a store in the luxury retail corridor of the Waldorf Astoria Hotel. Local media coverage and access to the hotel’s tony guests made it worthwhile. The New York Post sent someone every year and the cocktails in the South Lounge left everyone well-lubricated.

			The auction catalog tended baseball-heavy. This season’s offerings included a team-signed ball from the ’23 Yankees and an autographed copy of The Babe Ruth Story, among other relics. They’d dug up Walt Bellamy’s rookie jersey and the final-touchdown ball from the first Super Bowl, signed by all the Packers. Jake LaMotta was slated to appear at the press event Sunday night; the gloves from his rematch with Sugar Ray Robinson were a prime attraction.

			That, and one of Jesse Owens’s gold medals from the 1936 Berlin Olympics.

			“Life’ll lift you up one day,” Uncle Rich said, “and knock you down the next. Jesse Owens beats the goddamn Nazis on their home turf, thumbing his nose at Hitler himself, and a couple of years later he’s selling his medals to pay his bills. You can be the fastest man in the world but you can’t outrun the white man.”

			The Gridiron Club exhibition opened Monday morning. Come Saturday night, the merchandise was going to be sitting in the back room of Maximillian Watch, and Uncle Rich had made plans.

			Track 23’s next departure pulled into the station. One commuter joined Carney and Uncle Rich on the platform, a deflated man in a pinstripe suit with shiny elbows, then another businessman who sagged on one side, as if his briefcase was filled with lead weights. The ritual of the next train had begun, and they took their places.

			A kiosk the next platform over featured the Triumph ad, with its horny ménage. Trios. The trio in the cigarette ad, full of Umph, owned the city, contented and complacent, and then there was the running-away trio from the Escape from New York poster who were desperate to get out. They reminded Carney of his aborted Spirit of ’76 mural outside the store. His bid to join the Bicentennial Fever. Instead of a straight re-creation of the famous painting, his three musician-soldiers strode out of the ghetto. Worn down, beaten down, but playing on, past the ruined lots and burned-out tenements, fife and drums mixing with the screams and musket fire of battle. The arson job had put the kibosh on that idea, but Carney liked to turn it over in his head occasionally, wondering how many of the Harlemites who turned the corner of 125th Street recognized their own striving in that scene. Escape from New York? There was nowhere to go. Better make the best of it.

			“There comes a time,” Uncle Rich said, “when you have to ask yourself, What’s worth stealing? Truly of value. Not to the world—to you. The world assigns value to a lump of gold. A piece of crystal shaped by eons of pressure now possesses a certain quality when you hold it up to the light. A hundred bucks a gram, a thousand bucks a caret—a number. We say that paper and coins can buy X much stuff. But what is truly of value? To you?”

			“I don’t know,” Carney said.

			More people joined them on the platform. The world reared up again. For a while, it had been the two of them. There was a barrage of announcements, cancellations, delays, two trains took off a few tracks over and two more pulled in. It had never slowed down, Grand Central, but their conversation had kept it at bay. The spell faded now that the target had been revealed.

			“Let me put it another way,” Uncle Rich said. “Those fat cats and master thieves traveled on their own subways. What would you do with your own train line, fence? Where would you have it take you? If you could actually beat the city, bend it to your will. The ultimate outlaw, because you have heisted the city itself.”

			There were so many people on the platform it was hard to move around. The regulars sought out the spots that granted quick access to their favorite cars. Conductors materialized on the platform to manage the chaos. They weren’t cops, but they were cop-like. The uniform, the pretense of authority. Carney led Uncle Rich toward the exit, back up the ramp.

			“The presidents don’t come around here no more,” Uncle Rich said. “The squatters have moved into the tunnel. They’ve built an encampment. All the people kicked out of the SROs and the stabilized apartments and the mental institutions who got their funding slashed. What’s the city going to do? Put ’em somewhere? It’s going to get worse. Reagan. Koch. It’s going to get a lot worse before they’re through.”

			Uncle Rich stopped. A suburban lady cradling a type of quivering poodle bumped into his shoulder. Imperious, oblivious. He tilted his head toward her and said, “Money.” Like it was her name. “I’ve ripped off banks and armored cars. Cut the big vaults down to size and looted yachts in the middle of the Caribbean—boarded those bitches, blew the safe, and made off on the waves. Millions of dollars over the years—millions. But I look back and ask myself, What did I ever steal that was worth stealing? Really worth stealing?”

			He put the question to Carney again. Carney was proud of him and Elizabeth, what they’d made together. The kids, even if they’d spun off like rockets. He was proud of his store. But all the diamonds and gold coins and loose emeralds that had passed through his hands, all the bright-thing things that he had churned—it was merely money in the end. Crooked work quickened his blood, charged him up—and then it was money. Money was important, money was air and water. But had he ever moved something that was really worth something?

			The announcer delivered the times, the towns, the tracks. The riders splashed down the ramp at the head of the platform—dour-faced specimens trudging homeward for reckonings, day workers, hired help, tourists on budgets, the hardcore lonely worrying the tickets in their pockets.

			“They have their eyes closed to it,” Uncle Rich said, gesturing at the civilians. “They don’t know what’s right under their feet.” Carney and Uncle Rich moved among the riders, preparing for a departure that was off the known schedules.

			“You got plans tonight? You should come out with us.”

			

			***

			Rita and Jeff returned for another load. They made a competition to see who fetched the cable drums the fastest. Not speaking but relying on sibling shorthand—chin dips, head feints, a variety of finger arrangements—to communicate.

			Uncle Rich reminisced about a thief from the old days. “He’s putting on airs, talking ’bout, ‘I’m a cat burglar.’ A cat burglar in Harlem! I said, ‘Nigger, you rob houses!’ ”

			Carney wasn’t listening. He was thinking about his wife.

			He’d called her hotel that morning. Elizabeth was having a swell time. It wasn’t just the New York market, she said, people were traveling again, all over the country. There were modern hotels going up everywhere and apparently they’d discovered a new beach on Saint Kitts not too far from the airport. Dale had canceled at the last minute: “He knows better than to show his face around me.”

			Carney offered a humdrum report in turn: dinner with Martin Green, the Sterling interview had gone well. “I’m sure it did, honey.” Elizabeth had to run off for a manicure before the lunch presentation at some fish place everybody liked. “I bought those TV dinners you like,” she said, “did you see them? They’re in the freezer.”

			Of course Elizabeth was out of town. Sometimes Carney got into trouble when she went away on business, like a teenager waiting for his parents to go out. He wasn’t hanging out on the stoop, jiving around, but he worked angles—handing off a brick of cash in Mott Haven at midnight, taking possession of a black leather briefcase on a broken corner of Flatbush. Elizabeth had been away on business when the late Detective Munson took Carney on a nightmare quest for the Big Jackpot. He barely escaped alive. She and the kids were an anchor, an iron ring sunk deep into the schist, distracting him from himself so that crooked currents could not bear him away.

			“You kids should be in the Grand Prix,” Uncle Rich said.

			Jeff hit his horn twice in response and went back for another drum.

			Rita backed up her forklift and gave them a look of disdain. “Standing around,” she said.

			“Management,” Uncle Rich said.

			Carney crossed his arms. Tonight was his life if Elizabeth hadn’t come into it: the Nameless Access Road Not Taken. Casing the target, sketching timetables and lines of sight, wondering if his partners were going to cross him. Waiting for sirens. Without his family, he’d be like this all the time.

			That bloody night ten years ago, Munson had deputized him into his scheme. Tonight he chose to be here. He wanted it.

			Rita and her brother parked side by side, all casual, like the forklifts were bikes they’d been skidding around on all day and now it was dinnertime. The Microtronics drums filled the trailer with room left over for the siblings’ beanbag chairs.

			“They’re more comfortable than they look,” Rita said. She lit a cigarette and admired their work. Uncle Rich said he couldn’t have done better himself, which Carney assumed was the man’s ultimate compliment. Jeff cut the lights and closed the loading dock.

			They hit the road. Back on the highway in minutes, Manhattan-bound. The skyline rose into view, articulated by lights, with its standard challenge: You think you have what it takes?

			Uncle Rich turned on 1010 WINS and put on his newscaster voice: “And here now, the news.” At the top the hour: A three-alarm fire rages in Greenwich Village, and Reagan prepares to unveil his tax cuts. Carney checked his mirror, conjuring a fleet of cop cars with their lights blazing. There was nothing.

			“That’s the money job,” Uncle Rich said. “Now I do one for me.” He turned the radio down. “I aim to right a historical wrong. To undo an injustice. What do you think?”

			He meant Jesse Owens.

			“Remember when they knocked over the Hotel Theresa a couple of years back?”

			Carney said, “I heard about it.”

			“Negroes talking about, ‘It’s the Waldorf Astoria of Harlem.’ You know what’s the Waldorf Astoria of the world? The Waldorf Astoria.”

			It was hard to argue with that.

			“Nowadays the Theresa’s an office building,” Uncle Rich said. “Motherfuckers cut up the Hotel Theresa into an office building! Time, man—you have to make your mark while you can. Maybe they’ll turn the Waldorf Astoria into condominiums one day. It’s the way of all flesh. But today it’s a luxury hotel with an upscale shopping arcade and an overlooked security flaw and I’m going to grab my piece while I can. You in?”

			“I’m not one of your all-arounders,” Carney said. “I’m not muscle. I don’t know alarm systems. Don’t use a gun. I’m a fence.”

			“That’s true. But I know a muskrat when I see one.”

			The Waldorf. It was a tough caper. Not as tough as finding a decent coffee table, but nonetheless. Carney said, “Sure.” He’d enlisted last night when he left his house by the alley. Or he’d signed on when he got out of the taxi after leaving Martin’s office. It didn’t matter.

			He was part of the crew. He was in.

			Uncle Rich mashed the horn. It bellowed, glorious, thoroughly monstrous. Panicked drivers swiveled their heads, checked their mirrors, scrammed. “My man,” he said.

		

	
		
			SEVEN

			The backup headquarters was a long-shuttered bar on Ninety-Ninth and Amsterdam called Fox’s. A former clubhouse and numbers bank for a Bumpy Johnson lieutenant named Cookie Reynolds, it had been closed since Valentine’s Day 1968, when Cookie’s fiancée stabbed him to death with an ice pick. Neck meat, upper torso, modern romance.

			The red plastic letters had tumbled from the sign. Dingy silhouettes stood in memorial. The windows were painted black, as if in occult rebuke to Saint Michael’s Episcopal Church across the street, and the roll-down gate was a gallery for the neighborhood’s less talented graffiti artists, shared on rotation, sometimes daily. Jeff and Rita had swept up the premises and removed the rodent carcasses in advance of the operation. Uncle Rich handled the restroom himself; a rip-off was hard enough without “worrying a rat was going to bite you on the ass every time you sat down.” The place smelled of roach spray and rusted dreams.

			Carney got his first look at the hideout after they handed off the truck. Once back in Manhattan, they parked in the cursed zone below the elevated section of Riverside Drive. The industrial stretch was depopulated at night, its closed factories manufacturing a brand of urban dread. The handoff took them past the Liberty Biscuit factory. Carney averted his eyes. A few years ago he and Pepper had used the old Liberty Biscuit factory as a place to—there was no other way to describe it—torture and interrogate a low-level gangster. Carney had stayed away ever since, ashamed even though it was the only way it could have gone down.

			Rita and Jeff exited the trailer and got into the Buick Electra parked one block down. Uncle Rich asked Carney to wait with him on the street corner: “I want you to see this.”

			Two rats jetted out from under a dumpster and started bickering. Carney finally went ahead and asked what was in the trailer. Uncle Rich excitedly pulled out small length of white cord from his pocket. He rubbed the rough edge of it, fanning out the thin wires of the braid, splaying the metal tips like a bouquet.

			“Coaxial cable. About a million and a half dollars’ worth, given the current shortage.” In the gold rush for control of the city’s cable TV rackets, Uncle Rich explained, Manhattan Cable and Teleprompter had carved up the boroughs into turf. The licenses were big money—lay ’em down and you keep raking in the subscriber fees. They were inventing new channels all the time, for dumb stuff. The weather, golfing. “It’s a big city. Somebody has to wire all those old buildings and apartments with solid coaxial cable. Win an installation contract with the cable mob and you have it made. There’s a shortage right now—the supply chain, union troubles at the factory in Pittsburgh. People will pay top dollar. Like my client.”

			“Cable television.”

			“So you can watch your shows, baby. One day the whole city’s going to be wired up the wazoo.”

			Carney had risked jail—remained at risk—for cable TV. F Troop reruns and Gilligan’s Island. It was good that Uncle Rich kept a low profile: Bragging rights for a job like this were nonexistent, payoff aside.

			They waited. Carney poked his armpit; the robbery sweat was still damp. Five minutes later, a tall man in a dark green windbreaker rounded the corner of 133rd. It was him—creeps without purpose were furtive and this guy was shady with direction. He took stock as he approached, eyes peeled for skulkers in parked cars and doorways. Up close, he had haunted eyes and a flurry of gray stubble on his cheeks. He took the keys and drove the truck away.

			“That’s what I wanted to show you,” Uncle Rich said. “Isn’t it wild?”

			“What?”

			“He looks like Bernie Casey.”

			It was true. “What about the money?”

			“It’s 1981, baby. It’s all offshore banks and wiring instructions these days.”

			Carney and Uncle Rich got into the backseat of the Buick and they drove to Fox’s. The kids were in a thoughtful mood after riding in the back of the truck.

			“You know they have Barclay. He’s spilling his guts,” Rita said.

			“He was in on Microtronics,” her brother said. “We didn’t talk about the Waldorf when he was around.” Barclay was supposed to be the wheelman for the Meadowlands run.

			“He might’ve heard something, you don’t know.”

			“How long has it been?” Uncle Rich said.

			“Almost twenty-four hours,” Jeff said.

			Uncle Rich gave a morose sigh. “What do you think?”

			“Go a day early?” Jeff asked.

			“Yes.”

			“I agree,” Rita said.

			“Let’s hit it tomorrow,” Uncle Rich said.

			Rita and Jeff high-fived each other.

			“Goddamn Buzz,” Uncle Rich said.

			Carney was too old to run away with the circus. Yet here he was, riding along as this operation picked up stakes for the next town.

			

			***

			The booze was long gone. A mildewed yellow pages and a box of tin ashtrays sat on one bar shelf and below that, the tarnished bell the staff rang when a customer tipped big. At the end of the bar was a plastic cooler full of cherry, orange, and cream soda. Cliff was hunched on a stool when the crew came in, nursing a bottle of orange. His shot foot was swaddled in a big hive of gauze. “Well?”

			“Done,” Rita said.

			“No sign of Buzz?”

			“No,” Uncle Rich said. He hadn’t informed the crew about the contents of the warehouse until they got into the truck. If Barclay had tipped Buzz to the Microtronics Job, there was no sign yet. As for Fox’s, the only people who knew about it before that morning were Uncle Rich and his answering machine, the receptionist for the “beauty salon.” If this hideout got burned, Uncle Rich said, there was another, and another—“But they aren’t as homey.” The crew was safe here tonight, he said.

			Unless someone here was working with Buzz, Carney added to himself.

			Uncle Rich took his post next to the busted cash register and handed out sodas and mixed sandwiches from Sharkey’s Deli. He stood behind the bar during mission briefings, going so far as to assume modified bartender poses and a comforting, bartender-like conversational style that invited his employees to share their ideas, no matter how off the wall.

			He introduced Carney as Cliff’s replacement on the Waldorf Job.

			Cliff grunted and took a sip.

			Rita cocked her head. “How’s selling shoes going to come in handy?”

			“Furniture,” Carney said. His cool head during the ambush had not impressed her.

			“What’s there to fence?”

			“He has his role,” Uncle Rich said, polishing the bar with a rag. “You have yours.”

			Jeff chuckled. “Uncle Rich telling you to sit down.”

			Rita sucked her teeth. She nodded at the sandwiches. “You get tuna salad?”

			They caught Cliff up on the plan to hit the Waldorf a day early. He countered that Saturday was the hotel’s busiest night. He’d called over there this week to book a last-minute bachelor party. “Gentlemen and ladies book a year in advance,” the events manager sniffed. There was a wedding in the Grand Ballroom tomorrow, a fiftieth wedding anniversary celebration for the Sinclairs of Westbury (“Some stiffs from Connecticut”) in the Rose Room, and a jazz trio in the Empire Room. That was on top of this week’s conventions, an industrial-plastics confab and the National Association of Urologists. All that, plus the usual crowd of boozers in the North and South Lounges off the main lobby.

			Carney had to imagine it. He’d never set foot inside the Waldorf. It was an entire city block, more than forty stories tall, and had a habit of lying in wait when you were in that neck of the woods, suddenly lurching around the corner, hulking and huge. Many years ago, he’d been trapped in a Lexington Avenue traffic jam when Queen Elizabeth and Prince Philip visited the hotel, and missed his appointment with his gum specialist. Frank Sinatra stayed there, and the pope, two very different world leaders. His in-laws attended Lena Horne’s New Year’s Eve concert in the Empire Room in 1956, the one she turned into a live album. Carney was still envious decades later.

			“More people is more noise to cover our noise,” Rita said.

			“And more staff sticking in their noses,” Jeff said.

			“The hitch is that the groom is Ronald Reagan’s second cousin,” Cliff said. “The Gipper’s not going, but his kids are. There will be Secret Service.”

			“On the lookout after Hinckley,” Carney said.

			Jeff sucked his teeth. “How do you miss from that close?”

			Rita said, “He didn’t miss, but he neglected to focus on the head shot.”

			Uncle Rich had been reconnoitering Grand Central’s train shed for weeks. The repair work on Track 33 continued, but the crew punched out at nine o’clock. As for the thieves’ launching area—the out-of-service tracks south of the Waldorf—Metro-North had ceded them to the squatters. There had been a scuffle between them and the track workers two months prior, and since then the train workers avoided that section altogether.

			“We used to call them bums,” Cliff said. “Now the papers say ‘the homeless.’ ”

			“Maybe because they have no homes,” Carney said.

			“Alkies and druggies,” Cliff said.

			DING! Uncle Rich rang the tip bell. “They have their challenges, as we all do.” The last few weeks he’d handed out doughnuts and coffee in his Metro-North uniform, playing the benevolent face of the city’s commuter rail apparatus. The squatters knew he didn’t work for the train company and didn’t care: He brought food. In turn, “the guys” turned out to be dependable informants, keeping him abreast of changes in work schedules and managerial drop-ins. “There are more of them all the time. One day the camp will get too big and they’ll send the pigs in.”

			“It’ll be bloody,” Jeff said, reminding Carney of the young man’s Panther childhood. He and his sister knew something about bloody rousts.

			Cliff harrumphed, unmoved.

			“What time does the watch store close?” Carney asked.

			Eight o’clock on Saturday nights, Uncle Rich said. The auction items arrived yesterday and were on ice in the store safe until the press event Sunday night. “The safe is a DuMont Series 5,” he said. “Eight years old but no wimp.”

			“I can take it out,” Jeff said, reassuring himself.

			“After we make it past the train shed, bust through, and get inside the place,” Rita said.

			“It was supposed to be me on the safe,” Cliff told Carney.

			“I got it,” Jeff said.

			“Of course you do, son,” Uncle Rich said.

			Jeff moved into Cliff’s slot. And Carney? In the truck, Uncle Rich told Carney that he was “playing shortstop.” Carney didn’t know how to apply the analogy to a crime situation.

			A cockroach strolled out of the wax paper holding Carney’s sandwich. It skittered across the bar and made a break for the keg handles. Carney pushed the snack away.

			Once they were finished with the watch store, it was back the way they came, past the squatters’ camp, and out of the station. Discussion returned to Buzz and his men.

			“Maybe Buzz is a Jesse Owens fan,” Uncle Rich said, “but he strikes me as more of a hockey guy. There’s no rip-off in it for him this time—just payback.”

			“If they have Barclay,” Jeff said. “And he’s talked.”

			“That fool would give it up if you tickled him,” Rita said.

			Cliff scowled. “You don’t want what they’re doing to him to happen to you.”

			“You don’t know what I like,” Rita said. She lit a cigarette. Jeff cleared his throat to signal he had his sister’s back.

			DING! Meeting adjourned.

			

			***

			They bunked in the office. The boss was keeping everyone close for the remainder of the operation—no phone calls, no stepping out unless it was mission-related.

			Past the hall to the bathrooms, Cookie Reynolds had kept a sizable den—the former counting room and bullpen. The dead gangster’s desk and chair were pushed against the wall to make room for five army cots. The windows to the overgrown back area were wide open, but the musty reek was undiminished. A box fan wheezed. It was no Roosevelt Hotel.

			Carney probed the cot. It wobbled. He was too wired to fall asleep on that thing and returned to the front. The faucet behind the bar was dry. He settled for another cola. He’d avoided the Buzz question all day. Were his men still sitting on his house? Mrs. Warren across the street was dependably sour and nosy and would call the precinct on a strange man sitting in a car, but Carney couldn’t rely on that. No telling how long Buzz and his men would be on him. Maybe even until Elizabeth’s return on Wednesday. The store was right there in the yellow pages. Thorough as they were, maybe they’d sent a man inside for a closer look.

			What if he’d imagined it and the man hadn’t been casing his house at all?

			Cliff hobbled on his crutches and sat two stools over, groaning as he settled in.

			“You got something for the pain?” Carney said.

			“Some pills,” Cliff said. He flicked off the soda top with his thumb and sent it bouncing. “You’re into furniture. Dealer of the Year?”

			“Month.”

			“I’m in laundromats myself—this crime thing is a sideline.”

			“I know what you mean.”

			“You must be a big player. How many stores do you have?”

			“Just the one.”

			“One? I have three locations in the Hempstead area. Eyeing a fourth.”

			“I bought the building next door—I expanded.”

			“But it’s the same store?” Cliff said. “The one?”

			“Yes, the same store but bigger.”

			“Hmm.”

			Uncle Rich padded out. No sleep for him, either. He rummaged in the cooler and withdrew a cream soda.

			“How long have you worked together?” Carney said.

			A long time, by their evasive responses. Cliff started in on his FBI days, and how when he was a fresh-faced agent, Uncle Rich was exactly the kind of character he was supposed to put behind bars: “A classic antisocial type with narcissistic ideation, as the docs put it.”

			Uncle Rich took a deep sip and said they’d sent him to stir and he came out with a Bachelor’s in the Criminal Arts. “They don’t want me going back for my PhD.” They laughed.

			Everybody who did time raised their criminal IQ—what else were you going to talk about? Uncle Rich organized a curriculum for himself, turning every cell in every cell block, row after row, into another volume in his encyclopedia of crime. He studied patience under the counterfeiters, human psychology with the confidence men, and lethal discipline from the hired killers. Check kiters, pimps, and safecrackers offered their unsavory courses. “I didn’t care if you were a born loser or a master thief—I wanted your secrets.” He played chess with Chester McCall, checkers with Chef Kleon, and sat in a rigged craps game with Baby Alfred. “They spilled their guts and gave it up because they wanted to be known and seen.”

			Known and seen. Vanity and pride. As Dealer of the Month, Carney was sympathetic. He was proud of his store and what he’d done. Was it only yesterday that he’d been on the phone with Sterling? There was no ceremony on a podium and no gold medals, but they’d recognized his achievement. Thieves shared the details of their crimes with fences because having another person hear it made it real. Uncle Rich was not immune. They were in this rotting building because the old thief needed to brag to Buzz about his famous jobs of yore. Craving recognition, even at the top of his game. Or especially then? Because there was something empty in the achievement itself. I look back and ask myself, What did I ever steal that was worth stealing?

			“What’d they pinch you for?” Carney said.

			From the old crook’s smile, he relished the contrast between his first (and last) arrest and his career since then. He got sent up the river for stealing a stack of New York Times from a street vendor. “Why’d you steal newspapers?” the hard cases asked him, mockingly. He said, “I like to keep abreast of developments.” So he can put all the pieces together. The top crooks in Harlem were mobsters, mad killers, and frenzied stickup men missing parts of their personality. Uncle Rich would be the whole article: complete, elements in harmony.

			“I had to figure out what kind of crook I was,” he said. “I’m still figuring it out and I’m about to retire. It doesn’t matter what line you’re in, we all have that moment when you have to face yourself. Who are you now and who do you want to be? How are you going to live your life? What’s next?”

			Cliff said, “Got my eye on a new property in Port Jeff.”

			They looked at Carney. Who are you now and who do you want to be? Carney said nothing.

			“A new property in Port Jeff,” Uncle Rich said. “Amen.” They turned in for the night.

			

			***

			Carney climbed onto the rickety army cot. He remembered reading Jesse Owens’s obits last year. The chronicle of the man’s triumphs—and what happened after. The Fastest Man on Earth, bolting out of poverty into international acclaim. Four gold medals in the ’36 Olympics, in sprints, long jump, as lead-off runner in the American team’s relay. Then he was laid low. White Olympians came back to lucrative endorsements and promo tours. They had Owens racing against horses. Racing horses for money in exhibition matches—it was degrading. The U.S. government came after him with tax liens. And he did the unthinkable. To settle an outstanding hotel debt—some place in the South when he was traveling with his wife—he handed over one of his medals. A white hotel.

			As a business owner (and proud recipient of a degree in business from Queens College), Carney was appalled by the Olympian’s recklessness. You have to balance your accounts—there’s no gold medal in financial irresponsibility. The opportunities for a black athlete differed from those of a white one. O. J. Simpson and Jim Brown were cashing in now, but back in the ’40s and ’50s you didn’t see black athletes in car commercials and on the front of cereal boxes. They let you be good at one thing and made sure you knew your place.

			After all these years, Carney understood the secret romance of the heist. Deal with as many crooks as he had over the years, born losers and criminal masterminds alike, and you learn their dreams. It wasn’t just about going for the gold—it was changing your fate. If you can pull off this jackpot you can outwit fate, leave your crummy existence behind. And when you fail—the wheelman’s on the needle again, the safecracker’s wife is cheating on him and his head’s not in the game—your place in the world, your miserable lot in life is reaffirmed.

			Uncle Rich had done his job for the Man. The Waldorf was for him. What was he going to do—put the medal on a Jesse Owens mannequin in his basement trophy room? He’d said it was to “undo an injustice.” Justice? Carney had never seen the thing in his whole life and didn’t know what it looked like. Revenge, plenty, but justice? Not once.

			The cops woke him the next morning. Where am I? The dirty windows turned the morning light into a greasy beam. No, it wasn’t the cops. He remembered where he was and frowned.

			The noise had been excitement over breakfast. Uncle Rich had arranged a spread on the bar with bagels from H&H and lox and smoked sable from Barney Greengrass. “Trust me, you can’t get this anywhere else in the world.” Cliff, Rita, and Jeff chowed down happily. Carney grabbed a stool.

			“She’s out on the town,” Rita said. “You can’t tie her down.”

			The siblings were arguing over whether or not Sue Simmons was single. Jeff said he thought she’d mentioned a husband at some point. Cliff, for his part, was a CBS guy. Jeff asked Carney to weigh in.

			Carney told him that he watched Live at Five every day, but could offer no counsel. “You see what you want to see. That’s why they call it television.”

			Rita and Jeff nodded at this piece of wisdom. Carney asked them if they lived uptown. They grew up in Newark, they explained, but moved to Harlem when they left high school. Jeff had an engineering degree from Queens College, where Carney had gone to school. Rita recently returned from time on the road with a hustler named Edgar Mire. He was a familiar type—the older thief who takes on a young female accomplice, then tosses her aside or leaves her to face the music when the law catches up. Rita turned it around, cutting out with a bank score and splitting North after she’d learned all she could from him. “He was faking it anyway,” she said. “He wasn’t no real crook.”

			“Rita ran a game on his ass.”

			“Hells yes,” she said.

			Their horsing around reminded Carney of his bygone breakfasts with John and May before they left. Plus profanity. And felonies.

			He felt like he’d been part of this crew for years. This was another part of Uncle Rich’s criminal genius, on top of the setup and crack execution—the ability to fold strangers, crooked men and women with various personality deficits, into his team. On occasion, Carney had been envious of Pepper when he alluded to his past jobs. Pepper avoided identifiable details, but Carney knew when he’d worked with good, dependable thieves. Been part of a greater whole. Carney couldn’t see his father enjoying that aspect—trusting, and even enjoying, his partners. Big Mike Carney had liked meanness and money, that’s why he was in the game. He wouldn’t have had patience for Uncle Rich’s questions over what was worth stealing and what was not. The man was killed by police after breaking into a Brooklyn drugstore. Fancy questions about the meaning of crime were not his bag.

			Carney’s tongue moved over grit. Something from Carney’s fingers had rubbed off on his breakfast. He rubbed his silty fingers together. The whole dump was covered in a layer of grime. His stomach flopped. What was he doing here? He loved his Valentine’s Day dinners with Elizabeth. She’d never stab him with an ice pick. Maybe if he stepped out on her, but in most circumstances no. The barstool creaked as his weight shifted. Who were these people? He recoiled—he was not like them. He’d slept on a creaky cot, in the back room of a dead murderer’s hideout. Wretched things scrabbled in the shadows. It stank.

			This was not where he was supposed to be. Yet here he was.

			He decided: Once he finished breakfast, he was splitting back to his slow, dull world. He was too old to run away with the circus. Uncle Rich needed bona fide criminals, not middle-aged furniture salesmen with crooked tendencies.

			“I can’t help you with that,” Jeff said. “Who am I—Ann Landers?”

			Rita was complaining about her homework—another conversation that returned Carney to the breakfast-table days. She was taking night classes at CCNY and had to get through Catch-22 by Monday for her Contemporary American Fiction class. She’d read fifty pages by flashlight in the back of the trailer. Busy weekend.

			Cliff read the back cover. “ ‘Black humor at its most biting.’ ” He held up the author photo for their inspection. “He’s not white?”

			“He is,” Rita said. “But his jokes are not ha-ha, but more like, ughhh. That’s what they mean by ‘black.’ ”

			Cliff returned the book to the bar, author photo down.

			“You read it?” Rita asked Carney.

			Elizabeth had. The movie came on Channel 11 late one night, but it was too arty and he fell asleep. He was more of a nonfiction guy, major biographies and such, and told her so.

			Rita pursed her lips. “I think the reason white people are crazy for this book,” she said, “is because for them, it’s news. They’re just getting hip to the fact that the system doesn’t work. This is a revelation! Black people know the system doesn’t work, it never has, and it is designed that way.”

			“I was in the FBI,” Cliff said, “I saw that shit up close. I upheld it. It ain’t just rigged against you, its purpose is to snuff you out.”

			“Word,” Jeff said.

			Carney took it back. They weren’t like his kids at all. “Not a lot of English classes at that guerrilla training school?”

			“What?” Rita said.

			“Your training for the revolution.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about. We went to Catholic school.” She took her book and went into the back to read in peace.

			Carney and Uncle Rich cleaned up. Carney said, “Is there a phone?”

			Uncle Rich pointed to the wall, and the outline of a long-gone pay phone. “What do you need?”

			Carney wanted to catch Elizabeth before she went out for the day. Now that he had decided to slip away from the Waldorf Job, his real life asserted itself again.

			Uncle Rich said, “Ten years ago, a man said he needed to call his wife on the job, he’d be laughed out of the room. Now they got Donahue, they got this and that, it’s a whole different scene.” He reached for his wallet and pulled out a picture of a rosy-cheeked Scandinavian lady in a stewardess outfit. She had a rustic air, as if she’d recently handled udders. “What’s the point if you don’t have someone to share it with?” he said. “What’s your lady like?”

			That was easy. “She pulled me up,” Carney said. “She still pulls me up. I try to do the same for her.”

			“I can dig it.”

			“You don’t have kids?”

			Uncle Rich shook his head vigorously. “They’re half you. With the DNA? The world don’t need one-point-five of me running around. One is enough.” He polished the bar with a rag. “She know about your other business?”

			“No.”

			“You’re never going to find someone who knows every little bit of you. But if you’re lucky you find someone who gets a lot of you.”

			“What she doesn’t know about me isn’t worth knowing.” Carney exhaled. He was itching to get back in the world. “What are you going to do with it?”

			“The medal? I’m rescuing it from the clutches. You can’t get back everything they took. But every piece you recover is a thing of value.”

			Cliff clomped over on his crutches. Time to head back to Hempstead. “It’s the weekend. People do their wash.” As Uncle Rich pulled up the front gate, the laundromat mogul leaned over to Carney. “A man gets on a lucky streak, it’s got to run out,” he whispered. “Watch it.”

			Rita and Jeff came over to say goodbye. Uncle Rich said, “I’ll send you your piece.”

			Carney went back to hit the head. How to beg off the job? A definitive no, followed by a swift exit. The vision in the back room stopped him.

			The coffee table glowed in a dingy sunbeam.

			It was the most beautiful coffee table Carney had ever seen, and he’d seen plenty. Ziggurats of parti-colored plexiglass, and brass and marble objets that almost levitated on their own magnificence. High-priced art deco horror shows, and brutalist creatures of pitted concrete. Nothing like the marquetry specimen in the dead man’s office.

			Carney felt a lifelong acquaintance. No, he corrected—an ownership, as if it had always lived among his things. The lacquered top of interlocking pieces of ash root, cherry, and ivory described a soothing tableau of abstracted flowers and birds. Was it European, Italian, a product of one of those new Chicago design shops? The bar had been closed for years. As a connoisseur, he had to admire the impeccable surface area–to–height ratio and its allusion to Sheinberg’s universal harmonies in Home Poetics. It perched on thin, spidery legs of burnished steel with grace and self-possession. A coffee table that earned its arrogance, and wore it well.

			Jeff was stuffing clothes into a duffel bag. “Where’d this come from?” Carney asked.

			“It was in the basement under some junk,” Jeff said.

			Carney knelt down and pressed his cheek to its surface. He was tempted to listen for a heartbeat. It was as cool as clear water from a mountain creek. Carney had never been near a mountain creek, but there was a boarded-up garage on 131st that always had a rivulet of brown water snaking across the sidewalk to the gutter, and he imagined it was the opposite of that.

			“Nice, huh?” Jeff said.

			“That’s one word.” Carney slid beneath, looking for the name of the studio, an artist’s mark. The underside was lacquered mahogany, and did not divulge its provenance.

			Perhaps it fell from Heaven.

			“I thought I might take it with me,” Jeff said. “This is a work for hire. Might as well get a perk.”

			“Get a perk,” Carney repeated dully. A perk!

			The job ahead was a monster, but if it had brought this coffee table into his life, it was meant to be. A sign: All was within reach. Carney wondered how much Jeff would take for it, or if he was going to have to come up with a con.

		

	
		
			EIGHT

			They took the subway down to the job, two working stiffs. Saturday evening drew the city into its cape. The other passengers were homebound from afternoon adventures—sugar-crashed kids with sticky faces, parents beset by needling headaches, shopped-out teenagers laden with LPs and Day-Glo accessories. Carney and Jeff were about to punch in for their shift.

			“Does it come with any money?” Jeff asked.

			Was that all this younger generation cared about? “The honor is the award,” Carney said. “The honor is the money.” Carney asked about the boy’s time at Queens College. Was Gerry’s still there? Their cheeseburger platter had powered Carney during his hardscrabble school days. Jeff had never heard of the greasy spoon, nor the numerous landmarks used to describe its location. It was as if it had never existed—and by extension, a chunk of Carney’s youth. He was grateful when they pulled into Forty-Second.

			The reputation of public facilities in New York City had declined in recent years, perhaps owing to the recent uptick in freaks, hopheads, chicken hawks, ticklebums, and hand-job salesmen. They quickly pulled the reflectorized orange vests over their heads when they reached the lower-level men’s room. Jeff clipped the walkie-talkie to his belt as they entered and cranked it up: Out came a burst of high-volume squawking, a camouflage of staticky gibberish. It worked. The pervs beat it for the door, streaming out of the stalls like cockroaches fleeing a kitchen light.

			Carney and Jeff put on their hard hats and inspected their costumes in the cracked mirrors. Goggles dangled from Carney’s neck. Jeff wore industrial earmuffs, one ear covered and one not. Carney said, “We gotta finish inspecting that track by 7 or Larry will have our heads,” in an extra-loud voice. Jeff responded in kind. With his youthful face and slim build, he looked like a greenhorn track worker still learning the ropes. It was strange to see Jeff go blue collar—Carney had grown accustomed to the siblings’ crisp preppy attire. Last night they’d hit Microtronics in pleated khakis and black linen shirts, like the staff at that Miami resort Elizabeth took them to last year. For his part, Carney wore dark jeans and a gray shirt of thick cotton; Uncle Rich had dispatched him to Fowad on Ninety-Fifth and Broadway to pick up clothes fit for the underground.

			The 6:11 to New Haven welcomed passengers on Track 25. Track 26 was empty. Step One: Make it to the train shed at the end of the platform without being stopped by station personnel or policemen. Jeff carried the big canvas bag with the sledgehammer and digging tools, and Carney was in charge of the hard case with the oscilloscope. It was heavy. He switched hands. Jeff saw him wipe the sweat from his forehead and said, “It’s work. You’re supposed to sweat.”

			At the bottom of the ramp a white conductor was helping a young man in a Mets jacket; he gave the duo a quick glance and resumed his directions. Two other conductors routed passengers down the platform. From the change in his posture, Carney knew Jeff had clocked them as well. They veered to the Track 26 side of the platform and put on more camouflage—the leisurely stroll of those clocking overtime. Jeff leaned over and made fake conversation for prying eyes. Carney bobbed his head.

			The announcer said, “The 6:45 train to Niagara Falls is now accepting passengers on Track 43.”

			The cop came out of nowhere. He was beefy and red-faced, with the oversize nostrils of a hippo. Not a cop that’d beat you in a footrace, but no doubt lightning-quick with his nightstick in the squad car. He grabbed Carney by the arm.

			Carney stiffened. The platform was too busy to make a getaway, he’d go sprawling.

			The cop said, “Harold on today?” He let go.

			Carney nodded and pointed at the track entrance. He turned away and continued down the platform. Jeff gave the cop a thumbs-up. A chic suburban white lady carrying lavender Bergdorf Goodman bags charged past the cop and he twisted out of her way. Carney and Jeff maneuvered around a tour group fanning themselves with yellow-and-black Playbills of The Pirates of Penzance. Between the complexities of the head count—“When’s the last time anyone saw Janice?”—and the standard day-tripper befuddlement, they provided physical cover for Carney and Jeff as they entered the gloomy atmosphere of the train shed.

			There were more than sixty tracks in the station’s upper and lower decks, sectioned by girders and broad planes of concrete. As they proceeded uptown, the tracks converged into a handful, tightening into a braid. Like coaxial cable, it struck Carney. To the west, sparks splashed from nearby track work. Jeff took point, tacking east. He knew his way around by now.

			Carney hadn’t been on the tracks since that botched handoff after the Carmine Job back in ’68. Hairy but he made it out—those were younger, faster days. He stepped gingerly, wary of the third rail even though he knew the juice was off in this area.

			“They haven’t used these sidings in years,” Jeff said.

			“You never know,” Carney said.

			“Seventy-five acres holding up Midtown” is how Uncle Rich had described the railway complex. It bore the weight of some of the priciest real estate in the world—corporate headquarters, swanky hotels, the sky-piercing apartment buildings used for rich-people storage. Not to mention the greasy dreams of greedy men—quite a load. They added new buildings every day and in accordance with that pitiless law of nature, the richer those up top got, the more miserable and numerous those below became. And the more cast-offs and have-nots, the higher you have to build to get away from them.

			From the increasing volume of refuse, the city had ceded this section of the train shed to the underground men. It now belonged to the dispossessed.

			The squatters marked their territory in lean-tos, soiled tents, and dingy sleeping bags. Rickety shopping carts served as wardrobes, wadded-up overcoats as beds. One man had planted two skis in an X outside his filthy tent like a crest. They regarded Carney and Jeff with disinterest. One man scooped white slop from a bucket into his toothless maw. Another crossed his arms in irritation as he argued with an invisible opponent, recapitulating a dispute from a different life.

			“Some of them…” Jeff trailed off.

			Carney got the message.

			“If they see you with me, they know you’re with him,” Jeff added, referring to their boss.

			Jeff’s route gave the residents a wide berth. There had always been those who lived at the edge of things, in recesses of parks, on the hard floors of vacant buildings. Their numbers had multiplied when Carney wasn’t looking. They came here, casualties of the prosperity above. The government was cleaning out the flophouses and SROs, closing the institutions, cutting social services—and the people had to go someplace where the good people couldn’t see them. Two days ago, Carney had walked onto Forty-Second Street and marveled at the new city coming into being, oblivious to this other city growing right under his feet.

			The light faltered. Metro-North had stopped replacing broken bulbs. Carney watched where he put his feet. How did you find yourself down here? Years ago, he’d been on his own. His parents weren’t around and it was up to him to find his place in the world. If his luck had gone another way, who knows how he would’ve ended up—and where. He’d never read Catch-22 but had understood its lesson his whole life: The system is designed to destroy you.

			Uncle Rich was right—they’ll send in the cops one day. A city councilman or mayor will promise to “clean up the city” and there will be violence. But it wasn’t going to make Live at Five. No one would see it.

			“Hey! Hey!” The man charged at them, waggling his fingers. “Hey!” He was in his seventies, and wore tattered slacks and a stained yellow-and-brown down vest over his bare chest. Despite the disheveled presentation, there was authority in his eyes and in his voice, the vestige of his former station. He had been a leader of men once.

			The man pulled up. “Let me ask you,” he said to Carney. His voice climbed into a squeak. “How am I doin’?”

			Carney blinked.

			“Tell him,” Jeff said, shaking his head. “You have to say it or we’ll be here all day.”

			“How am I doin’?” the man repeated. The imitation was perfect.

			“You’re doing good,” Carney said.

			“It’s a big city,” the mayor of the underground said.

			“The pooper-scooper law has really turned things around,” Carney said.

			Hizzoner nodded. “The dog shit was out of control and indicative of a larger, spiritual problem.” Nearby, a sagging tent sat next to a pile of girders. He stepped inside.

			“Gracie Mansion,” Jeff said. “He calls himself Mayor Crotch.”

			They reached the President’s Car. It hadn’t been used in years and appeared to have fused with the tunnel into a single, rusting substance. According to the story, Jeff said, when FDR traveled to New York City by train, they transferred at Grand Central and drove his Pierce Arrow limo onto this car. The car traveled up the short VIP siding for a couple of blocks and then everything crammed into the Waldorf elevator—delegation, honcho, limo. All to hide that the president couldn’t walk.

			Jeff slapped the side of the car. The gong reverberated through the metal skin. “There’s no turntable to load a big limo.” When they got to the elevator, he said, Carney would see it wasn’t big or strong enough, either. They’d used the siding and elevator, sure, but the rest was an embellishment. “People like that kind of story, where they have an inside tip,” Jeff said. “Even if it’s not true.”

			Carney switched the case to his other hand. People like stories where other people are getting hoodwinked, and con men like people who think they are too smart to get hoodwinked. It means they’re ready to be fleeced.

			They walked up Track 61, which soon terminated at the Waldorf platform. The hotel elevator was a surreal sight, a bright rectangle of nickeled brass in the subterranean murk of the shed. They were sixty feet below Forty-Ninth between Park and Lex.

			Jeff pointed to the metal door next to the elevator. The stairs. The lock had been taken care of.

			Carney followed him up three drab flights. The VIP elevator made two stops. The first was Track 61’s platform. The second was the ground floor of the Waldorf, where it opened onto the motor court, the large, oval driveway beneath the hotel. The stairwell terminated at the ground floor as well, with a lone door that also served the motor court. A steel ladder led up to a ceiling hatch.

			Jeff pointed to the doorframe at the top of the narrow landing. Uncle Rich had put a piece of Scotch tape there two weeks ago—it remained unbroken. In their weeks of sorties from Grand Central, the door had never been opened. The call button in the motor court was hidden by a locked panel; Uncle Rich had deactivated it. The elevator hadn’t moved a solitary inch. VIPs these days preferred to be seen and adored, not hustled through clandestine entrances.

			They put their gloves on. Jeff pointed to the steel ladder. “Feel that.”

			The faintest of vibrations traveled through the metal. Carney noticed the faint whirring sound for the first time.

			Jeff climbed up and rapped on the ceiling hatch. The whirring stopped. Rita peeked down from the elevator’s machine room, appraised them, and opened the hatch wide. Jeff said, “Sis.” Carney helped Jeff convey the black duffel bag and the hard case.

			The ground floor of the Waldorf was dominated by the motor court and the shopping arcade. On the first floor, the hotel opened up in all its storied glory—the main lobby with black marble columns and a mammoth chandelier, the Peacock Alley restaurant and cocktail bar, North and South Lounges, the ballrooms. The first floor was also home to the VIP elevator’s machine room, the least glamorous suite in the whole building. The only ways to access the windowless room were the hatch or through the elevator’s ceiling panel. If you blew open the north wall of the machine room, you’d gain entrance to the South Lounge off the main lobby. On either side, east and west, were shops. In the event of a robbery, an enterprising criminal could bust through the walls of the machine room to break into the shops.

			Such an operation was underway. Carney squeezed by the elevator motor, which squatted in the middle of the room like a huge metal frog. Thick cables hung down from the drive sheave into the shaft below. A box on the wall contained the electrical controls. The rest of the space had been taken over by Rita and Uncle Rich and their equipment. They had been busy.

			In the afternoon briefing, Uncle Rich had described their theater of operations as a “little tumor,” a separate pocket inside the larger organism of the hotel. A jackhammer was out of the question. On a test run earlier that month, Uncle Rich had leaned against the wall of the South Lounge while Cliff experimented with a Burnham Series 3 concrete drill. Uncle Rich barely heard the drill—the noise of the guests and piano in the main lounge across the way hid the sound. The flowers in the vase on the cherrywood table next to Uncle Rich trembled as if in a light summer breeze, however. He felt it through his fingertips when he pressed them to the table. No good. He looked huffily at his watch—stood up by his companion!—and when he joined Cliff told him that they were going to make a few adjustments. It was more complicated, but “Purer, you dig?”

			Uncle Rich had his fabricator—a former safecracker named Poole—make a mount and a rack for the Burnham drill. Poole executed Uncle Rich’s diagrams with monkish precision. Once the mount was bolted to the floor, the drill slid back and forth on the rack for precise placement. The special-order diamond bit came from South Africa. Uncle Rich had feared it would be held up in customs but it arrived last Thursday. Uncle Rich modified the drill himself, to address the noise. “It’s a whir not a whine now. You want the whir.” He secured the mount and waited for Rita to walkie-talkie when the boutique next door closed for the night. She boomeranged down seven blocks to Grand Central and then back up through the train shed, and they started drilling.

			The overhead light was out to minimize spill into the room next door. No need to let someone catch sight of a beam through the shopwindow. They worked by flashlight and portable lamp. Uncle Rich had devised a collapsible hood to work under, to further dampen the noise, but it got too hot in there. It was made of some Soviet Bloc fiber that he got on sale. “Sometimes you can overthink it,” he said, shaking his head.

			Carney fought back a sneeze. They had covered the one vent—“Who knows how sound travels in this old bitch”—and the drilling produced a fine dust. The room was redolent of machine oil and human sweat. They’d made progress. Sliding the drill back and forth on the rack, they’d cored six holes in the concrete and plaster. Once they had a rectangle, they’d drill an X in the middle and punch through with the sledge.

			“How are we?” Jeff asked.

			“Behind,” Uncle Rich said. “It’s fine.”

			It was Rita’s turn at the drill. She’d removed her hard hat once she got to the machine room, but her hair was still pinned up. She had to go mannish—a female track worker would’ve attracted a second glance, and second glances in heists were pure peril. Rita put on her goggles, aimed the bit, and locked the drill into position.

			White dust shot out of the hole. Rita hummed as she worked. Carney knew the song but couldn’t place it. One of May’s songs. He crouched next to her, spraying the hole with water to cool it down and tame the particles. Periodically he swept the debris into a garbage bag.

			Jeff hovered, moving around the tiny room and backseat driving. “Let the bit do the work,” he said. Rita told him to shut up.

			Uncle Rich sat in a folding beach chair and read a paperback of Carl Sagan’s Cosmos with a tiny light that attached to the book’s cover. Carney had seen the device advertised on late-night TV. “You say hi to the fellows?” Uncle Rich asked.

			“Who?” Jeff said.

			He meant the squatters. He’d distributed a tray of pastrami sandwiches from Katz’s when he passed through the train shed that afternoon. “Got to talking to one dude today—used to be a doctor. Pediatrician in New Rochelle. Now he’s down there. Just goes to show you.”

			“The mayor came out,” Carney said.

			Uncle Rich chuckled. “A city gets to be a certain size, it creates a mayor.”

			Rita had hit upon a nice rhythm. She bored one hole, then another. Carney found the scene strange and abstract. Beyond the walls of the small room, the hotel executed the various aspects of its fabulous enterprise, tending to the needs of wealthy customers. A few yards away in the South Lounge, smartly dressed men and women reposed in the burgundy club chairs, smoking cigarettes and sipping house cocktails. Wedding guests went up and down the wide marble stairs to the Grand Ballroom on the third floor, clocked by Secret Service men in tuxedos who whispered into their little radios. No one knew a thing.

			Carney looked over at Uncle Rich, the architect of this operation. He had put down the Sagan and wore an expression of sublime calm, eyes closed, palms cupping his kneecaps. “Is he meditating?” Carney whispered to Jeff.

			Uncle Rich opened his eyes. “Not meditating—exercising, baby. I read a monograph recently on exercising the latent organs responsible for extrasensory perception, or ESP. Telepathy, telekinesis—the ability to move objects with one’s mind. I’m exercising.”

			“Moving what?” Carney asked.

			“Mountains.”

			Rita looked up. “Last week he moved a paper clip.”

			“That was magnets,” her brother said. “You didn’t see?”

			“Oh.”

			Uncle Rich closed his eyes.

			It’s disquieting to discover that the man in charge was not right in the head. As with so many in modern society, Carney decided not to think about it.

			

			***

			Rita called them over. “What do you think?”

			The X was perfectly described in the concrete. “You want to do it?” Uncle Rich asked.

			“He can do it.”

			“Yes!” Jeff withdrew the sledgehammer from its bag. It was a substantial club, with a rubber head. He told them to stand back.

			It only took one blow—the riddled section collapsed upon itself. They had perfectly reckoned the placement of the cores. “That’s how we do in this operation,” Uncle Rich said.

			Carney and Jeff cleared the hole, the jagged rectangle in the concrete. Rita stuck her head in. She came out and gave them a thumbs-up.

			Uncle Rich put on his hard hat.

			“Where are you going?” Carney said.

			“Shit, I ain’t getting in that little hole,” he said, “I’m management.” He slipped into his orange vest. “I’ll see you on the other side.”

			“We got it,” Rita said.

			Uncle Rich climbed down the ladder. The ceiling hatch closed behind him. He stopped to listen. There were two brief honks from the motor court, very faint.

			Out of view, he permitted himself a smile. They’d accelerated the setup and it handled the stress. He’d put together a solid crew. The brother-and-sister team were a new breed to him. What he could have pulled with a gang of them twenty years ago! And Cliff had held up. Bad break about the leg, but the fence was good juju and more than made up for the setback. He swatted away his concerns about Barclay.

			He walked down the stairs to the underground. Yes, the fence was working out fine. A cool machine. It was in the man’s blood. Ruthless and cunning, even if he didn’t want to admit it to himself. Give me a ruthless son of a bitch over a top safecracker any day.

			Uncle Rich was winging one part of the plan tonight, a last-minute improvisation amid his meticulous planning: He didn’t know if the joint was still in business. This time tomorrow he’d be on a plane to Costa Rica, never to return to these parts. He’d woken up that morning in Fox’s certain that the only proper send-off entailed a Lexington Diner turkey club. It was bad luck to make a last-minute change to the setup, but also a sin to not say goodbye. Sometimes the circle of life is a triple-decker on rye.

			An apparition of the venerable diner floated before him as he descended to Track 61. Early winter. The green neon LEXINGTON DINER burning through a dancing curtain of manhole steam, and the Christmas tree, brittle and tinseled, awaiting pickup on the curb. The redhead with shiny lipstick in the window booth mulling her java and mistakes, and the old man clawing his collar tight against the cold. The STEAKS CHOPS FISH above the front door like a halo. (Don’t order the fish.) It was such a vivid and compelling vision that he didn’t notice he was being watched.

			

			***

			He squeezed through. Carney’s paunch was no problem. Perhaps Uncle Rich had accounted for it. The hole opened up behind the sales counter of Angelique’s. The boutique catered to rich ladies from out of town in need of a last-minute outfit or label to brag about back home; no self-respecting local would submit to such a monstrous markup. In Carney’s store, he and Rusty were already prepping the fall inventory, but the boutique was still knee-deep in summer. The mannequins wore diaphanous tops and houndstooth pencil skirts on their bodies and expressions of dumb serenity on their faces.

			The light from the South Lounge was strong enough for them to see—and for people to see them. One by one, the crooks darted between the displays. A red-haired matron thumped against the front window. Carney froze. She cupped her eyes to check out the floral wrap dress up front, reminding Carney of a walrus at the aquarium, nosing up for a glimpse of the world beyond the glass. He didn’t move until the woman’s companion tugged her away with a scowl.

			They ferried the bags of equipment and crowded into the farthest dressing room. Carney felt better out of view. With the curtains pulled tight they could use their lights. Rita handed Carney one of the jab saws. This next part was theirs; they were saving Jeff for what waited in the next room.

			Carney removed the orange vest and draped it atop his hard hat on the floor. He had come along last night, observing. It was a seduction. It worked. He’d stood on the periphery this afternoon, learning the operation. Now he took up the tools of the trade like the rest of the crew. Carney rolled up his sleeves and picked his spot on the wall. He drove in the jab saw, expecting it to bite into something hard. It chewed through the thin wall hungrily. The cuts exhaled gray particles of drywall. He felt it in his arms after five minutes—hawking furniture required different muscles—and discovered a little trick for working the blade across.

			Good honest labor. Well, not honest. Working with his hands, that was the point.

			He wasn’t a fence today. He was a thief among his kind.

			Carney and Rita hit a hungry pace as they carved out a door. He identified the song she was humming: “Native New Yorker.” There you are lost in the shadows, searching for someone / To set you free from New York City. A disco song, but a work song as well, for the hard labor of surviving in the city. Jeff held the flashlight. “Higher,” Rita ordered. Carney said, “Lower.” The wall separating Angelique’s from Maximillian Watch & Timepiece fell before their jab saws and claw hammers.

			Once more, Rita was first. She reached in to push a rolling chair out of the way and slithered through. Carney kneeled—middle-aged knees cracking audibly—and joined her in the back room of the watch store. He swept the flashlight. The door to the showroom was closed. There were two neat desks, papers and invoices orderly tucked, and a small workshop table for adjusting customers’ pieces.

			The DuMont was the dominating presence, chest-high, impressive, and sleek. A safe that begged for nitro or C-4 to knock it down a peg. Again, the realities of the Waldorf forbade such measures. Jeff popped through and immediately targeted the safe. He ran his hand down its surface like a cowboy in a Western patting his horse for the first time. “There she goes,” he said.

			Carney peeked into the showroom while Rita and Jeff unpacked the equipment. “The motion detector,” she said.

			He stayed in the doorway. Angelique’s door was not alarmed, for rare was the daring midnight raid on a trove of pashmina shawls. Maximillian Watch & Timepiece was wired, but good. Alarms would sound fierce in the Waldorf concourse, bouncing of all those dandy marble surfaces. Once you bashed the display cases—no time to take down the safe—there was no way you’d make it past the guards in the main lobby, the foyer, and at the front door. Plus the undercover guys, pretending to read The Wall Street Journal on the lobby sofas. Only hope would be to shoot your way out.

			The rest of the crew was armed. Carney had declined.

			The watch store had a small footprint—it was a hotel shop—and he admired their use of space. Walk down Eighth Ave these days and look in the shopwindows and you’ll see that taming a challenging showroom was a dying art. Maximillian’s tiered window display captured guests ambling between Peacock Alley and the South Lounge, and a series of recessed glass cases drew the eye toward the interior of the shop.

			At night the most expensive pieces were tucked in the office safe or the secure metal cabinets beneath the cases. Based on the Waldorf’s clientele, Maximillian’s probably sold a lot of Cartier; Carney’s watch guy paid a premium for those babies, the last couple of years. A cardboard stand on the sales counter featured a Teutonic banker type, sleeve pulled back to showcase the glimmering Villiers-Ali on his wrist: That Unforgettable Face.

			Carney shut the door and stuffed the empty canvas bag against the crack along the floor.

			The phone rang and they jumped. The light of the extension winked, casting freaky shadows. Jeff chuckled. Rita cursed herself. They got back to work. Jeff finished unpacking the safecracking equipment that Carney had lugged around all evening. The boxy headphones, electronic box, and long metal stick each had their own cushioned berth in the custom-made hard case.

			On the subway, Jeff had explained the art of manipulation. “Drilling into concrete is one thing, but steel is a whole nother bird,” the young man said. “We’re not going to blow it with dynamite, no matter how fun that is. Oxyacetylene torches and thermic lances are out—they’re really hot and smoky, and I know my asthma’s going to be aggravated by all the dust, so no. That leaves manipulation.”

			Carney said, “Which is?”

			“I’ll show you when we get there,” Jeff said.

			Showtime. Jeff said, “On Kojak, the bad guy puts his ear to the door or takes out his stethoscope and turns the combination, right?” He pressed his cheek against the safe to demonstrate. “He listens for the click—the sound of the tiny lever inside falling ever so slightly into what they call the ‘drop-in area.’ Each number in the combination has its own drop-in. When the lever falls completely into all the drop-in areas on the drive cam, the lock opens. But when it passes over them, there’s that little click.”

			He put on the boxy headphones, leaving one ear uncovered to continue his explanation. “You can’t hear that click anymore, not without help.” He held up the electronic box. It was vaguely nautical, with a small viewing screen and various knobs. “This is a memory oscilloscope that Uncle Rich modified. It converts every faint click, or contact point, into a wavelength. Each time I make a pass with the dial, I get a better bead on the exact contact point.”

			“Isn’t it exciting?” Rita said. Her tone argued the opposite.

			Jeff exhaled. He attached a metal strip to the door handle and connected a lead to the oscilloscope. “The vibrations carry better through the handle.”

			It was over Carney’s head. He looked at Rita.

			She shrugged. “I’m just the muscle.”

			Jeff got to work plotting the contact points. Rita said, “Cousin Ralph taught him all that stuff. He was in Vietnam.”

			“He cracked safes in Vietnam?”

			“He got fucked up in Vietnam. When he came back he fell in with these anarchists. In San Diego.”

			“Right.”

			“Our dad said he could have led the revolution, if he kept straight. But he didn’t. He did teach us how to fight. To shoot. I was never into safes, but Jeff took to it.”

			“You said the revolution training was a put-on.”

			“Did I?”

			“What would your parents think about tonight?”

			Jeff snorted.

			“They know we’re working because we’ve gone dark,” Rita said. “We’ll tell them the whole deal on Wednesday—it’s our aunt Gloria’s birthday. Mom always says, ‘Grand larceny ain’t a guillotine, but it’s a start.’ ”

			“Mom’s always right,” Carney said.

			

			***

			The green neon whispered Lexington Diner. Most of the restaurant’s staff had moved on and they’d painted over the graffiti in the bathroom, but a woman’s name persevered in the white caulk above the urinal: DEBBIE.

			The robin’s egg Formica tables and the sticky, oversize menus affirmed the old days. He’d wager that the flypaper by the register had been pinned there since his last visit. On winter days, gusts gently roused the orange strip when the front door opened. The owner, Olivier, a potbellied Greek, was here tonight. He looked ill on his perch by the cash register, his neck and face mottled with pale, bloodless splotches. He never greeted his black regulars with the same enthusiasm he had for his white ones, and that remained the same as well.

			Uncle Rich grabbed the corner booth he sat in after the Cumberland Job in ’52. Three men, ninety grand, eighteen minutes inside—not a bad night. By some miracle of rotation he got the napkin dispenser he’d carved his initials into after the Gideon thing. A more modest score that night, but noteworthy as the first time he used hydrochloric acid. The dispenser hadn’t been replaced, napkin-dispenser technology moving at the miserly pace of mouse-trap innovation. Perhaps it was a pursuit worth taking on—his schedule was opening up.

			The turkey club itself was fine. Adequate. Different guy back there. Aesthetics weren’t everything. Uncle Rich was here to make off with a piece of his past—a heist within a heist. He pulled it off. He’d sought refuge in this diner when laid low, and when he had fifty grand in nonconsecutive bills strapped to his chest. He even came here the day after he “got killed,” in an inane disguise, transfixed by nostalgia. Before he left town he had to pay his respects to all the people he had been and all the scores he’d taken down. That’s what this diner contained. It didn’t matter how the food tasted.

			They should be facing the safe now. He overtipped, grabbed two stale mints from the dish, and headed for Grand Central.

			Lexington Diner, still standing. Proposition: Empires rise and fall, generations pass into memory, but it’s hard to kill a diner named after an avenue or street. The Ninth Avenue Diner, the Madison Avenue Diner, the Fifteenth Street Diner—they hang around, immortal institutions, sturdy and wise, refusing to die. By wearing one of the city’s names, they assume a portion of its invulnerability. Blizzards and blackouts bounce off of them, demographic shifts produce no discernible effect. The only thing that can defeat them is the Board of Health, but who among us does not have a particular federal antagonist? Uncle Rich had several. Nonfederal, too, lord knows. When Buzz and his men jumped him in the train shed, halfway to the Waldorf elevator, he said, “Look, here’s one of them now.”

			

			***

			Jeff plopped against the wall. He removed the goggles and swabbed the sweat from his face. “Go ahead.”

			His sister opened the safe. Like most ’70s DuMonts, it was equipped with their patented Slide-It system of adjustable shelves and drawers. Carney was trapped on a mailing list and received DuMont catalogs in the mail from time to time—solid, but they were no Hermann Bros. The slimmer compartments held the big-ticket watches and pocket timepieces, while the auction items—the temporary guests—occupied the larger open slots. Rita went through them, removing a yellowed baseball in a glass box, a Heisman Trophy, and a stack of autographed fare—ticket stubs from long-lost games, rookie contracts, a photograph of the ’53 Yankees in Truman’s White House.

			Rita withdrew a shiny walnut box. For all the work they’d put in, she was unaffected. This was familiar. Sometimes when Carney came across a Collins-Hathaway ad in the newspaper he’d say something like, “They’re really pushing the convertible,” and his kids’ faces would be utterly blank.

			Rita gave the box to Carney. “Open it up.”

			The box was surprisingly light. The lid opened with fluid elegance. The gold medal lay on a blue velvet bed. It was smaller than Carney had expected, dull in the dim light. His arms ached. It was such an ordinary room, with the Swingline stapler on the desk, standard office phone with the light-up buttons, the same round wall clock that adorned every institutional room. Carney was insulted on the medal’s behalf.

			He bent the neck of the desk lamp for a better look. On the front, a woman in a robe—some goddess or other—raised the winner’s crown on a bluff overlooking a coliseum. He ran his finger over the inscription: XI OLYMPIADE BERLIN 1936. On the flip side, teammates held the champion aloft. The champion extended his hand, fingers open, reaching after—nothing. There was nothing there. It was empty air.

			Jeff examined the medal. His expression didn’t change. “In its original case,” he said. “Adds to the value.”

			“It’s a piece of history,” Carney said.

			“We get a flat fee, history or not,” Jeff said.

			Rita wrapped the box in padded cloth and tucked it into her backpack. She reached for the door of the safe.

			“Shame to leave all that,” Jeff said.

			“The money job was last night,” Rita said. “This is his own thing.”

			“I know.” He held up Jake LaMotta’s gloves.

			“I thought you hated boxing,” Rita said.

			“Black men beating each other silly for white people’s pleasure.” He put them back.

			Carney coughed, bedeviled by a piece of dust. “Let’s go.”

			Jeff packed his manipulation gear. Carney and Rita collected the other equipment. Carney was the last one through the hole in the dressing-room wall. He surveyed the room—what did they forget? Uncle Rich had studied with criminal luminaries when he was locked up, and Carney had Donegal’s. He’d sat through twenty years of sob stories of What Not to Do on a Job, and retained his lessons. He checked off notorious failures. His wallet was in his pocket, not like when Cuban Pat knocked over the Woolworth’s payroll and got pinched the next day at his niece’s quinceañera. He hadn’t taken his gloves off, like Lorenzo Chide when he stopped to scratch his nose and let the FBI match his prints. No, they’d done it right.

			Outside Angelique’s, the traffic had declined. It was late and everybody was running out of time, criminals and carousers alike. As he crept across the boutique he glanced through the window. A middle-aged black man in a tuxedo entered the lounge, carrying himself with well-heeled ease. He was Carney’s age, with the same slim build. Carney stopped in the dark: The man was his opposite number, striding in the light. The shopwindow was like the surface of an enchanted mirror, the border between the straight world and the crooked.

			The man in the tuxedo sat on the arm of a club chair and wiped scuff from his shoe with his thumb. Satisfied, he rose and headed for the elevators. From his grin, it had been a good night. Maybe his wife had gone back to the room early and was waiting up. Their trip to New York was drawing to a close but the evening wasn’t done yet. Carney and Elizabeth hadn’t gone away together in a long time. Too much work. Things came up.

			The sign rose in the headlights again: The Nameless Access Road Not Taken. To not just wear the costume of respectability but be the thing itself. Carney used to see John as a version of himself that grew up normal, in a normal house. Unbent, like the man on the other side of the glass. He was glad that man existed somewhere.

			Another Nameless Access Road came around the bend. After two days with Uncle Rich, he recognized himself. Carney knew what he would have looked like if he’d dedicated himself to his criminal inclinations without apology. He would’ve made a top-notch crook.

			The lounge was empty, leaving Carney alone onstage.

			They packed up the gear in the machine room. Everything except the drill mount, which was bolted. “A souvenir,” Jeff said as he turned off the lights. He handed down the gear and closed the hatch behind him.

			The crew got back into their transit-worker getups. “Where is he?” Carney asked.

			“He’ll surprise us,” Rita said.

			He did precisely that ninety-five seconds later, when they opened the door to Track 61 and saw what waited for them.

		

	
		
			NINE

			Buzz’s man slugged him in the stomach and Carney’s legs went wonky. His lungs emptied. It had been a long time since he’d been hit like that. He barely got his hands out to stop his face from smearing into the platform.

			“Didn’t see you at the chicken joint,” Buzz said.

			Carney wheezed. Can you share with our readers a moment when you were tested? He missed Pepper. Pepper knew his way around situations like this. White men like this. They underestimated him because he was big and black and his emotions didn’t register on his face. (Most of him existed below the surface; there are different kinds of undergrounds.) Inevitably they learned he had a knack. His medium wasn’t gizmos or intricate setups or immaculate capers; he worked in violence, in the bloody solution.

			Pepper wasn’t here. Carney was on his own.

			He got to his feet. It was a start.

			Buzz had been standing on the Waldorf platform with his gun to Uncle Rich’s head for who knows how long. Aiming at Uncle Rich ever since the double-cross in Los Angeles and now the world had caught up. He had two men with him—Orson, tormentor of Green and now Carney, and another he referred to as Benedetto. Their pistols glinted like minnows in the scant light.

			Benedetto took their bags of equipment, moving with odd restraint, as if shaking off stiffness. Benedetto—it could be the name of a TV show about a maverick cop. Ethnic type. From his face, it’d be canceled after half a season—he looked beaten. He frisked the crew while Orson covered him. He tossed Jeff’s and Rita’s guns onto the tracks and thumped Carney in the chest when he came up empty.

			Carney said, “I don’t carry—” He left it at that.

			“Fence,” Buzz said, indicating for him to stand next to Uncle Rich. The white man’s eyes were darkly circled, and gray stubble decorated his jaw.

			“Don’t worry, friend,” Uncle Rich told Carney. He addressed the junior members of his crew. “You got it?”

			“We got it,” Jeff said.

			Orson socked Jeff in the stomach. Jeff bent like a switchblade and dropped to his knees.

			Rita made a sound. Benedetto trained his gun on her in warning.

			(A forbidden thought seized Carney regarding the disposition of a certain coffee table if something befell its owner. He pushed it away.)

			“You were four the other night,” Jeff said. “At least.” He scanned the train shed for more men.

			“You took out one of ours,” Buzz said. “We got one of yours. And wounded—was that old Cliff I saw?”

			“That was Cliff,” Uncle Rich said. “Where’s Barclay?”

			“Barclay!” Buzz said. “We ran into him a block away, after the cops showed up.”

			“Knocked me right down,” Orson said. “Then I knocked him down. Again and again.”

			“Where is he?” Rita said.

			“He gave up this place,” Buzz said. “Then he was less helpful. Said he didn’t know what you were after, but it had to be big.” His mouth went flat. “They’ll find him in the morning.”

			“Fuckers,” Jeff said.

			“Don’t,” Orson barked.

			“When we saw the fence walking through Grand Central in that getup we knew we’d hit pay dirt,” Buzz said.

			He told Benedetto to check the bags. Carney steeled himself for Buzz’s disappointment. He didn’t strike one as an enthusiast of black achievement.

			Benedetto searched the safecracking case first. He frowned at the oscilloscope, skeptical. Once he got the rest of the equipment out, he probed the padding with his finger—nothing. The other bags frustrated him as well, until he hit upon the wooden medal case. He held it up.

			“Open it, dummy,” Orson said.

			The gold disk twirled in the light.

			“It’s an Olympic medal,” Uncle Rich said. “Jesse Owens’s.”

			“The runner?” Orson said.

			“You said it was watches,” Buzz said.

			“You asked me what store we were hitting,” Uncle Rich answered. “So I told you.”

			Buzz told his man to check again. Benedetto fished around in Rita’s bag.

			“Where is it?” Orson said. He crept over to start his own search, keeping his eyes on the crew.

			Carney calculated the distance to the tracks—could he make it before they cut him down? He looked over at Uncle Rich, who appeared to be making his own assessment.

			Buzz was getting into a froth. “Some sports bullshit?” he said. “You wouldn’t waste your time.”

			“That depends on what—”

			Rita took off her hard hat and tossed it on the concrete. Everybody turned to her. The young woman’s face was blank. It reminded Carney of Pepper. When it went down—whatever form the violence took—the hard hat would be in her way. Benedetto stepped back for a better angle to cover them.

			“I’ll take your head off,” Orson told Rita.

			It sounded forced to Carney, the tough-guy patter. Orson was worn down, too. It was written in his posture, his bleary eyes. He was not the man from Green’s office. Carney recognized the same weariness in Buzz’s face—these were some bushed white men. It wasn’t the gun battle the other night—what was it?

			It’s the city, Carney realized. The city has been fucking with the out-of-towners. The hotel breakfast was shoe leather, they circled for hours in search of parking, an old black lady cursed them out “for staring”—New York had a long menu of local indignities and harassments, and the boys were getting served.

			“Where do you have it?” Buzz said.

			Uncle Rich scrounged up a half-hearted shrug. “Not much left,” he said. “You knew that before you came to New York. Drove you crazy, didn’t it? Black man getting over on you.”

			“I’ll get what’s mine.” He pressed the gun to Uncle Rich’s temple.

			“Reagan voter.” Uncle Rich pushed his head against the muzzle, wearing a feral expression Carney hadn’t seen before. It was Harlem, street.

			Buzz snorted. “We’ll start with the fence,” he said. “He owes me for ditching out.”

			Orson kicked Jeff’s equipment case into the tracks. “Then the girl,” he said. “She’s uppity.”

			“Fucking right,” Rita said.

			“Hey! Hey!”

			The voice came from the direction of Grand Central. Mayor Crotch scrambled up from the tracks, his soiled down vest flapping on his scarred chest. His face was sober. “I have a question for my constituents!”

			“Get out of here,” Orson said.

			The air changed. Carney took a step back.

			Mayor Crotch maintained his advance. “You gotta help me out here, people.”

			“Get the fuck out of here, you bum,” Buzz said.

			Uncle Rich smiled. He saw them first.

			They emerged from the darkness, clambering onto the platform from all directions, heralded by a blast of unmitigated human funk. Half a dozen of them, raggedy and wild-haired—the men who lived at the edges of things, the exiled and the opting-out, advancing like an expression of the underground itself. The oldest was a scrawny specimen in his seventies, the youngest a wiry, bucktoothed teenager with dull eyes. Each man with own his luckless route to this subterranean destination. Carney flashed on the Escape from New York poster and the mob chasing the trio down the street with sticks and bats, a human tide that poured between skyscrapers. The squatters were unarmed, but their eerie implacability was its own weapon.

			Buzz exhaled slowly: “Oh.”

			Orson braced himself, taking aim at one man, then another, unsure of where to start his massacre.

			“That’s my friend you got there,” one of the underground men said, pointing at Uncle Rich. He had a well-sculpted Afro with a part that reminded Carney of Frederick Douglass.

			Buzz grabbed Uncle Rich by the neck and tugged him close. He pointed his gun at Mayor Crotch.

			Two men flanked the mayor, posed like junior aides on the steps of city hall. Hizzoner raised his hands. “I got to know one thing—How am I doin’?”

			Orson withdrew, revolted. He was about to pull the trigger when two of the underground men reached up from the tracks behind him, yanking his ankles in one synchronized motion. Orson shouted as he fell forward. He scrabbled at the air and fired—wild, into the ceiling. The two men, and then a third, dragged him below the platform. It reminded Carney of that trick when the guy whips the tablecloth off the table and the plates and cutlery stay where they are—he was there and then he was gone. He screamed.

			The brother and sister team drew on their guerrilla training, or reenacted a childhood beatdown on a neighborhood bully—either way, their attack was well coordinated. Jeff clopped Benedetto at the base of the skull while Rita sprang at the white man like a wolf, grabbing his gun arm. She executed some sort of leverage trick and the two of them crashed to the concrete. Jeff stomped on Benedetto’s head, targeting each strike as if taking out cockroaches.

			“How am I doin’?” Mayor Crotch cackled.

			Buzz drew a bead on Hizzoner. Uncle Rich growled and rammed into him, sending the shot astray. They grappled.

			There was another gunshot, this one from the tracks. It was Orson. Carney couldn’t see the man—the underground men fought him below the platform edge. The rest of the raggedy men hung back with the mayor, watching.

			Carney looked around for a weapon. The claw hammer suited. The medal caught his attention, a few yards away on the concrete. Sitting there like it was waiting for the award ceremony to begin. Next to it, the siblings tussled with Benedetto. Benedetto bucked and got the advantage. He and Rita rolled over, tumbling onto the medal case. Rita yelped as it dug into her back.

			Jeff pried the gun free and shot Benedetto in the kidney.

			Up on the platform, Buzz and Uncle Rich wrestled for ownership of his gun. Buzz’s face had gone completely red, strain summoning the veins and tendons to his skin, while Uncle Rich barked hoarsely with every exertion. Buzz elbowed Uncle Rich in the stomach and tore free, dragging them forward, and then Uncle Rich found purchase on the platform. He regained his grip on the white man. He noticed the bulbous pink earlobe at the verge of his mouth—and bit down. Buzz screamed.

			Carney was surprised at how well the old crook acquitted himself. Perhaps he’d taken a martial arts correspondence course, deluxe package. Buzz’s pistol dipped and dove as they struggled. Carney ducked, and a bullet zipped by his ear.

			The squatters stepped back again, reconsidering their intervention. One of Hizzoner’s aides dropped below the platform and peeked over like Kilroy.

			Rita extricated herself from Benedetto, who was howling like an animal. He clutched his belly. His shirt sopped, red and wet. Rita yelled at her brother: “Do it!”

			Jeff shot Buzz in the shoulder, then drilled Benedetto two more times, in the thigh and in the gut.

			Buzz dropped his gun. It clattered off the platform. Uncle Rich shoved the white man away. Buzz loped to the edge of the tracks, radiating fury. He jumped down. Jeff fired twice more, but he was gone. The gun clicked empty.

			Carney said, “Wow.”

			The whistle sounded. Once, then twice more, from deep in the train shed.

			“Metro-North,” Uncle Rich said. “The gunshots.”

			Mayor Crotch reached out to steady him. Uncle Rich nodded in thanks and the mayor dipped his head, as if addressing an invisible microphone: “New York depends on tourists, but don’t abuse our hospitality,” he said. His aide nodded. He yelled after his comrades on the tracks.

			Frederick Douglass and another disheveled man rose over the edge of the platform, holding up Orson’s limp body. Blood covered his face. “He’s still alive,” Douglass said, glumly. They let him fall to the tracks.

			Rita and Jeff checked in with each other—they were in one piece. Benedetto had quit making noises. He did not stir.

			Carney picked up the medal case. The whistle blew again. Metro-North cops or track workers? They were out of time either way. “Can we get out of here?”

			Uncle Rich walked to the edge of the platform. There was no sign of Buzz. He gave Mayor Crotch’s hand a vigorous shake. “I’ll be back to thank you properly, but now…”

			Mayor Crotch bowed and descended onto the tracks with his underground brothers. They slunk home. The youngest one, the teenager with the buckteeth, handed Carney one of the guns that had been thrown on the tracks. The teenager frowned. The gun was impure, his face said—the tunnels rejected it. Carney nodded awkwardly. He didn’t want to touch it but didn’t want to be impolite. The boy leaped off the platform. Carney stuffed the gun into his waistband.

			Rita and Jeff scrambled to retrieve what equipment they could. From years of sob stories at Donegal’s, Carney knew even the smallest thing might be traced back. “See you there?” Rita asked Uncle Rich.

			Uncle Rich saluted. The crew dropped onto the tracks, Carney and Uncle Rich beating it north and the siblings in the opposite direction.

			It was as if they had never been on the platform—except for the lump of Benedetto. He sprawled like a commuter who’d missed the last train home and found himself woefully, permanently overcome.

			

			
				
				***
			

			The northbound tracks narrowed to half a dozen. A Hudson Line train rattled uptown. The passing cars provided illumination in intermittent bursts, stuttering between beams. Carney stuck to a middle path. They’d turned off the juice around the squatter camp and the disused sidings, but they were past the dead part of the train shed—this place was live. He’d been underground for days, stumbling in the dark since he opened the door to Green’s office.

			The whistles receded. “He’s the mayor,” Uncle Rich said. He racewalked, hands pumping like one of those geezer fitness freaks you saw in Central Park nowadays, huffing around the reservoir in fuzzy sweatbands. “You don’t fuck with the mayor. Especially if you’re from out of town.” He nodded at the wooden case. “You hold that tight.”

			Carney said, “I’m not going to drop it.”

			Uncle Rich was humming again. The song was jaunty and light, likely from one of those Broadway shows Carney never saw. It got on Carney’s nerves. Why the constant humming from everybody? What they just did—a crime. Shutting the fuck up once in a while—not a crime. But the old crook had earned his good cheer. Two jobs in two days. He wasn’t being pursued like the Escape from New York gang, barely outrunning disaster, and he wasn’t one of Carney’s Spirit of ’76ers, suffering and enduring. He was a winner. This was a man with Umph in his Triumph, Umph in spades. Offshore bank account, globetrotting stewardess girlfriend, a subscription to Popular Mechanics. Now a gold medal.

			The old crook wasn’t in the clear yet—he was stuck down here with Carney. Where did Carney fit in, where did he place himself among the winners, the strugglers, the survivors, that sampling of New Yorkers?

			He sold furniture. He was Northeast Regional Dealer of the Month (August). It would have to do.

			Two more trains passed on Carney’s left, one bound for Grand Central and the other for New Haven. The passengers scrolled by on the other side of the glass, oblivious. They couldn’t see him. It was impossible to separate him from the darkness of the tunnel.

			Carney looked back—had the cops reached Track 61 yet? He wondered about Buzz. The white man was not going to relent. This fight gave him meaning. After the fire, Carney had to pick himself up and rebuild—anything else was to die. Fight or die—that’s where Buzz was now. Carney sped up to catch Uncle Rich.

			“There’s an access grate ahead that’ll take us up top,” Uncle Rich said. “The kids are taking another that comes out east.” He socked Carney in the arm. “Almost there.”

			They made it another block. The train traffic lulled. Uncle Rich stopped. “Someone’s here,” he said. “The breathing.”

			Carney didn’t hear anything. Shadows crouched between the broad concrete columns, big enough for a man to hide in. He gave Uncle Rich the gun.

			“You sure?” Uncle Rich said.

			Carney nodded.

			“I’ll be right back.”

			Carney leaned against a column to make himself flat. All he had to do was get to the surface with his hide intact. Could he find the exit if Uncle Rich got taken out? If not, the next station was 125th, miles uptown, on an active track.

			Buzz jabbed his gun underneath Carney’s jaw.

			The white man whispered, “Where is he?” The cut above his eye bled into the grime, obscuring his features in a hideous slurry. He patted Carney down. “No weapon?”

			Carney shook his head.

			“Stupid fuck,” Buzz said. His breath was stewed cabbage. “Come down here with nothing.” He stuck his head out to survey one track, then the next. Trains hammered the rails, metal on metal—the sound of something being built, construction underway. There was no sign of Uncle Rich. Would he ditch Carney? Carney held the medal, but Uncle Rich had made a bundle on Microtronics. Enough to write off tonight and move on to the next job.

			“Rich! Come out!” Buzz said. He squeezed against the column and scanned the tracks again. “Where he’s holed up?”

			A southbound train announced itself, then a northbound. The heart muscle of Grand Central pumped them in and pumped them out. Lights flickered in the tunnel ahead. “There’s nothing there,” Carney said.

			“I’ll see for myself,” Buzz growled.

			“Nothing except—” Carney said.

			“How much?” Buzz heard something. He craned his neck to check the tracks. He aimed the pistol into the shadows. “How much?”

			“A coffee table.”

			“What did you say?”

			“The most beautiful coffee table in the world.”

			Buzz turned to look Carney in the face, to gauge the extent of his madness. “This is what you say to me? A coffee table?”

			It was his last complete thought. He never got off a shot. The trains crisscrossed. At the crescendo of their racket, one bullet penetrated the white man’s neck, another above his heart. Buzz stumbled from the recess onto the track, pressing his gun hand to his gushing artery. He dropped the gun and wrapped both hands around his neck, staggering forward. He tripped on a crosstie and went down.

			Carney leaned against the support strut and exhaled. The lights from the train car, chopped up by columns, tracked Uncle Rich as he ran over. He jammed the pistol in his jacket pocket. “Coffee table! Where’d you get that?”

			“I made it up.”

			“It’s ridiculous!”

			“Nobody thinks about coffee tables like that, you’re right.”

			They stepped onto the adjacent track to get a look at Buzz. He was still. His tongue blopped on his lips like a slug. His eyes glinted. New York can be a tough place when you’re from out of town, Carney thought.

			“See, I knew you was a muskrat,” Uncle Rich said.

			In the story, the muskrat dives below the surface and then returns to the surface world. Carney said, “Where’s this exit?”

			“Right-o.” Uncle Rich told him they were close. They hustled up the tunnel. At the next ladder, they climbed to the narrow walkway along the wall. There was a gray, rust-rimmed door a hundred yards ahead. Uncle Rich squinted at the identification number and they went inside. The room was tight and musty. The only way to go was up the black metal stairs. Carney heard a car honking above, New York aggression that was like the beam from a lighthouse in the violent dark.

			Red neon bounced off the cement walls at the top of the stairs. Two inches of steel grate separated them from the normal world. Uncle Rich pulled out a thick black key and got to work on the steel box locking the grate. “Don’t believe the hokum about track keys being hard to come by. I got this one off a disgruntled former signal man, a hundred bucks, no problem.”

			He struggled with the lock. Jiggered and heaved. “Stuck,” he said.

			Soon the police would discover where they exited the tunnel. Carney jammed his fingers through the grate to feel the air, scraping his skin raw. He could grab it—freedom. He shook the grate. It didn’t budge. He cursed and shouted. Sidewalk grates—he walked around them so they wouldn’t drop him into the darkness, but they were the way out if you got lost underneath things. The building looming above was a blade of white metal.

			The lock submitted with a sullen click. The grate popped open an inch. Uncle Rich swept his arm: After you.

			Fifty-Eighth between Park and Lex: Midtown at its most uninspired. Nexus of unpleasant errands, sty of the hog-jowled wealthy. The darkened street retail at the hem of the buildings—tobacconists, overrated delicatessens, One Hour Martinizers with their alchemical wonders—was as tight as a time-locked vault. Indifferent yellow cabs zoomed. But it was above ground. Carney knew where he was. The Subway Inn was around the corner, his gum doctor worked out of a dingy suite three blocks over, and if he kept walking uptown eventually he’d be home. He liked it up top.

			Uncle Rich stomped the grate shut. “Can I?”

			Carney handed him Jesse Owens’s medal case. Uncle Rich looked around suspiciously. There was no one about, but they kept moving.

			After two blocks, Uncle Rich rubbed the wooden box against his shirt. “It’s scuffed,” he said. He opened it up. He exhaled.

			The Olympic medal was more impressive up top, under the streetlights—a brilliant disk scalpeled off a sunrise.

			Uncle Rich bent closer for a better look, as if there were something separating him from it, as if it were not there right in front of him. Carney thought he was going to put it on. Slip the ribbon over his neck, feel the heft of gold on his chest. The pure weight of a big score. Uncle Rich flipped it over to reveal the image of the champion hoisted by his comrades. He extended his index finger, tentatively, and connected with the champion’s outstretched hand. It was solid.

			His mouth closed and went slant. Uncle Rich snapped the case shut. “I’m just holding it for him.”

			He had been the fastest man on earth. It didn’t matter where the medal went, who had it, where they put it. Didn’t matter whether people remembered, or cared, or understood what it meant. Owens pulled off his heist and got to keep the score—what more could you ask?

			“I’m done,” Carney said.

			“You’re done?” Uncle Rich searched his face. He nodded. “You’re done.”

			They shook hands on the corner of Sixty-Second. Uncle Rich told Carney he’d send his pay in a few weeks, which he did: two bricks of cash in a Florsheim shoebox. Second Avenue lazed before them. Not one of the fancy boulevards by any stretch, a real third-rater, but it’d take you where you were going. The avenue dipped, obeying the bedrock contours and their ancient orders. Few lights burned behind the smoky glass of the new constructions, which were tall and terrifying in their dignified, multiplied sameness.

			“You ever see Alphaville?” Uncle Rich asked.

			Carney pondered. “That Peckinpah?”

			“One of those French guys. I don’t know. It’s science fiction. You know how he did the future, without big sets or those flashy special effects? He shot everything that was boring-looking—the buildings and office hallways and streets—and put it in. That’s what the future is going to look like—all the most boring shit imaginable, over and over, and us walking through it. This place will be its cathedral.” He sighed. “One day this town will get me good. Like John Henry in that song—I know it will be the death of me. But not today.”

			Carney asked him where he was headed next.

			The old crook hooked an eyebrow. “Maybe you’ll read about it in the papers.”

			Then he was gone, like that, leaving Carney to chew over this escapade through the long months and years. He was in its grip when Elizabeth returned from Boston and it still nagged at him when the August issue of Sterling Quality arrived in the mail. (Rare was the newsstand that carried the noble publication.) He got the cover framed. It looked mighty fine on the wall of his office, next to his diploma from the Queens College School of Business and signed photograph of Lena Horne in Vegas.

			When he went back to Fox’s two days later, workers were cleaning out the joint. More of a demolition, topping a battered yellow dumpster with its wrenched-out guts. In the following years when the address became a copy store, then a stationery store, and then a dry cleaner, he remembered the Waldorf Astoria Job and smiled at the secret of that night. But buildings keep the many secrets of many crimes so there was nothing special about that, not really. He never did see Uncle Rich again, or the coffee table, nothing approaching its majesty for as long as he lived.

			Now and again you’ll bump into one of the city mystics, on the subway or in the bodega or one of the shabby parks, and maybe the old crook was one of them, walking the Sixth Borough, commanding traffic lights with a wave of his hand and speaking the lost dialect of rivets and buckled pavement. One of the real New Yorkers who have studied the unruly grid, its riddle of streets and avenues, and glimpsed the one true grid beyond it.

			You catch their eye. The key to the city jingles in their pocket—the actual one, not the one the mayors hand out to phonies and swells. They nod or half nod, the wind pushes between the buildings, and then they zip around the corner with a wink that says, One day you will be one of us.

			Who are you now and who do you want to be?

			How are you going to live your life?

			What’s next?
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				“It should be understood that over the course of his career he had conducted a vast inventory of pain.”

			

		

	
		
			ONE

			It had been years since she found something at Linda’s exhibitions. The painting was a street-corner scene, with a little girl at the curb, her body turned, peering up at the viewer. Her mother was out of frame save for the bottom of her coat and her hand, which scooped her daughter’s. They were headed home from a special occasion, on a Sunday, in shiny shoes—Elizabeth decided it was a coming-from and not a going-to, that’s how it struck her. The girl’s eyes offered a challenge—and a refusal. She knew who she was and who you were, looking down at her, sharing this moment carved out of the city hustle: Waiting for the light to change.

			Elizabeth put the idea out of her head—if she was going to get something, it was going to be for Ray’s office, as a final thank-you for the loan. Now that she’d finally paid him back, she wanted to mark it by getting him something he’d never get for himself.

			Still—Girl on a Corner by Diane Jackson. What year was it supposed to be in the painting? Elizabeth used to wear socks like that, when she was little, with the scalloped trim. She was surprised to see a piece she liked; it had been slim pickings. Perfectly nice and perfectly dull landscapes, wan sunsets. They really liked water, Linda’s artists. There was so much water, in drowsy panoramas of lakes and rivers and oceans, that Elizabeth longed for a good bog or swamp. A garbage-choked creek or backed-up sewer. A corpse bobbing. Something New York. Linda’s brother Evan—“I work in metal”—always made sure his art-school buddies were represented, and they favored an abstract style that left Elizabeth cold. Blobs, cones, and squares with ludicrous titles stuck on them like Here Lies the Mound of My Latest Amputations or Crime Scene Evidence from a Fifth Avenue Defenestration, No. 6. No. 6! There were more!

			Plus the artist was a woman. Elizabeth asked Linda why she brought in so few female artists. Her friend waved her away. “I’m just trying to do something nice for the community.”

			A decidedly upscale section of “the Community”—Linda’s circle. Which was Elizabeth’s circle. Things were well underway when Elizabeth arrived, based on the horde of coats on the bowing coatrack outside apartment 15C. She weaseled her red cape coat onto the rack, harassing the poor creature and setting it a-wobble. The super wheeled it up from the basement a couple of times a year for this ritual abuse.

			Inside was elbow to elbow and jostle to jostle. Elizabeth said hello to Marilyn, Ida, Martha. Waved at Laura and Althea, who huddled on the other side of the parlor before an impressionistic rendering of a wild pasture. Or maybe it was Times Square? They’d grown close since the discovery of their husbands’ other families, trading overlooked clues.

			Elizabeth had seen most of these people last Saturday at Thelma’s fifty-fifth birthday party. Thelma’s shindig had reminded her of her mother’s parties, in the old days. When she was little, Elizabeth had crouched at the top of the stairs, ears between the balusters, taking in the procession of impossibly elegant women. Ladies of rectitude and culture, the conscience of their uptown tribe. These queens. Out of view in the parlor they laughed and whooped—at what? It would be years before she understood the jokes, the rueful knowledge that made them funny. They nodded when they caught her eye as they passed the stairs, lips tight in mysterious lines.

			The old days and ways. Her parents sold the house after a financial setback, and that generation was mostly gone now. Her mother, Alma, had been one of the first to pass, thirteen years ago. (Had it been that long?) Mrs. Peterson, Mrs. Cuffy, and Mrs. Elwood died last spring, one after the other. Now Elizbeth’s cohort had taken over, the next gang of women, steering the clubs, the charities, the community groups. Mothers and wives, empty nesters turned entrepreneurs and executives bumping glass ceilings. More than a few stern teachers and sterner principals. As children they’d held tea parties in townhouse basements and chalked hopscotch courts on the cracked pavement of 138th Street, their mothers checking on them through the window. Now they were the ones who moved the curtains aside.

			Someone squealed over by the (nonworking) fireplace. “My whole thing is rare energy,” one of the artists said. He had to be an artist, in that ridiculous zebra-pattern porkpie hat. They were sprinkled in the crowd here and there, like gum mashed into a square of sidewalk, hawking themselves or dodging eye contact. Elizabeth looked for her client Wade, in from out of town. Had he gotten lost? Linda lived in a roving Classic 8, with a double living room big enough to serve as her personal gallery two times a year. One of those huge Riverside Drive pads Ray used to go on about when he was younger, the kind they don’t make anymore. Throw in the dining room, with one corner for food and booze, and there was room to show three dozen pieces, easy.

			How long had she been hosting these things? Right after Linda signed her divorce papers, the year of the fire in Ray’s store: 1976. Elizabeth had needed to unburden herself—she wanted to buck up Ray, and that meant subduing her feelings about the disaster—but Linda rerouted the conversation to her dating woes.

			“Ray and Rusty ran upstairs, to get the tenants out before—”

			“You got one of the good ones, Elizabeth.”

			“He lost everything—the whole sales floor.”

			“How do you even meet someone at our age?”

			Linda called with her Big Idea one Sunday night after 60 Minutes. She’d won the apartment in the divorce, but it was too big for one person. What to do with this pelt, this hard-won trophy from the bloody crusades? An article in Jet about the Harlem Renaissance inspired her. “I’ll host a salon of the most interesting people in Harlem. Poets! Musicians! The really big thinkers we have!”

			“Okay.”

			Turned out she didn’t know any. Poets or musicians or really big thinkers or even the intermittently dreamy. Well, one artist—her younger brother Evan, who suggested “a showcase, for up-and-comers who need exposure.” Lord knows the white galleries downtown aren’t even looking at black art, Evan said. “The people you know? It could be their big break.” Move the furniture, punch up the lighting. He knew an Afrocentric caterer and a Buddhist bartending service recently decamped from Berkeley. “Angela Davis used to be a client.”

			The first one set the template. Unsung black artists, the overlooked and undertalented alike, shared their work and maybe made a sale to a well-to-do black lady at a couple hundred bucks a pop. There was wine, and canapes, and fuel for daydreams that chronicled their inevitable march into renown and respect. In turn the ladies got an excuse to hang out with friends they saw all the time and an opportunity to say the words “Maybe it’ll be worth something someday” in their individual style: hopeful, yearning, self-mocking. They nourished one another’s pretensions.

			Elizabeth shook off her hard year that inaugural outing. Her troubles at Seneca Travel & Tour were boiling. Alexander Oakes, her childhood friend, was killed. Ray’s fire. She gravitated to a small painting in the corner, by the windows overlooking the Hudson. It was a foot square, humble and ridiculous on the big easels Linda had rented for the occasion. “Sitting like a ventriloquist’s dummy,” as Elizabeth put it to Ray later.

			Lily Pads was an early effort of Elmer Fontaine, a Louisiana painter who’d just been described by the South Orange Express as possessing “the soul of Hughes, the eye of Douglass, and the hand of Degas.” Or so enthused the white arts reporter of the small Jersey paper, still fond after all these years of the rheumy kid who’d been the only black boy at her summer camp. Thus far the art establishment had reserved its judgment on Fontaine’s gifts, but Lily Pads found a home in the Carneys’ third-floor hallway, next to the bathroom. It was as quiet as a museum with the kids out of the house, if less frequently dusted.

			Most of the work sold that first night. Linda called dibs on the first Tuesday of April and November in the social calendar, and if none of her guests ever brought an eligible man, per her secret agenda, a man with a good job and an eye for the beautiful things in life, like art, like her, decent and thoughtful and tender, that was okay because now she was a bona fide patron. How many people could claim such an honor? Especially above 110th Street.

			Linda grabbed Elizabeth’s arm. “There you are!”

			“Work.”

			Linda wobbled her head dramatically: “Oh, that. Let me get you a drink.” Exhibitions found Linda gussied up, to help her step into her curatorial role; tonight she wore a low-cut green dress and a pearl necklace. She fanned her décolletage and surveyed her packed living room. “Your friend is here—somewhere.”

			Wade was the type to get pissy over having to fend for himself, even for a few minutes. A hitch with Sunshine Resorts had made her late, after The New York Times ran an item about their Chapter 8 filing. Panicked customers rang all day about their Cancun and Jamaica all-inclusives, distraught and desperate, as if they’d rushed to the docks to see the cruise ship easing out of the harbor. Elizabeth and her team coaxed them from the ledge—Sunshine promised that day-to-day operations would continue uninterrupted “during this time of transition,” and if they didn’t, the Caribbean market was so hot that another player would probably step in to accommodate the bookings. Either way, Carney Travel wasn’t going to be left holding the bag.

			Elizabeth was the last one out of the office. She paused to savor her kingdom before she locked up. The new space was cozy—not in terms of space but in its welcoming spirit. It was twice as big as their old office, with a northern exposure on 125th Street, second floor. The landlord kept the place up, so the stairwell was bright and clean, not creepy as they can be sometimes. Like her husband, Elizabeth had a big sign on Harlem’s biggest thoroughfare. Some days they walked to work together, sidestepping trash.

			She said hello to Pat and waved at Rose. Rose gave her a big smile. She didn’t look sick, despite what Linda had told her. But she’d always put on a brave face, whether her father drank too much at the Stevens’s July Fourth cookout or her husband, Burton, chewed her out in front of everybody at the Browns’ Christmas party. Elizabeth turned around—and that’s how she happened on Girl on a Corner. Next to it was a big oil painting, a collision of broad shards of color. There was suddenness and speed in how the cruel angles rammed into one another, and Elizabeth almost got dizzy. Out on the Town by Sheldon Smart. It was cool—but way too abstract for Ray. He liked things more pinned down.

			The thin man standing next to her sighed—the artist Sheldon Smart himself. By now she recognized the desperate attentions of a hovering Linda artist. She gave a quick smile, avoided eye contact, and made a getaway.

			Linda touched her arm. “Look who I found.”

			Wade Patterson wore a sour look. He’d been stuck in the bathroom. “I couldn’t open the door,” he huffed. “I shouted but no one heard me.”

			“I told him the knob sticks sometimes,” Linda said. “These old buildings.”

			“I didn’t know it was this far uptown,” Wade said. “Three taxis just rolled right past me, like I wasn’t even there.”

			“Welcome to New York,” Elizabeth said. She hugged him hello.

			Wade was an improbable construction, whose glinting, intelligent eyes were betrayed by the current of vulgar assessments from his mouth. His skinny arms and legs stuck out of his big barrel body. Once made, the “Mr. Potato Head” comparison stuck with you.

			Carney Travel had booked Wade’s New York trip for him, and she had checked in to make sure everything was satisfactory. The management book Ray got her last Christmas stressed the importance of client maintenance, and it was hard to argue against “treat your clients as individuals, not numbers.” Even when they were individually annoying. She mentioned that her friend was hosting a little art happening and Wade perked up. What friend? Who did she represent? It wasn’t like that, she said, and she described Linda’s exhibitions. Now here he was.

			He was the owner and founder of Wade’s Agricultural Warehouse, an Indianapolis-based distributor of farm machinery and supplies. Few customers of their skid loaders, backhoes, and fungicides knew the company was black-owned. Wade liked to share the hardscrabble stories of his early days—the loans denied, the shotgun threats if he didn’t remove himself from the property—as a form of bragging.

			Two innovations transformed his business into a multimillion dollar company. First, he hired a troupe of white salesmen as his pale emissaries to the world. They were crew-cutted, blond, and beady-eyed, as if from a single crop. Second was his popular mail order operation, Wade’s Catalog. The back cover featured a little biographical squib, which was mostly true, except for the part about growing up on a farm; Wade was Chicago born and bred. If people assumed that the drawing—of a round-faced white man with a folksy glint in his eyes—was that of the founder, who was Wade to dissuade them?

			He was her biggest client. Business accounts were a new sector for Elizabeth, thanks to Martha Simmons. Martha was having an affair with the baritone in her church choir, facilitated by her husband Ralph’s frequent business travel. Which Carney Travel booked. It got Elizabeth thinking about the client pool at those black business conventions that kept Ralph on the road and Martha in erotic appeasement. (Across the room, Martha caught Elizabeth’s eye and raised her glass in hello.) Elizabeth hit the convention circuit and even got Ray to join her once, but it wasn’t for him and he spent his time at the movies. “I haven’t had that much fun since me and Freddie used to go to the old Imperial.” Elizabeth met Wade at Black Enterprise’s Scale Your Wealth breakout session at the Atlanta Black Expo, and had arranged travel for his (mostly) white sales force ever since.

			Wade bored her with a story about a nephew who had moved to the city—“He’s one of these militant Negroes they got now.” She was grateful when he excused himself to get a drink, and there was Girl on a Corner again. Was the girl waiting for the light to change? Or stopping to look at something that had caught her attention? There had been a time when Elizabeth was more easily captured by the city, stopped in her tracks by an amusing sign in a window or a washed-out advertisement on the side of a building, heaving ghostlike over cornices—

			Salve Detergent

			Liberty Biscuit

			She was too busy these days. You run your own business, there are a million gnats buzzing. The clients are crazy, the hotel plumbing’s gone kaput, and the satellites say the tropical depression is gathering force. Who has time to muse over what happened to that hat store, or how long that butcher has been there? The little girl did.

			Wade reappeared, wincing as if forcing down Alabama moonshine. “The white’s warm and the red’s syrup.”

			“What?”

			“The wine, the wine.” He turned to Girl on a Corner. “What’s this?”

			“I like it.”

			“So sentimental. Those big eyes? Like a, like a baby seal.” He took another sip. “Beats that kente cloth design thing over there. Or that map of Africa in metallic paint. We need art, not feel-good boosterism.”

			Without realizing it, Elizabeth had stepped between Wade and the painting. “I didn’t know you were an expert.”

			“I collect. Things I like. Seeing a piece tomorrow I might pick up.” He looked around. “She leave already?”

			“Who?”

			“Sue Simmons.”

			She’d forgotten that part of their conversation. Elizabeth had mentioned that Sue Simmons had shown up at the last exhibition. She was Lonnie’s second cousin and sometimes tagged along. But Wade wouldn’t know who she was—she was a local New York City anchor.

			“She’s big,” he countered, “I saw her in Us magazine.” It wasn’t the sort of thing he usually read, but it was just lying there at the dentist. “This party—is it open to the public?”

			She gave him the address. Had he really come all the way uptown to meet Sue Simmons? Sue had her fans. The last time Elizabeth went to John Atchison to get her hair done, Ray had piped up, unbidden, that he really liked “that style Sue Simmons is wearing these days.” She did not get the Sue Simmons cut.

			Elizabeth told Wade that she hadn’t seen her.

			She hooked Charlie Collins as he passed and sicced him on her client. Few husbands made it to Linda’s—“the arts” were a female domain—but Charlie never missed it. Charlie’d show up for the unveiling of a postage stamp if there was a free drink involved, and Norma rarely let him out of her sight these days, after the thing with his secretary’s sister.

			“In from out of town, huh?” Charlie said.

			Elizabeth slipped away. There was easy access to the bar, which meant the abstract artists weren’t there tonight, hoovering cocktails, mauling the crudités, and condescending to “all these bougie Negroes up in here.” That White Lady was ahead of her, the redhead who materialized at every black cultural event. No one knew her name or where she came from. “There’s That White Lady again.” “That White Lady is here.” If you got a notion to brave the enigma and introduce yourself, as Elizabeth had once, she sensed it and disappeared into the crowd—until next time.

			That White Lady grabbed her glass of white from the young bartender, offered Elizabeth a tepid smile, and went poof. Elizabeth got a club soda and lime.

			On way her back, she was snagged by a nighttime city scene. A regiment of four-story tenements, rendered in rough strokes, with a bridge in the background and a single light burning in a single window. The City Sleeps. Gloomy and dour—Ray would like it. But it went against the spirit of her gift. Ray’s office needed more life, more color. He’d had the same setup for years—decades. When his chair gave out, he got a new version of the same chair. He lost that Lena Horne picture in the fire so he got a new one. Elizabeth was looking for something he didn’t know he needed, and her husband knew about being the only light on in the city night.

			Now Linda called Ray “one of the good ones.” But when they’d started dating she warned Elizabeth that she was lowering her standards. “He’s like a beat-up scarecrow,” she said.

			If memory served.

			Yes, that was it.

			The years pass and push us different places.

			Charlie and Wade were huddling when she returned. “A gallery?” Charlie said. “More like a shooting gallery, if it’s Avenue B. I haven’t been to Avenue B since I don’t know when.”

			“I don’t know that part of the city,” Wade said.

			Charlie told Elizabeth that Wade was thinking about hiring a bodyguard for a business transaction. “I said, it’s not a bad idea. You don’t want to be a statistic.”

			Elizabeth tapped Charlie’s arm. “Don’t put him off.”

			Charlie chuckled. “Yeah, there’s no crime in New York City. Just last week—”

			The unfortunate case had hit the national news—insurance adjuster stabbed to death in a toy store. Greg Nimitz of Cincinnati, Ohio, had been shopping for his daughter when the “crazed assailant” hacked his neck in the baby dolls aisle. Per the tabloids,

			Tourist In Toy Slay Horror

			Shock: Toy For Tot Murder

			The killer, it came out, had followed Mr. Nimitz from the bank.

			“Normally, I wouldn’t carry that much cash,” Wade said, “but it’s a piece I have to have.”

			“Who is it?” Elizabeth asked. “The artist.”

			“I’ve been following their work,” Wade said.

			Charlie drained his drink. “Can’t hurt to bring someone who knows their way around.”

			

			***

			“You gave him Pepper’s name?” Ray said when she got home. She’d turned off the lights on the way to their bedroom one by one and discovered him in bed reading A Few Minutes with Andy Rooney. Rooney was a whiny old fart, and overlapped in humor with her husband.

			“Wasn’t he a security guard on Nefertiti?” Elizabeth said. She unzipped her dress and grabbed a hanger. “You said he wasn’t working.”

			“I think things have dried up…in his field.”

			“Is he still sick?”

			Ray grunted. “His stomach.” Pepper hadn’t showed the last few times Ray went to that bar they go to, so he invited him over for dinner. Elizabeth made this French Craig Claiborne thing from the Times—chicken à la something—and Pepper barely touched it. He’d lost weight, and his skin had a gray cast.

			“I thought, if there was one person to have around so no one messes with you, it’s Pepper,” Elizabeth said.

			Ray agreed.

			“Maybe Wade won’t even call him,” Elizabeth said.

			Ray laughed. “I’m sure him and Wade will get along great.” He caught something in her manner. “What is it?”

			“I bought a painting.”

			“More lily pads?”

			“A young girl and her mother on the street. You’ll like it.”

			“How much was it?”

			“Worth it,” she said. “I got it for my office.” She unfastened her bra. “Who knows? It might be worth something someday.”

			“Maybe.” He got that look. He patted the bed. “Why don’t you come here?”

			“Why?”

			It had been a long day, but it ended sweet. Later, when he was asleep and she was drifting off, she absolved herself for not getting something for Ray. Sometimes you have good intentions and it doesn’t work out. It’s okay to treat yourself. And he liked his office just so. That was his personality—steady. No need to mention her original idea.

			After all, everyone’s allowed a secret or two.

		

	
		
			TWO

			The day kicked off with

			Bumptious

			which Pepper had never heard in his whole life. Many of the words seemed like pranks to him, like the word-a-day guy was running a con. Having a superior attitude that expresses itself in an overbearing manner. Sure—he’d killed or otherwise maimed plenty of bumptious men over the years, on and off the clock. His profession was full of them; it helped to be too big for your britches to tackle a big score. Bumptious crooks were like cockroaches—for every one you see, there are a dozen more. You’ll never get rid of them, but every squash is a victory.

			The word popped into his head after meeting his new employer that day: Wade Patterson is a bumptious individual. A man with a gang of imaginary henchmen circling, saying “Yes, boss” and “You’re right, boss” at every dipshit thought that popped into his head. Sometimes the stuff in the Mr. Professor Word-a-Day Calendar quickly receded, like the sound of someone else’s ambulance, but this word stuck.

			Dilapidated

			also stayed with him, because he was dilapidated these days, no two ways around it. In the example sentence—The dilapidated house looks like it’s about to fall down—Pepper recognized the word for the mirror that it was. That was him all right, a heap of creaky floorboards and busted windows. Aches and agonies squatted in him, unwanted tenants in his extremities and joints. Parts of him alternately tingled, made him groan, went numb. He didn’t bounce back from a working-over the way he used to; the blows seemed to hammer-fall days later. He had to swear off headbutts once the headaches came, real ice-pick stuff that sent him curled on the couch for two days, no sound, no lights, until they slumped off. There was a hole in his stomach where the acid ate through and he had to slug Pepto all day. Creak, creak.

			It should be understood that over the course of his career he had conducted a vast inventory of pain. He had gutted, garroted, and grappled with his enemies, and been brutalized, bludgeoned, and manhandled in turn. Shot and stabbed, half strangled and wholly concussed. Beaten with bats, chains, and a hardware store’s worth of ad hoc weapons; thrown out of cars, thrown out of many types of moving vehicles, tossed into pits, ditches, and ruts; and one time even subjected to a modern update of an ancient Aztec torture ritual (this was in Delaware). Really baroque stuff by any measure. It was surprising he wasn’t more fucked up.

			Not working made it worse. There was nothing to distract from his dilapidated-ness. Was that a word? Jesus Christ. The world had gotten so busted that he contemplated buying a dictionary. Everybody was driving on rims.

			He owed Elizabeth for the word-a-day calendar—it was a Christmas gift “From Santa”—and also for the Patterson Job. The client’s phone call woke him up. The money was okay and it didn’t sound like anyone was bracing him, or that he was mixed up with heavy guys. Just paranoid. Wound up. The city had a poor reputation these days, for good reason.

			He ran the job by Carney. “He’s a jerk,” Carney said, “but he’s Elizabeth’s biggest client and referred a lot of his friends. Try not to get mad and choke him to death.” A ridiculous statement. Pepper hadn’t strangled anyone since Lou “Ducky” Garrison, and that was a while back. He’d take the cash and do a good job because Elizabeth had put his name in. He didn’t want any blowback on her.

			Pepper hadn’t reckoned on the man’s thorough obnoxiousness. They met at the Waldorf Astoria, where Patterson was staying. It was Pepper’s first time in the famous hotel. Most people looked up and gawked at the black marble columns and the masterpiece chandelier, but Pepper kept his eyes on the ground, on practical matters, as the lobby was up a flight of stairs from the street. He grimaced. At his age, he had a specific number of free, effortless flights per day, no panting, and it was a shame to waste one because some white architect had decided to get fancy.

			Up in the lobby, they had both kinds of white people—the ones who flinch when they see you and the ones who look right through you. The house dicks were well-trained. They clocked Pepper, assessed that he was not a guest but of no concern at the moment, and returned to their tabloids. Alert, early thirties, no guns. Pepper wasn’t expecting any trouble, but training made him keep track of the players.

			Pepper found Patterson in a shiny club chair reading the paper and drinking a coffee. Patterson had described himself as an “Afro American gentlemen, five eight, in a double-breasted Brooks Brother’s suit.” This last detail was useless to Pepper, except to tell him that Patterson’s tribe recognized Brooks Brothers suits and assigned value to them. Pepper was wearing his new tan work jacket with the plaid lining, on top of brown dungarees and a gray button-down shirt. No one ever asked him where he bought his clothes.

			“I’m Pepper.”

			Patterson set his Wall Street Journal on the side table and made a skeptical appraisal. “You’ve never heard of dress to impress?”

			“Impress who?”

			Patterson pressed his lips together and indicated for Pepper to take the other chair. Elizabeth had spoken highly of him, Patterson said, and thought that he might be available for a day’s work. He wasn’t after a bodyguard per se. More like insurance. Patterson had done business with the other party before, but this time the arrangements kept shifting and the latest change in venue had left him uneasy. Given his ignorance of the city, and the world-famous crime rate—he’d seen Death Wish, who hadn’t?—insurance seemed prudent. “I run my own business—I know risk. I live in it. I also know when to mitigate it.”

			Pepper said, yeah.

			“You have experience—in security?”

			“Muscle jobs? A long time.”

			“I believe you,” Patterson said, with unconcealed sarcasm.

			Pepper was sixty-four years old. He didn’t look it—gray hair and wrinkles had made only tentative inroads, as if further trespass might piss him off. He was an old thief. And a good thief, which meant that he knew security in and out, the underlying principles and how to get around them. He’d been muscle in his early career, working the doors of the raucous Barbary Coast nightclubs in Newark, and had occasionally accompanied Ray Carney when one of his schemes went awry. Some guy wasn’t paying up, say, or the rendezvous had ambush written all over it. On one occasion he’d been security in the way Patterson meant it, guarding a film crew that was shooting a movie in Harlem. He’d felt like a real cop on that job, sitting on his ass, doing nothing and getting paid for it—until it got dangerous.

			“You’ll have to do,” Patterson said. He summoned the waiter for the check. “I’ll fill you in on the way to the bank.”

			The other party in the transaction was the owner of an art gallery, Patterson explained as they walked uptown. “I collect.” It was a cash deal for tax reasons. “Perfectly aboveboard, but there’s no reason to let Uncle Sam wet his beak, am I right?”

			The tax explanation for a cash handoff was fishy, but it wasn’t Pepper’s business. He had two months of Con Ed to pay for, and this month’s rent. Living above your landlord’s place of business had its disadvantages—if you were late on the rent, you were going to bump into them all the time. On the other hand, when that business was a funeral home, you were in for prompt service when your luck ran out. It was a wash.

			“Do you—carry a gun?”

			“I’m ready for what comes.”

			Patterson smiled, persuaded by the brazen evasiveness.

			Chemical Bank was on Third Ave and Forty-Eighth Street, in one of those new skyscrapers. You could fit three of Pepper’s neighborhood banks inside it, with room left over for a break room for the crotchety tellers. Slick and gleaming, like a lot of the Midtown stuff they were throwing up.

			Pepper grabbed one of the chrome chairs in the waiting area while Patterson went into the manager’s office. The New York Times on the seat next to him announced:

			Black Elected Mayor of Philadelphia

			Turned out the politician’s name was Wilson Goode—black referred to his race. A few days ago Koch had named Benjamin Ward New York City police commissioner, making it a good week for sellouts. Not that Pepper knew anything about these Negro gentlemen, but to want to be a mayor, let alone some top cop, meant things had gone wrong in your life. Someone had slapped you around too much when you were coming up, or too little. Last month the cops choked that black boy to death for doing graffiti in the subway—Michael Stewart. It wasn’t like a black top cop was going prevent shit like that from happening. They all lived for that stuff.

			An electronic ticker ambled on the skin of the corporate headquarters across the street—

			Amer T&T 62¼ East Kodak 72⅜ Exxon 37⅝ Gulf Oil 42¼ Gte Corp 46⅝

			—like money mumbling to itself. Pepper exhaled. These glass-walled banks these days were a shame. How’s a man supposed to pull off a score with every bucktoothed secretary and two-bit shyster gawking from the street? The old banks did it best in his opinion. Everybody knew money was supposed to be stored in a cool, dry place, like potatoes or onions.

			He took a swig of Pepto. He kept a bottle in his pocket.

			The wind ripped between the Third Avenue high rises when they left the bank. The sidewalk roiled with fast-stepping New Yorkers unleashed upon their missions. From the way he carried it, Patterson’s briefcase possessed a new weight. The farm-supply man’s eyes darted, conjuring the robbers and super-muggers of city fable. “Bodyguards—do you walk in front of me?” he asked. “Next to me? Behind me?”

			“Where I want, usually.” They proceeded abreast to the Waldorf.

			After a few blocks, Patterson noticed Pepper’s effect on people. As in: They got out of his way. They got a load of him, the imperturbable mug on his face, and slinked right or left, like small craft ceding right of way to the big ship. Despite the man’s unsophisticated demeanor—he dressed like an assembly-line worker on a miserly pension—he radiated. Gave off menace the way movie stars gave off charisma, in beams.

			Patterson dismissed him at the lobby elevator. “I’m going back to my room. I’ll see you down here at eight-thirty tonight.”

			“Late,” Pepper said.

			“It’s after business hours, yes.”

			Pepper looked at the briefcase. “You sure that’s what you want?”

			He tut-tutted. “It’s the Waldorf. What could happen?”

			

			***

			Below Fourteenth Street, the city changed, dropping the mask of new growth and the return to prosperity. Stretches of Alphabet City were as bombed-out and dilapidated as parts of Harlem and the Bronx. Hills of red brick rubble undulated in vacant lots. Spears of rebar stuck up, barnacled by clumps of concrete. Their cab passed windows and doorways that were shut with cinder blocks, boarded-up, defaced by spray-painted invective. Pepper had never pulled a job or spent much time on Avenues B and C, but he recognized the old familiar face of a neighborhood trying to survive. Call it the ghetto or the barrio, it was the edge where the city ran out: the island on the island.

			The cabbie honked at a bag lady who steered her laden shopping cart on a zigzag route through the intersection. Red words slashed across the third floor of two vacant apartment buildings on Avenue B:

			This Struggle Is Down Payment

			Paging Robert Moses

			The message reminded him of something. He couldn’t place it. The stenciling was level and orderly—the guy had taken his time. Either confident that no cops were going to show up to stop him, or indifferent.

			Patterson had been quiet since Pepper picked him up at the Waldorf, contemplating the city as the facades changed from glass and steel to pitted tenement. He gripped his briefcase tightly and kept it level on his lap. He muttered something as they passed two bickering hookers on Eleventh Street. The cabbie swerved around a big pile of worn tires that squatted in the middle of Fifth Street, and then a hungry pothole that some weirdo had filled with pink-skinned baby dolls. Their plastic heads peeked out of the craters. “I don’t know how you can live here,” Patterson said, finally.

			“Where do you live?” Pepper said.

			“Indianapolis.”

			“We’re even.”

			The red phrases returned, this time tattooed across a closed-down drugstore:

			Make Haste To Your Next Failure

			Perhaps We Were Refugees From A Terrible Future

			The taxi turned onto Second Street. The cabbie asked for the address again, his voice quavering. They crawled by two empty lots and hit a line of dingy tenements and low, defunct warehouses. Whether the residential had intruded upon the industrial or the reverse wasn’t clear. No matter what the street had been or what it was becoming, the streetlights didn’t work after dark, there was no one on the sidewalks, and the dusty curtains of the apartments were pulled tight against the night. It was one of the city’s innumerable haunted blocks, rendered ghostlike by the miscalculations of landlords and tenants and progress itself. The perfect home for 252 East Second, which existed beyond local zoning laws.

			The former warehouse was a squat two stories. Cursive pink neon spelled out SHOOT THE HOSTAGES above the scratched black metal door. There were no windows.

			“Jesus Christ,” Patterson said.

			The gremlin in Pepper’s gut yanked a lever, ordering up a flare of pain. Third time that day. He took a swig of Pepto.

			The front door of 252 opened on a narrow, black-walled corridor. Vibrations from the music upstairs entered their bodies with a queasy insistence. A pale white woman in a blue wig sat behind the cashier’s window. She wore a white lab coat over a frilly purple corset, with PERLSTEIN ANIMAL HOSPITAL stitched on the breast.

			She looked up from her paperback of Watership Down. From the cover illustration of a sunny pasture and the flowing white letters, Pepper assumed it was a romance novel. “Upstairs,” she said, with a practiced joylessness. “It’s free ’til ten.”

			Patterson was nonplussed. “This a gallery…or a nightclub?”

			“It’s a space.”

			“A space for what?”

			“Things,” she said. She waved them on and returned to her book.

			Pepper and his client followed the music down the corridor, feet scraping on the filthy brown carpet. The two big rooms on either side were being set up for the night. In one, a pouty barback ferried plastic racks of clean glasses and started unloading them behind the bar. In the other, a mannish girl in black overalls stapled up black tapestry to cover a vulgar drawing that someone had left on the wall. A disco ball hung in the center of the room, spinning dejectedly, its missing mirror squares like the gaps in the smile of a luckless middleweight.

			Poor lighting, cramped spaces—this was the location of a rip-off, not a handoff. Pepper didn’t know much about galleries but suspected they were not usually open at night for large cash transactions. After walking Patterson back to his hotel that afternoon, Pepper had returned home for a nap. He hadn’t stayed up past ten since the summer.

			What to make of Patterson’s indifference to the unusual circumstances? Pepper paused at the entrance of the stairwell. “Who are we meeting?” he said.

			“He’s an art dealer,” Patterson said.

			“An art dealer who had you meet him here. At this hour.”

			“That’s why I hired you. I’ve had business in New York City before. I can handle myself. But these men—they’re not acting entirely on the level. Can’t get them on the phone, they’re leaving messages at my hotel changing the meeting place. I thought it was better not to show up alone.”

			Pepper hadn’t picked up on the man’s nervousness before. “Meet them tomorrow,” he said. “A place you pick.”

			Patterson shook his head. “I’m not the only interested party,” he said. He straightened, resolute. “If you’d seen it, you’d understand.” Patterson held out his hand: After you.

			The music got louder as they walked up the steps—it was a live band, from the sound of it. The song ended, the female singer made a joke, and the next song started in a fusillade of heavy bass. The names of the graffiti artists marked the stairwell in monstrous bubble letters:

			Angel Eye Ruby 1999 Carlo$

			“Look at that,” Patterson said.

			“They should lock up at night, keep these kids out.”

			“No, you don’t get it—they pay the street kids to come in here. These glorified vandals. This is what they’re trying to call art now.”

			Pepper shrugged. Like most things, it was hard to get worked up about.

			“The white dealers are making out like bandits,” Patterson said, “and the kids are all driving BMWs and buying big gold chains.”

			That graffiti kid the cops choked to death wasn’t riding around in no BMW, but Pepper held his tongue.

			“That’s not why I’m here,” Patterson said. “There’s real stuff, art of quality, art that lasts. And it’s worth the putting up with all this”—he gestured at the dank stairwell—“to get your hands on it.”

			The stairs opened to a small bar area, with a larger room beyond it—the Steve Reeves Memorial Room according to the plaque above the entrance. Night creatures packed the place. The band was black, maybe Hispanic, and dressed in identical shimmering gold tops, like space women in a low-budget sci-fi flick. Drums, bass, and big stand-up congas—no guitar. The beat reminded him of salsa, following you around uptown from boom boxes, the doors of bodegas, the windows of steamy tenements, but it was stripped down, like a car left on a sketchy block, relieved of its hubcaps.

			A menagerie assembled on the dance floor. For every normal person, someone you might sit next to on the subway, there was a freak. Young ladies cavorted in tuxedo jackets without shirts, in nun getups made out of rubber, in miniskirts of see-through plastic. Glued-on Frankenstein bolts stuck out of necks. Someone in witch doctor makeup shook a bone. In the corner, this dude in a three-piece suit and an astronaut helmet waved his arms wildly, doggedly, offbeat. It was thoroughly—what was the word?

			Vainglorious

			Pepper’s preferred dances were the cruel tango of aggravated assault, the minuet of a hands-on bludgeoning at sunrise. But he was no philistine. As a young man he’d admired the Barbary Coast swells and the elegant choreography at Harlem spots like the Savoy and the Lenox Lounge. The dancers of dignity and style, even when flashing straight razors. The tragedy unfolding before him now was a herky-jerky chaos of thrown elbows and hooves, as if these people suffered a fit of some sort.

			Behind the small platform that served as a stage, cheap cardboard letters spelled out,

			Congratulations Seniors

			Patterson spoke into Pepper’s ear to be heard above the music. His breath smelled of onions. “He told me he’d find me here,” Patterson said. “We stick out.”

			They did. It was a very white scene. Pepper spotted one young black woman with a platinum mohawk who leaned against the wall. She nodded her head to the music, observing the antics and trying not to poke out her eye with the paper umbrella in her cocktail.

			“Flew in last spring for an auction of African masks and statuary,” Patterson said. “I was the only black person in the room. We make it, and they eat it. Ain’t that something?” He said he needed a whiskey.

			Pepper picked up a pink-red flyer off the bar as Patterson ordered his drink.

			Shoot The Hostages Presents

			Delia Van Wyck’s Honey Pot

			Headlines Release Party

			Featuring the Musical Stylings of E.S.G.

			Pepper harrumphed. Doubtless the drinks were an arm and a leg. These days the shabbier something was, the more people liked it. Why meet here? The Steve Reeves Memorial Room looked safe—but it was no place to bring a briefcase full of money.

			A white girl in a green cocktail dress glided past, like a shark cutting through a school of silver fish. She had a haughty bearing, as if the freaks were her subjects and not her peers. Her Majesty looked Pepper up and down and tore two pink drink tickets from her roll: “Here you go, sailor.” She glanced at Patterson, dismissed him quickly, and withdrew.

			He had no need for drink tickets. His gut felt the way it had last spring, when he had that spell of puking up blood for a while there. Throwing up blood rarely happened at a convenient time. Eventually he’d grown concerned enough to see Dr. Rostropovich.

			Dr. Rostropovich specialized in the ailments of the criminal class: gunshot wounds; the family of hemorrhages; penetrating trauma from A to Z (ax to zip gun). He devised concoctions on the side, remedies for pimp flu and safecracker’s thumb, and his ointment for handcuff chafe had been adopted by street docs up and down the coast. Despite his rusty stethoscope, with its distressed rubber tubing, and his rumpled doctor’s coat, mottled by dead men’s fluids, Dr. Rostropovich comported himself like a real physician, reassuring his patients that they were receiving the best of care even when bleeding out in the Marquis de Sade Room of Madame Lucy’s on Twenty-Seventh and Lex. Best of all, he made house calls, like in the old days, tromping through blizzard streets to execute lifesaving amputations without complaint, tetanus shots on the house.

			Appreciating the intellectual achievements of his clientele, the good doctor prescribed pills by color. “Take one of the yellow ones twice a day, and a red one at the first whiff o’ pus.” Whiff o’ pus, got it, Doc. He diagnosed the hole in Pepper’s stomach and gave him a glass jar of yellow pills. They worked. Two nights later the Titan Pharmaceuticals Job went south, accursed like all the jobs last spring, but the yellow pills kept Pepper on his feet. After which, he was able to implement Dr. Rostropovich’s other prescription, “avoid stress”—but that was because work had dried up, not because he was making lists of “things to be grateful for” or taking long walks in the fucking park.

			He was in for a hell of a time if his stomach problems were back.

			E.S.G.’s set concluded with a curt volley of drums. “Thank you, good night.” Someone behind Pepper said, “Daily Newz went to my high school.” The DJ took over the sound system, unleashing a wave of metallic wailing. It sounded as if the guitar on the record was in pain.

			“This is what they listen to these days,” Patterson said.

			“Mr. Patterson?”

			The young man extended his hand. “I’m Dee—Dee Void. Nice to finally meet in person.” He was scrawny, with thin fingers and the tapered features of a rodent. His neck bobbed in his collar above his green-blue sharkskin suit and a skinny red leather tie. Void cast a quick, hungry glance at Patterson’s briefcase—and Pepper got his number. He knew a hustler when he saw one. Three-card monte smiles were the same uptown or down. Pepper got ready.

			“I thought Nando was meeting me,” Patterson said. “I don’t like this place.”

			“He sent me to handle the final bids,” Void said. His pompadour glistened in the flashing red-and-blue lights. “As for this place—it’s public, but also not public, if you know what I mean.” The young white man gave Pepper the once-over.

			“My associate,” Patterson said.

			“Pepper,” Pepper said. Pain plucked his stomach. He needed a swig of Pepto but now was not the right time.

			“What final bids?” Patterson said. “We had a deal.”

			Void nodded toward the corner of the bar. “We should discuss it over there.”

			Pepper touched Void’s arm. “Where I can see,” he said.

			Patterson nodded. He and Dee Void walked the few feet to the end of the bar. Pepper crossed his arms and scanned the room. Nothing alarming, apart from the quality of the dancing. If Void had a partner, he—or she—didn’t stick out in the crowd. Maybe that was the point of picking this spot—it was impossible to say what was out of place.

			Patterson’s face puckered as he listened. Void put his hands together like he was praying. Pepper knew the gesture; it was one of those used by con men to calm down the mark. After another minute, the white man bowed and headed for the stairs.

			Pepper joined Patterson in the corner.

			“Trying to squeeze me for more money,” Patterson said. “Says the other people are putting in some strong bids.”

			“Stringing you along. You think that’s true?”

			“The piece we’re talking about? Definitely.” He shook off his irritation. “The men who deal in this kind of thing are all coked up,” he said. “Coked up and fucked up but that goes with the territory. I’ll put up with a lot to get my hands on—”

			“It’s hot?”

			“Hot?”

			“Stolen. The thing. What is it? Where did it come from?”

			Patterson blinked, uncomprehending. “It’s a work of art. It comes from…the universe.”

			Pepper’s gut twisted again. Jesus Christ. Elizabeth wouldn’t have sent Patterson his way if she’d known the deal was crooked. He’d look after Patterson for her sake, even if the farm salesman deserved whatever mess he’d stumbled into.

			Pepper nodded at the briefcase. “Why don’t you let me hold on to that?”

			Patterson pressed it to his thigh. “No one’s taking this off me.”

			The DJ started in with some of that rap music. Pepper had heard this song on the street, uptown. The boys on the stoop three doors down played it on their ghetto blasters:

			
				Hard Times Spreadin’ Just like the Flu

				Watch Out, Homeboy, Don’t Let It Catch You

			

			Patterson had to go to the bathroom. The facilities were across from the stairs—co-ed. Pepper popped his head in. A man in a green sequin dress drew eyebrows before the line of cloudy mirrors. Half the stalls had doors, the others were agape. No other exit. Pepper waved in his client and waited outside.

			A life attuned to getaway paths had gifted Pepper a deep acquaintance with fire codes. There were no windows on the second floor, and no marked exits that Pepper saw. The place was a real firetrap—there’d be a stampede down the stairs in an emergency.

			“You a Headlines fan?” she asked. It was the sister with the mohawk Pepper had clocked earlier. Up close, she was this and that, her blue-and-white cocktail dress offset by her knobby black combat boots, with a round baby face that contrasted her flinty gaze.

			Pepper crossed his arms.

			She said, “Daily Newz and his Headlines—the big event.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Are you waiting?” She nodded at the bathroom.

			“All yours.”

			Patterson passed the punky girl on his way out. He and Pepper returned to the bar to wait for Void’s return. The current song was a duel of buzz-saw guitars. It wasn’t dance music but the night creatures found a way to dance to it. Pepper’s skin felt like it was buzzing. Sweat popped out of him; his engine was running hot. He ordered a club soda, hoping the bubbles might settle his stomach.

			Two women in oversize jumpsuits, one pink and the other green, squeezed in at the bar next to him. They ordered margarita rocks in their shared intonation, which was petulant and nasal. From one of the white zip codes in Queens, Pepper assessed.

			“I hope it’s something new,” said the one in pink. “The aphorism thing is everywhere now. Barbara Kruger, Holzer.”

			“It was fresh at the Times Square show,” the green one honked, “but now—”

			“SAMO was doing it before anybody. Remember when he tagged up half of SoHo?”

			“I remember you used to say it was vandalism!”

			“That was before I knew it was art.”

			Pepper tapped Patterson’s shoulder. Across the room, Void conversed with a large man in a black designer suit. The man stared at the floor, nodding, considering, as Void’s thin hands danced in the air. Pepper knew this hustler movement as well. Now Void wasn’t calming his mark but puffing him up: You got this.

			Patterson cursed. “Enough of this. I’m—”

			The music cut out. “Hello, freaks! I’m Delia Van Wyck and welcome to my Honey Pot!”

			The woman with the drink tickets had taken to the stage. To mark her role as MC, she’d put on a plastic tiara and waved a dime-store magic wand. Her voice was high and brittle through the speaker. “Thanks for coming out to celebrate the latest release of Headlines by Daily Newz,” she said. “As you know he’s been a very busy boy, swinging around the city like Spider-Man and tagging up the joint. Word has it the next issue of Artforum is running a big spread on him and his work, so keep your eyes peeled.” She thanked E.S.G. for dropping in, and Shoot the Hostages for allowing her to use the Steve Reeves Memorial Room after Playhouse fell through due to the manhole explosion. “There’s, like, asbestos everywhere.”

			Daily Newz very much wanted to be here tonight, Van Wyck explained, but he was called away at the last minute. She apologized to the undercover cops in the audience waiting to arrest him for vandalism. This would be the last edition for a while, as the artist was off to Milan to work on a limited-edition book with the Gunter Weiss Gallery. “So we’re lucky little freaks indeed!” She gestured at the empty drum kit behind her. “I’d say ‘drum roll, please,’ but we’ve lost our drummer. I’ll just say, one, two, three—”

			The lights went out and the walls lit up. A black light activated the luminescent paint on the walls and ceiling, the glowing green, yellow, and red proclamations of the man known as Daily Newz. From the shapes of the letters, he was also responsible for the phrases on the buildings that Pepper had noticed on the way over. They were his shtick—his “headlines”:

			Harbingers of the New Terrible

			Make A Friend Of Impermanence

			The walls were covered with his weird declarations, scores and scores of them. Goofball sayings and tabloid headlines and non sequiturs. They had barely been visible until the black light livened them into Day-Glo relief. Pepper squinted: What is this shit? He thought of 125th Street, and the soapbox preachers and the militant and the patently insane who stood there day and night, delivering their broken speeches and busted monologues while Harlem streamed past. Was this Daily Newz guy making money on this? Like the graffiti on the walls downstairs, you could get this for free uptown, just walking around.

			Fe Fi Fo Fum “My Motto,” Claims Giant

			“Dynasty” Still No. 1 on Wednesdays

			Around Pepper, the downtown sophisticates delivered their verdicts in appreciative snickers and little gasps of recognition. They pointed at the ceiling, sharing their favorites with their companions: Look at that one. The women in the oversize jumpsuits nodded solemnly. Is this what people do in museums? Pepper was not the intended audience, he knew. Daily Newz wasn’t talking to Pepper and Patterson, the old men. This was a new language for the new citizens of the city.

			Escape Your Humanism Death Trap

			Worship No Gods Before Me (Ham Sandwich)

			It hit him like a bus: He was going to puke and he’d see his blood in it. Pepper hadn’t been sick like this since the spring. The memory was written deep in his body, in the pits of him. He had to get to the bathroom. He wasn’t going to let these white people see him laid low like that. To see him as who he was not.

			Pepper smashed through, scattering the night creatures, who were experts at keeping their drinks upright even in the rockiest of seas. He almost crashed into the merchandise table that had been set up near the bathroom door. Daily Newz T-shirts, pins, caps, and bumper stickers were available for purchase, ten percent Honey Pot discount until 11:00 p.m.

			The first stall didn’t have a door. Pepper yanked out the white guy in the velour suit doing coke off his wallet. He got down on his knees and erupted. Pink Pepto, bile, and blood floated in the filthy toilet like ghastly jellyfish. Everything else disappeared—the nightclub, Patterson, the job, the city—except for the toilet bowl, that piss-stained pothole onto his new world. The seventh heave dredged the depths of him and he was wrung.

			Delia’s voice bounced off the bathroom tile: “Next week the Honey Pot moves to the Mudd Club, where we’re hosting Greasers versus Squares—you don’t want to miss it!”

			Pepper staggered out of the stall. The bathroom was empty—the Headlines kept everybody engaged in their pithy dispatches. Pepper washed his mouth out in the sink and wiped the tears that had been squeezed from his eyes. He hadn’t gotten anything on his shirt but his pants were soaked at the kneecaps from whatever had pooled around the toilet.

			Sotto Voce: This Is Who You Are Now

			Sotto Voce: We Harbor A Sickness

			The lights of the Steve Reeves Memorial Room snapped back on and the Headlines reverted to faint scribbles on the wall. The words had been there all along and now the crowd could see what had been right in front of their faces. Pepper rounded the corner to see his client Wade Patterson on his butt, surrounded by concerned clubgoers. A white girl in a lime green tutu offered her hand. Patterson swatted it away and rose to his feet.

			Patterson spotted Pepper, with his gray face and stained pants. He howled. “Void—he took my fucking money!”

			Sometimes Mr. Professor’s words of the day evaporated quickly, with their meanings. Sometimes Pepper already knew the word; he was indifferent to books, not stupid. In the case of last Monday’s word—although he’d never admit it to himself—he knew its meaning firsthand, as well as its many synonyms:

			Humiliation

		

	
		
			THREE

			In March 1982 The Atlantic published an article by James Q. Wilson and George L. Kelling that outlined the “broken windows theory” of civil disorder. It observed that a neglected broken window will invite further vandalism because the community has signaled that it has given up. “A piece of property is abandoned, weeds grow up, a window is smashed.” Graffiti is harmless, but its message—we’ve given permission to lawlessness—is not. The breakdown is contagious, and the “criminal invasion” begins. Best to nip the small infractions in the bud before their full, chaotic flower.

			In the decades to come, police departments would use this theory to justify various abuses in the form of preventive policing (e.g., “stop-question-frisk”), primarily at the expense of black and brown citizens. Pepper didn’t have a degree in criminology or sociology (except insofar as an expert crook is a de facto professor of crime and society), and was not a subscriber to The Atlantic (or any other magazine, apart from that year of Players he won in a barbershop’s Easter raffle), but he’d agree with one core assertion of the broken windows theory: You gotta nip this social contagion shit in the bud. Like, if only Pepper had taken a more forceful stand when the goddamned yuppies came to Donegal’s.

			The same month the article appeared, Pepper was drinking with Church Wiley at Donegal’s. It was a Tuesday night. They’d spent many a pleasant evening there over the years, plotting crimes and dissecting human frailty. Church operated out of Baltimore, but business often took him to the tri-state area, to off the goods or execute the occasional score. Now he was retired and spent his days overseeing his two stationery stores. They were a good racket, he maintained. “No one ever went broke running lottery in the ghetto.”

			“Look, there’s one of them now,” Church said, tipping his beer at the well-groomed white man two tables over from Chico the Pimp and Jazz Harry. He was wearing a burgundy sweater vest and nodding thoughtfully at his expertly folded New York Times.

			“One what?” Occasionally a damaged white man popped in for a drink or two between ordeals. His presence was not that remarkable.

			“A yuppie, man, a yuppie! They’re everywhere. They used to be hippies. Now they’re—that.”

			“He works at the college,” the bartender Toomey broke in. “He tips.”

			Next week there were two, then three—CCNY junior faculty had discovered the joint. In previous years, the straights who ventured into the crooked hangout turned tail quickly, repulsed by glares and the general malevolent hum. The ranks of glarers had thinned, however, and this new generation of outsider lacked the basic survival skills to alert them that they were not wanted. They had no idea that this was—or had been—the domain of hard men, hustlers, swindlers of widows, and chokers of cops. It was merely a delightfully seedy “old man bar” with indefinable charm.

			Over the following months, the professors brought their girlfriends, women who did not appear to be hookers. They asked shit like “Can we watch the game?” and “Is anyone sitting there?” Yes, they tipped, which the old-timers regarded as a personal attack. Worst of all, they felt emboldened enough to sit at the bar instead of the tables, ignoring rank.

			Surely these were provocations—but perhaps change had been underway for a long time. Last March, Buford the bartender picked up stakes and moved to New Orleans. Buford had been one of Donegal’s key players, the man who passed on your work-related messages about the Five W’s (who, what, when, where, weapons), embroidered alibis like a burly Scheherazade, and memorized a yellow pages worth of lawyers’ phone numbers. He was done with the city, he said. “There’s nothing to keep me here now with Ma gone.” One of the Donegal’s gang looked him up down there. The sad report: Buford was serving cocktails at a French Quarter tourist trap, in a bow tie and old-timey striped shirt “like one of those candy-asses in a barbershop quartet.”

			One evening Pepper looked up from his racing form to discover that the bar was maybe seventy-thirty yuppie-crook—Consolidated Metropolitan’s payroll department was having a goodbye party for Gladys. Cardboard cone hats and confetti. The world had grown smaller, more shameful, and Donegal’s kept pace. There hadn’t been a stabbing in years. Management announced their affinities by removing the dusty neon Rheingold sign in the window and putting in a keg of Bud Light. It didn’t taste that bad, Pepper had to admit.

			The tides ate everything but Pepper remained, stubbornly jutting against the waves, beset by eternal forces. The yuppies had taken over his bar and they didn’t carry his beer anymore.

			

			***

			Derek didn’t know what to make of the commotion in the Steve Reeves Memorial Room. A recent transplant from Iowa, he’d been acclimating himself to the bizarre since moving to the city. He worked as an usher at the Shubert Theatre, where A Chorus Line tore through busloads of tourists night after night. He paid two hundred bucks a month in rent to his roommate, a quick-study urban scientist who resolved all disputes with a terse “My name is on the lease.” The roommate got the single bedroom while Derek slept on the living-room couch, with his own corner by the radiator for the three duffel bags that held his possessions. A bargain. In recent months he’d tried a number of things for the first time: powder drugs, kissing part-time delivery boys in lavatories, Indian food. In grandiose moments he fancied himself the living scandal of Cedar Rapids.

			His roommate was playing the Saloonkeeper in an off-off-Broadway shoebox production of In the Jungle of Cities, and in moments when his impending fame filled him with generosity, he permitted Derek to tag along to clubs like Shoot the Hostages—if he paid for drinks. Derek had never been to Shoot the Hostages before midnight, but he was a Honey Pot regular and the free admission cinched it. Derek was reading the ceiling and the walls, moving his lips, when the man with the pompadour knocked the old black guy over and snatched his briefcase.

			Said Derek, “Jeez.”

			Pompadour pushed through the crowd, pulled aside the black sheet by the stage that hid the fire stairs, and slammed through the door. When the other black guy came out and asked where the man ran to, Derek wasn’t sure if he should say anything. Was this some sort of drug deal? Would he be an accessory?

			The black man in the windbreaker had a very persuasive manner. “He went thataway.” The Iowan had not yet internalized the local motto, Don’t get involved. Give it time.

			Pepper dashed for the stairs. His gut yanked, painfully. He told his body that he was going to ignore pain for a while. The state of the stairwell offended his notions vis-à-vis fire safety. Costumes and props were piled hither and yon, and big plastic globes, Hula-Hoops, tiki torches—the detritus of campy theme nights, misbegotten performance art, and the drugged-out birthday parties of downtown micro-celebrities. Pepper jumped through the obstacle course. The black sheet had covered the fire exit, but Void knew it was there—it was part of the setup. Pepper’s elbow smacked a gaudily painted papier-mâché sarcophagus and sent it tumbling behind him.

			The stairs let out onto the cold air of Second Street. Left or right? Avenue C was closer if you were trying to slink around a corner.

			There was no sign of the scam artist by the time Pepper got to C. The intersection was dead, traffic-less, the sidewalks empty. Nothing moved save the insistent DON’T WALK blinking at the corner and yesterday’s newspaper twirling on a rush of air. He found himself in a familiar suspension of time. There’s a moment of expectancy and potentiality at the start of a heist or caper when the setup is transformed into execution. It’s too late to go back; only the job lies before you, beyond this stillness. He knew this place and it knew him, but if there was a score or target or jackpot on the other side of this one, he didn’t see it.

			The moment ended. Patterson trotted over from the fire exit. “What the hell happened?” He prodded Pepper’s chest.

			Pepper’s eyes widened infinitesimally. The salesman pulled back.

			“I was sick,” Pepper said, his voice low. “I’m better now.”

			“That was eighty thousand dollars, you stupid fuck! Why I let that woman talk me into hiring some broken-down—”

			“Leave her out of it. This is on me.”

			“Listening to some—”

			Pepper’s tone didn’t change. It rarely did. “Say another word and I’ll break you in half.”

			Patterson slumped.

			A block up Avenue C, the red-and-orange lights of a bodega flashed, an urban lighthouse. A bouncer in a puffy, ankle-length down jacket padded out of Shoot the Hostages and set up a velvet rope outside the front door. He took a stool from inside and sat down to wait for the next wave of nightclubbers, smoothing out his handlebar mustache.

			“Which way did he go?” Patterson asked.

			“I’ll find him,” Pepper said.

			“Find him.” Patterson exhaled. “Eighty thousand—so stupid.”

			“What were you buying?”

			“A mask—an African mask. I’ve been collecting them.”

			“Like made out of wood?”

			“Yes, wood.”

			Pepper patted his stomach. Eighty grand. “It’s hot,” he said. “A man like you gets robbed, he goes to the cops. But you can’t because it’s hot.”

			“It changed owners recently, yes,” Patterson said. “There’s a whole new market in African masks now. They’re the ‘in’ thing for people with money. Buyers, sellers.” The man in the club—Void—worked for Nando Schmidt, the owner of Zilch Gallery in the East Village. His day trade was art by young New York talent, and at night he connected collectors with more specialized items. “He’s got the line on the good stuff,” Patterson said. “When he calls and says he’s found something special, you jump on it.”

			The salesman was grateful to get the story off his chest. Patterson was crooked, but he wasn’t used to this kind of heat. Now he had a confidant in Pepper. More than that—a partner, if Pepper was truthful about getting his money back. While Patterson unburdened himself, Pepper tried to make out the scam behind the scam. It was a different world, this art bullshit, but there were only a handful of scams in the world and this one had to be one of them.

			Patterson had bought three items from Schmidt in the last six months, he said. None of them as expensive—or special—as tonight’s item, the Ngil.

			“The what?”

			“Ni-jil. Made by the Fang people in Central Africa. Schmidt has the line on all the good stuff. Kota reliquary figures, Belanda vessels from the Sudan. Like I said, people are going crazy for African pieces these days.” One of Patterson’s dealers had put him in touch with Schmidt that spring. “You don’t ask too many questions.”

			“It’s always cash?”

			Patterson nodded. “The stuff we’re talking about, you don’t want a paper trail. Before this, we always met in Chicago. I know Chicago—I never worried about it.” This was the first time they’d met in New York. It was going down shadier than usual. There were last-minute changes in plans. Meetings were set up to see the mask, then canceled. He didn’t know that a meet in Alphabet City was odd until someone told him. “Were they going to follow me to the bank and knock me on the head? I had to wonder. That’s why I wanted someone with me.” He’d never met Void before, but he had set up all their previous sales as Schmidt’s assistant.

			Pepper took out his slip from Big Al’s shoe repair and wrote notes on the back. He took down Schmidt’s information and told Patterson to go back to his hotel.

			“What are you going to do?” Patterson asked.

			Pepper returned the card to his wallet. “I got it.”

			“I’m leaving Sunday. If I don’t have that money—”

			“I got it.”

			Down the street, Shoot the Hostages was warming up for the night. Couples and trios shambled forth—everyone on Second Street save the rats and the roaches was headed to the club. A yellow taxi stopped out front and five night creatures clambered out. Patterson made a run for it and in short order he was returning to the safety of his hotel.

			Pepper walked a few doors up C and leaned against the roll-down grate of Evergreen Dry Cleaning. The broken glass in his stomach shifted, now that the rush of the chase had ended. He was mad at someone, who was it? No one had forced him to take the job, but by temperament Pepper rarely accepted blame for his actions. He alighted on Elizabeth, for offering his name up. He put that thought down swiftly. Patterson and Void, he decided. They had forced him to face how diminished he had become. His dilapidated-ness.

			Was Void’s boss in on it, or was Void going solo, splitting with Patterson’s money? What kind of name was Void anyway? Romanian?

			He zipped up his jacket to his neck. A man stole money from someone Pepper was looking out for. That was like taking money off him. He was going to get it back.

			The plan was, go back uptown, rest, and tomorrow follow up on the gallery and its owner. Also: Call Dr. Rostropovich in the morning for more of those yellow pills. They took a couple of days to kick in.

			He patted his pockets—the medicine had fallen out somewhere. A pale junkie in a dark plaid overcoat lurched out of the bodega at the end of the block, crooning the theme to The Tonight Show. Pepper went in for a Pepto refill.

			She was waiting outside when he was done. “I can tell you where he is.”

			It was the girl with the mohawk and the combat boots. She was snug against the cold in a leopard-pattern overcoat and a navy sailor’s cap.

			Pepper frowned.

			“Void—I know where he’ll be tonight,” she said. “If you want him, that is.”

			“What do you know about it?”

			“I saw him knock your friend on his ass and take his shit. It was messed up.”

			Pepper didn’t say anything.

			“You only hold a briefcase like that when it’s full of money,” she said.

			Pepper said, “Huh.” She didn’t scurry from his gaze the way most people did. Haircut and coat like that, she lived downtown. If she lived uptown and walked around like that, she knew how to carry herself.

			“My name is LJ.”

			“What do you want?”

			“A finder’s fee. I’ll tell you where you can find him.”

			“Where’s that?”

			“Fifty bucks.”

			He had twenty on him. “Forty.”

			“We go together.”

			Pepper grunted. He’d dismissed the people in the club as soft—but one of them had pulled a rip-off and now this other one put the bite on him for twenty bucks. He didn’t know the neighborhood but it was the same city; best to remember that and stop dismissing these weirdos, appearances aside. What did Patterson want more—his money or the mask? What would cool him out and keep Elizabeth from suffering for Pepper’s mistake? The mask and the money.

			LJ exhaled. “We’re wasting time—you coming?”

			He ripped open the Pepto and took a swig.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			Nature had bent the Melancholy Hitman into a contradictory figure. Devoted to the science of murder yet equally attentive to the morbid entreaties of his soul. Proud of his talent and expertise but perpetually blue, as if carrying on his back the accumulated grief of his targets’ loved ones. It took its toll. Exercise lifted his spirits somewhat, percolating chemicals in the brain. Cardio. A fellow killer suggested he get a pet. That helped some.

			The Melancholy Hitman—Herb to his friends—realized that other people made it worse. The more people crowded him, the greater his sense of being buried beneath them, that their every utterance and gesture was another spadeful of dirt. It was worse in cities, and worst of all in New York City—totally buried.

			He arrived in Manhattan a day early, to have a day “just for himself” before work overtook him. What if he changed his approach and made the most of this visit? Took in the sights. They’d cleaned up the place; it had been a real shithole the last time he rolled through. From the top of the World Trade Center, the city lay before him like a gray, concrete corpse. Inspiring. He bought a hot dog from a cart that was so good he went back and bought a second.

			A friend from his days in Korea met him for an early dinner at Beefsteak Charlie’s. They’d been snipers together, picking off KPA regulars like white gods. His friend apologized for the early meal, the only time he could manage. Herb said it was his own fault for calling last minute and guess what it worked out because it allowed him to take in one of the big Broadway hits, Cats. They really put on a show these days, he thought, overwhelmed by the music and the lights. In bed, in his hotel room, he marinated in a familiar despair.

			“What brings you to town?” his friend had asked.

			“Work.”

			

			***

			There was a deep-downness to his stomach problems, a softening in the foundation, that made Pepper suspect he was rotting from the inside. Riddled where he couldn’t see.

			Something was gaining on him.

			Pepper and the young woman made their way toward St. Mark’s. Off Fifth, a scraggly white couple stumbled from a nameless bar with blacked-out windows, arms noosed around each other’s twiggy necks. They almost collided; Pepper moved out of the way. A cranky gust of punky jukebox escaped through the open door.

			“Lady’s,” LJ said. “It’s an after-hours.”

			The white couple staggered toward the bodega down the block. Everybody needs a place where they can get up to no good. Donegal’s, on the other hand, was where guys took a break from getting up to no good. Or it used to be. What had happened to Pepper’s tribe? They were in the clink, for bids so long they’d die there. Beset by heart attacks, strokes, or the final insults of a disease that confirmed a lifetime of wickedness. The quick cancers overtook them, and the slow ones, too. Tumors were measured in fruit sizes. When they expired in their beds or recliners, you asked how many days it took for the landlord to discover the corpse. How long would it take them to discover your body? There was no more accurate index of the world’s indifference.

			Many had been forced into retirement, all out of ambition and ability. None of the younger cats who put jobs together extended invitations, ignorant of the famous scores of yore. “You never heard of Potluck? He knocked over the New Madison Credit Union with a stick of dynamite and a referee’s whistle.” Blank stares, zip. The oral-tradition days were kaput. Donegal’s was where you commiserated over jobs gone wrong, but the failures were so remote now that it was hard to get worked up about them. Who tripped the alarm? Who tipped off Chink Montague? It was hard to remember. Most of the players were dead. It didn’t matter.

			It had never occurred to Pepper that one day he’d be one of them, sitting with the has-beens and the never-weres. “Maybe you should retire,” Carney offered one night after dinner. Pepper hadn’t been answering his phone so Carney left a message with the funeral home downstairs. They were very nice. “Mr. Pepper, he looks under the weather.” After Elizabeth’s beef-and-rice casserole disappeared, it was just the two of them at Carney’s dining-room table.

			“You know—hang up your holster,” Carney said.

			“Retire?” The word implied a separation between him and what he did. There wasn’t. There never had been. That’s why he was a good thief. There wasn’t anything else. “Are you going to retire someday, Carney?”

			“Hell yeah.”

			Pepper cursed and picked up his beer. He pulled jobs but they weren’t jobs—they were him. And if that was the case, what to make of his complete failure tonight at Shoot the Hostages? Of all the other jobs this year that went south? Maybe he himself was botched.

			The Kiss Contained The Immediacy Of Death

			Eminent Domain Our Constant Refrain

			The sidewalks repopulated as the crook and his guide approached St. Mark’s. College kids, card-carrying bohemians, and carousers of various accomplishment claimed their rightful share of the night, mingling with the regular East Village cast of functional alcoholics, nonfunctional alcoholics, dirt poets, legal secretaries, and Ukrainian holdovers.

			St. Mark’s Place had been a scruffy ramble for the younger generation in the ’60s before its sharper personality prevailed. Nowadays a sidewalk bazaar unfolded on the concrete, where harrowed characters—wild-eyed, seeping from pustules—hawked their wares. Family heirlooms, broken toasters, a clock radio ripped off from a neighbor who forgot to lock the door. Whatever they could carry out before the landlord changed the locks. Uptown, street vendors sold staples like wigs, incense, Afrocentric secret histories. Downtown it was porn mags, chipped highball glasses, clothes that no longer fit because of the drugs, and still more porn mags.

			The merchandise spoke for itself. How to gild a busted hair dryer, or convey the dependable virtues of a half-empty jug of floor cleanser? What you see is what you get. One of these scarecrow men had hung his shingle outside De-Luxe Laundromat off Avenue A. He stamped his feet for warmth and muttered. At some point he came to the Big City to make it, and packed his high-school yearbook as a token of home. Good Luck to the Class of ’77! On the sidewalk it awaited conversion into heroin: junk into junk.

			Every so often in the hustle and bustle of the city a newcomer, out on a late-night quest for roach killer, dawdled before the sidewalk bazaar and found themselves staring into the scabby face of a future self. Before and After, like in a TV commercial. Look at how much the city had debased this pilgrim in six months, a year. The new arrivals came from all over, as they had for centuries, striving, failing. The city made or unmade them sooner or later. Bitter homecomings awaited the culled, the cast out, the ones who slunk away. We knew you’d be back so we kept everything as you left it: small, stingy, and sad. It was an expensive city, but cutting dreams and ambitions down to size was on the house.

			Other people—pilgrims and natives alike—stepped up to the contest and left their mark. Daily Newz had been through this neck of the woods, committing declarations to a bombed-out townhouse across the street:

			More Capitalism Please

			Urban Blight My Secret Delight

			What did he do, hang from rooftops on a rope? Ride around in a bootleg fire truck? Pepper recognized the lettering now—it was the same type the city used on the exteriors of municipal buildings. Chiseled into the concrete facade of the Department of Motor Vehicles, shaped into thin metal letters outside the NYC Department of Health. It was like the man’s headlines were official statements from the government.

			From the weathered red paint, these had been there some time. “They’re last spring’s,” the woman said. “That series was more materialist critique and less ‘this is existence.’ ”

			Pepper said, “Huh.”

			She named landmarks as if pointing from a tour bus. “They show underground movies there sometimes.” “My friend Jamie lives upstairs. She paints.” She didn’t mind his silence. “I used to go to Honey Pot all the time,” she said, “but then the East Village Eye wrote a piece about Delia Van Wyck, the woman who runs it, and it got too big. She acts like she’s this super-underground diva, but her family owns half of—”

			“What’s your name again?” Pepper said.

			“LJ—from the song. ‘Little Johnny Jewel.’ ”

			“Song?”

			“By Television.”

			“It’s a TV show?”

			“The band is called Television.”

			“I don’t know anything about that. Listen—this guy Mickey. Who’s he to Void?” LJ had already revised her story from I know where he is to I know a guy who knows where he is and Pepper wanted to nail down what to expect.

			“They used to be in this No Wave band called Wet Spot,” she said, “before they went synth. Mickey played bass, Void was on drums and backup vocals. I saw them at Club 57 a few times. At Shoot the Hostages, too.”

			If Void had played the club, he knew the layout, the quickest way to the street. Half a rip-off was the getaway. Pepper said, “You know each other?”

			One time at work, LJ said, her boss had sent her to deliver a thank-you bottle of champagne to Nando Schmidt, the art dealer. She walked in and there was Dee Void, de-shabbied, shaved, sanitized, and working at Zilch Gallery. “A David Byrne type, but less of a dick.” Only his glistening pompadour testified to his former existence. She told him she liked his band. He said he was looking for a more simpatico outfit.

			Dee Void wasn’t the only one adrift after the band’s switch to a more synthesizer-oriented sound. “Like a less pretty Human League,” she said. Wet Spot broke up. Mickey ended up as a night clerk at Video Basket on St. Mark’s while he plotted the next incarnation of his art. “If anyone knows where Void is tonight, it’s Mickey.”

			“He better.”

			The clomping of her combat boots on the sidewalk made her sound three times her size. “He’s cousins with Richard Edson,” she added.

			City Hall: “Abyss Gazes Also”

			Let’s Armageddon (Cue Applause)

			Video Basket occupied the bottom floor of a townhouse on St. Mark’s off Second. There were tiny apartments stacked above and cramped stores on either side—Bean There, a vegetarian joint, and Iron Pussy, an erotic novelties/leather emporium. Pepper couldn’t see inside the video store as every inch of the windows was filled by movie posters, layer after glossy, gaudy layer. Blood, tits, and guns. The Driller Killer, Ilsa: She-Wolf of the SS, and something in Japanese that featured a man at a news desk, his head exploding.

			LJ held the door open. “They have everything,” LJ said brightly, “but they specialize in psychotronic films. B-movies, exploitation, blaxploitation, martial arts, all that Mondo stuff.”

			Pepper had never been in a video store but he felt at home from his days at the Maharaja Theater. On 145th and Broadway. At one time a magnificent vaudeville house, they switched twenty years ago to soft-core and horror movies and action stuff, providing a base of operations for hookers, pimps, drug dealers, and every other species of metro hustler. Thieves, too, if you found yourself between places during work hours. It kept the rain off.

			Pepper hadn’t thought about these movies since they demolished the Maharaja to put up an office building. All those afternoons returned, when he sat on a wooden seat in one of the lobby phone booths, the fan huffing, waiting for Whitman to call with the location of the wheels, or confirmation that Temple was dead, the episode was concluded. Reporting to Carney his surveillance of the banker Wilfred Duke. Criminals paced the threadbare carpet, smoking cigarettes and fine-tuning schemes while this week’s lurid offerings—Vampyros Lesbos, Shriek of the Mutilated—unspooled in the dirty auditorium. After a run at the Maharaja, Pepper never heard of the movies again. Until today. They were here in Video Basket, all the dead movies from the past. Like zombies that didn’t know they were dead, lurching on even though their time had passed. Pepper’s stomach kicked.

			The rows of cardboard videocassette boxes occupied every inch of space on the walls and shelves. Tiny handwritten signs sorted the offerings:

			Japanese Mondo Ray Dennis Steckler Beach Party

			Zatoichi/Zatoichi Clones Occult Argento

			At the back of the store a customer slunk through the bead curtain that separated XXX—GAY. The curtain had probably been purchased at one of the dwindling hippie shops down the block. Maharaja fare played on three TVs: a Peeping Tom spied on a sorority girl applying cold cream; a hulk in a meat mask chased a woman down the road; a haggard cop staked out a social club as the Mafia guys bickered on folding chairs outside.

			Pasolini Roger Corman Rudy Ray Moore

			No Wave New Wave Abe Vigoda

			Mickey, the former bassist for the Wet Spot, was enthroned behind the cramped counter, squinting at a thick catalog and smoking a cigarillo. He was outfitted with round John Lennon spectacles, a black vest, and a light brown goatee, as if he had assembled a grumpy beatnik costume from the sidewalk bazaar.

			Pepper and LJ waited for a chirpy blonde in an NYU baseball cap to finish her business. The girl waved her hands to get Mickey’s attention. “Do you have Private Benjamin?”

			“No, we do not have Private Benjamin,” Mickey said. Eye contact was forbidden. “We never have. We got The Duchess and the Dirtwater Fox and we got The Sugarland Express but we don’t have Private Benjamin.”

			The disappointed Goldie Hawn fan sighed. She looked around the store with distaste and slunk into the shelves.

			“Mickey,” LJ said.

			He looked up from his dog-eared catalog. “Yes?”

			“It’s LJ—remember? We met at the Konk Hanukkah show. At the Mudd.”

			Mickey didn’t recollect. He noticed Pepper and sat up. “What can I do for you?”

			“It’s Dee,” she said. “My friend here is looking for him.”

			He turned officious. “This is regarding…?”

			“He took off with something.”

			“Everybody has to learn the hard way.” Mickey chuckled. “I don’t know what he’s up to these days. I’m here and he—he’s doing whatever he does.” He picked up his catalog. “If you want a movie, look around. That I can do.”

			LJ looked at Pepper.

			Be Kind, Rewind

			Pepper grabbed Mickey’s vest and snatched him forward. The clerk’s head clunked on the desk. The Looney Tunes mug full of pens hopped off the desk onto the floor, along with a promotional Nine to Five stapler. With his free hand, Pepper snatched up a bottle of tape-head cleaner and held the pointed plastic tip to Mickey’s eye, half a centimeter from the cornea.

			LJ gasped. She jumped back, bumping into a life-size cardboard Indiana Jones. The furtive adult-film aficionado in the back made the calculation and jetted past Pepper and LJ and out of the store. The beaded curtain clacked and swung.

			Pepper dug the nozzle into the skin below Mickey’s eye. Mickey squirmed. “Give it up,” Pepper said. He zeroed in on a videocassette in the messy stack behind the counter:

			Scream And Scream Again

			

			***

			Once outside, LJ shared her reaction to the unsettling display.

			Pepper said, “What did you think was going to happen when you brought me there?”

			“You ask nicely?”

			“Maybe I should try that. Maybe I’ve been doing things the wrong way.” Only strangers gave Pepper advice; anyone who knew him kept their trap shut. He grudgingly allowed she was right. He tossed the tape-head cleaner into the gutter.

			LJ shook her head. “He should get back to his music,” she said. “He was the whole backbone of the band.”

			According to the video-store clerk, on Thursday nights Void held court at Downtown Beirut, only two blocks away on First.

			Straightforward. Which meant that it would not be.

			Most of the stores had closed for the night, the record shops, vintage clothing stores, and the various slop joints that had bribed their way through health inspections year after year. At the corner of First, a kitchen worker waddled out of East Village Burritos, carrying two laden garbage bags to the curb. Only the twenty-four-hour diners and Ukrainian joints were still serving. Pepper squinted at the alien language on the wheat-pasted posters in a doorway and realized he was reading the names of bands:

			Pulsallama Liquid Liquid Pylon

			He screwed his mouth tight. What the hell was a Liquid Liquid? Sounded like the complaint of an angry janitor. Harold Melvin and the Blue Notes—that was a proper name for a group. There was a mastermind, and he put together a crew, and they pulled jobs, but in this case it was music. A pylon was highway equipment. What did that have to do with anything? The kids probably did their herky-jerky dances while they played.

			“It’s up here,” LJ said. They crossed the street. She was less talkative since he muscled the video clerk. Probably wondering if her fifty (forty) bucks was worth it.

			The dive bar was a rush-hour subway car—narrow, crammed, and rank. A solid mass of cigarette smoke tumbled out when LJ opened the door, as if from an overstuffed closet. Downtown Beirut—were we at war with Beirut? Pepper had a hard time keeping track of Middle East crises. They never got solved, they just stacked on top of one another.

			Pepper squeezed through the downtown denizens. LJ trailed him, nodding at acquaintances. Overlapping stickers and decals covered the interior of the bar, promoting bands, footwear, prank religions, and jokey slogans, none of which Pepper recognized. A general cool-kid uniform emerged of leather miniskirts and polyester tops, dollar-bin trousers and skinny-lapel suit jackets. There was ludicrous eyewear and third-hand fedoras. Transplants, if he had to bet, from their blank, prey-animal stares.

			Halfway in Pepper was sucker punched by a fit of dizziness. He shook it off, bumping into the shoulder of a pimply guy in a baggy mohair sweater. The young man quickly apologized when he got a gander at the old crook’s expression.

			Pepper scanned the wobbly tables along the wall. He didn’t see Void. “His real name is Daniel Finkelstein,” LJ said, as if that might help.

			On the other side of the crowd, the jukebox squatted against the back wall, a brilliantly pulsing monolith. It was as if Pepper had parted the underbrush to discover a temple in the middle of a humid jungle. Punk music howled from the machine.

			There was no back exit. That left the bathroom. Pepper gave LJ a stay here look.

			Over the years, small public spaces in New York City, such as phone booths and dive-bar bathrooms, had come to share an affinity for piss reek, germs, and lack of ventilation. Downtown Beirut’s john, with its dripping sink, accursed urinal, and rickety-looking toilet stall, followed prevailing fashions. Graffiti and decals rumbled for tile turf on the walls.

			The stall was shut. Pepper’s knock went unanswered. He bent down: Someone was inside, their feet bent on the floor at an unnatural angle. Blood pooled at the base of the bowl. Two red drops fell from the blood-soaked hem of the occupant’s pants.

			The door creaked inward when Pepper pushed. Dee Void squatted on the seat, pompadour mashed into the steel stall. Had he been strangled? There was no sign of Patterson’s briefcase. Or Void’s face. It had been cut off, exposing the red meat beneath.

			Pepper searched Void’s pockets and took his wallet and keys. He closed the stall door.

			The last thing you want is to be tied to a dead body without a face. Especially on a Thursday. A gaunt white man in a black turtleneck waited outside to use the facilities. Pepper kept his head down as he passed and forced himself through the crowd. Best to put distance between him and this place. LJ raised her hand as he passed: Hey. He ignored her and continued on. Their business was concluded. His stomach quivered and his clothes were damp with sweat.

			Kneel Before the Handmaidens of Sorrow

			Aphorisms of Varying Degrees of Utility

			There were too many people on First Ave, drunk teenagers and old men heading out for the late late shift. Side streets were the smart move. Robbery, murder: Patterson had enlisted him into a dangerous scene. He didn’t need this, not with his stomach acting up. His skin was hot. He unzipped his jacket to get some cold air in. It wasn’t enough. He unbuttoned the top two buttons of his shirt and realized he was panting. Halfway down Tenth Street he saw more red letters—his vision was blurry—and he thought, this Daily Newz character really gets around.

			He was on his feet when he lost consciousness. He tottered. Gravity won the match.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			The Melancholy Hitman came to New York City to retrieve the mask and to punish those who’d stolen it. He’d accepted a permanent position with a single employer, which extended his responsibilities beyond murder while providing economic stability. The freelance life had its perks, but the constant gnaw of money anxiety was a burden on top of his native despondencies. At this stage in life he appreciated a steady paycheck.

			It took some getting used to, working for one person. You had to learn their idiosyncrasies and adapt. Jurgen Roos was a man who did not yield once he set his mind on an outcome; he was thin-skinned and suffered insults poorly; he liked dogs, and children before they learned how to express their opinions. He owned an office building in Stamford, Connecticut, a six-story silver box with a confusing parking lot. His secretary offered soft drinks and coffee whenever the Melancholy Hitman had to wait in reception outside Roos’s office. Pretty civilized.

			Two years ago in that very office, he had informed Roos that he was regretfully declining his latest assignment. He owed the man a face-to-face on that matter, given their history. Over the course of two hours—Roos instructed the secretary to hold calls and cancel appointments—he was convinced to enter into an exclusive contract with the Dutch businessman. The position called for intimidation work, manhandling, and occasional corporate espionage, in addition to his standard duties. “Nothing outside your ample abilities, and nothing degrading.” Six months might go by without the need of his services, and he’d get paid all the while. Lately the Melancholy Hitman had been harassed by insomnia, but the night he accepted the job he slept the whole night for the first time in a long while.

			Roos hadn’t called him in months when he reached out about the African artifact. It had been a pleasant break—he got scuba certified in Maui on one memorable trip and went fly-fishing on another. He knew from the Dutchman’s tone that he’d be expected to come up with something memorable, beyond wet work, to remind his boss’s present and future enemies that he was not to be trifled with or abused. A man in his position had a certain face he put out to the world, and it needed to be protected.

			The Melancholy Hitman would have to master the unnerving gloom he felt in big cities.

			

			***

			Things were never the same after that night on the Jericho Turnpike.

			The Bellerose Screw Factory Job, that spring’s inaugural failure, had been a simple payroll rip-off. Friday was payday, so Thursday night you punch the safe in the manager’s office on the second floor. Armin Gregory, the man with the setup, had no idea the owner was a Godfearing sort, religious in proportion to his wickedness, and that he closed the factory for Good Friday. Payday came early. The vault was empty when Pepper and Armin showed up. Armin tripped the silent alarm on the way out and they beat it down the turnpike empty-handed, squad cars screaming past.

			The next busted score of that busted spring was the Ellington Job in Ronkonkoma. A shipment of Betamaxes. The police were waiting for them, tipped off by the wife of the wheelman, Buddy Lloyd. She broke into Buddy’s safe, cleaned out his nest egg, and lit out for bikini climes, but not before pointing her husband in the direction of Sing Sing. Pepper barely made it out. No one else did. Empty-handed once again.

			Then came the Titan Pharmaceuticals Job, the biggest bust of all. Pepper’s stomach was in the grip of the aforementioned stomach ailment. The target: six crates of morphine sulfate, fresh off a cargo plane from Antwerp. The security details—guard schedules, safe specs, getaway routes—were provided by an inside man. Only later did Scuffy Nelson, who had brought Pepper in on the job to make up for another botched job last year, reveal that the setup was two years old, passed around by various more accomplished thieves before Scuffy got his hands on it. Which explained the unexpected appearance of the dogs, three German Shepherds of Wrath, who chased them from the premises in a mean, manic froth.

			These regrettable escapades provided the fuel for work-related nightmares the morning after his visit to Downtown Beirut. The dial on the safe wouldn’t budge, the acetylene torches were out of fuel, the getaway car’s engine had turned to rust, etc. Everything that could go wrong went wrong, but in slow motion and also unfolding in his elementary school back in Newark. He had left school at ten years old and still it harassed him.

			When he hopped off this nightmare carousel, he was lying on a creaky futon in a messy, hippie living room. Butt-filled beer bottles and overflowing ashtrays were a decorative motif. A sagging turquoise tapestry was pinned up over the futon and Italian movie posters—La Dolce Vita, La Strada—covered the wall opposite. Wooden planks across milk crates formed a coffee table, in the middle of which a cloudy bong stood at attention atop a nest of Village Voices and East Village Eyes. Limp plants with brown-tipped leaves crowded a gated window that overlooked the fire escape and the street.

			The room smelled of cat, clove cigarettes, and a rotten third thing that a connoisseur like him recognized as a dead animal in the walls. Pepper propped himself on his elbows. Someone had taken his shoes off. Someone had scooped his ass off the street and taken him here.

			The toilet flushed down the hall. He sat up. The girl entered the living room—LJ. “Hey, sleepyhead,” she said.

			“How did I get here?”

			“I know, right? After you ditched me, I tried to catch up. I saw you go down.”

			He touched his head. There was a bump but no cut.

			The radiator hissed. It needed to be bled, but Pepper doubted this place had an attentive super. The apartment was a permanent rental, a way station for young people, painted so many times that the doorways, sills, and moldings had a swollen, molten aspect.

			“Your eyes were open and you didn’t even see me,” LJ continued. She wanted to call an ambulance but he’d been adamant. “I helped you up—it was like you were sleepwalking. Mumbling to yourself. But you walked with your arm on me. This is my place.”

			He didn’t remember any of it. “You looked after me.”

			A ridiculous statement. “I’m going to leave you in the middle of Tenth Street? It was a good thing I didn’t have to carry you. You came in, saw the futon, and made a beeline for it.” He went over like a tree.

			“Huh,” Pepper said.

			From her demeanor, she was unaware of what happened to Void. He told her about the mess in the bar’s bathroom. He went with stabbed over had no face. He figured she didn’t come across many murders in her day-to-day.

			Her mouth fell open. “Stabbed?”

			He suggested they grab a bite. He was quite hungry.

			

			***

			Kiev was a heavy player in the East Village pierogi scene, and LJ’s go-to. “Posers prefer Veselka,” she said. It was past noon and the lunch crowd filled the tables, whose wood-grain surfaces were streaked and sticky from the staff’s half-hearted cleanups. The elite clientele included gnarled, hungover casualties from last night’s adventures, office managers in bargain-rack suits, and construction workers who shook off a fine white dust with every movement. Meaty countermen scribbled orders on green slips with tiny pencils.

			Pepper grabbed a table in the back while LJ paused to say hello to an acquaintance sitting at the counter, a freckled white woman with a shaved head who wore a black army jacket. The booth adjacent was occupied by four pipe fitters who spent their break in full bitch over their union rep, “an obvious suck-up and stooge” in their unanimous assessment.

			LJ joined him. “That’s Linda X-Ray,” she said. “She designs covers for 99 Records. She asked if you were my uncle.”

			The food came quickly. He gobbled down a combo plate and a side of stuffed cabbage. Pepper had emptied his stomach into a toilet the night before; he replenished. He was a big proponent of “sweating it out”—sickness, security sweeps, manhunts—and was hopeful the worst had passed.

			His companion was still in shock. LJ hadn’t said anything on the way over except to apologize for the cat smell in the apartment. “The woman I’m subletting from had three of them. She’s a crystal therapist.” She wore faded denim overalls and a lime-purple paisley shirt, her mohawk cinched by a neon green kerchief. When the food came—she ordered a bowl of mushroom barley—she asked that question beloved of all squares who found themselves on the other side of the street: “Should we go to the police?”

			“To tell them what? Did you kill him?”

			“No.”

			“Then you don’t got to stick your nose in. You pay taxes, right?”

			“No.”

			“Well, if you did, I was going to say you’re already doing your part.” He wiped the side of his mouth. “Good for you, not paying taxes. That’s a slippery slope.”

			“But who did it?”

			“Whoever has that money.” Cutting off someone’s face was a specialist’s move. Pepper didn’t know the scene down here, so speculation was unproductive. He said, “Drugs?”

			“My God.” Her mouth fell open in a way that—with her moppet outfit—made Pepper think of a child’s doll that had been tossed in a corner. “Do you think it’s connected to the Ngil?”

			He dislodged meat from a molar with his tongue. “You were working me last night,” he said. She came up to him outside the bodega because of the mask. In the old days he would have sniffed that out the moment she started talking.

			“My boss collects African art,” she said. “I’ve been negotiating with Nando Schmidt’s gallery to buy the Ngil mask—the one your friend was also trying to buy.” She threw up her hands. “We’ve been back and forth with him and Dee the last two weeks. Last night we were supposed to close. They sent me to Shoot the Hostages.”

			“Void runs off with a briefcase full of money, you take me to him, and then what?”

			She leaned forward. “He took your money, but that didn’t mean we can’t buy the Ngil. He had it, and it was my job to get it.”

			It was like he told himself last night—a black girl walking around like that, she knew how to handle herself. He said, “What’s this thing made out of, solid gold? The way everybody’s so hot for it?”

			“It’s not what it’s worth,” she said. “It’s what people will pay for it. There’s an art boom going on. Everywhere, all over the place. We passed five galleries on the way over here, did you see? The whole East Village is hopping with them. The Stonehouse Gallery, Lana’s Place, Lenin’s Tomb. A Julian Schnabel just sold for a couple of hundred thousand. And it wasn’t even that good! These Wall Street guys and European buyers are snapping up this poppy neo-expressionist stuff for investments.”

			“I don’t know anything about that,” Pepper said. “This African stuff, too?”

			She preferred this topic to discussion of the dead man. “Sub-Saharan masks and statues—they’ve been ‘discovered,’ if you know what I mean.” The Ngil mask was the work of an anonymous Fang artist in Gabon, she told him, in the early part of the century. When the French came in, carving up their piece of the continent, they took their various plunder. Including the local art, when they didn’t destroy it. “Now collectors are hot for it.”

			“What’s Gabon?”

			“Africa. Central Africa.”

			Geography had never stuck to Pepper, at least outside the tri-state area, but the African stuff had been everywhere the last fifteen years. If you want to know what people want, check the knockoffs on the street, whether it’s Rolexes or Louis Vuitton. Or African masks. Everybody got militant and suddenly there were dashikis and kente cloth hats and masks for sale on the corner of 125th and Lenox. He didn’t understand the whole Motherland thing. It wasn’t like he was going to go there. He’d never been to the Empire State Building and that was in Midtown. People got something out of the connection, learning how to say “Hello” in Swahili. Knock over a fancy townhouse on Claremont or Strivers’ Row and more likely than not there were masks on the walls and statues of men holding spears with their dicks hanging out. Pepper left them where they were—who was he going to off it to? It sounded like he’d been passing up good money.

			“Take your friend Patterson,” LJ said. “There are white collectors, and there are black collectors who are looking for a bit of their heritage. Void was stringing us along the last couple of days, changing plans, acting shady. He made it clear that there were other buyers and that would jack up the price. I didn’t think…” Her face clouded as she pictured Void in the stall.

			She’d get used to it—the idea of him dead. Pepper said, “Who is he, this guy you work for?”

			“Aaron? He’s in film. A big collector of African art. Statues, totems, masks, everything. He deals with Nando Schmidt a lot. It’s always gone fine—until last night.” She sat up. “Do you think Nando…?”

			“I don’t know any of these guys, but you keep talking about all this money, and money means anybody can do anything.” He had hit his head when he fell last night; maybe it had got him working right again, like when you kick a vending machine. “Your boss makes movies? White?”

			“Black. I told you, he’s a Hollywood guy. He’s not, like, into violence.”

			“But he doesn’t mind buying stolen goods.”

			Her face said, I just work here. “I asked him about some of his pieces and he said, ‘It’s all stolen.’ Which is true. Some Belgian soldier steals it from a village where he was raping and pillaging, and then a dealer rips off the soldier, who doesn’t know what it’s worth. It changes hands again and again. It lands in museums across the world or in private collections. Stolen over and over. A few months ago one of Nando Schmidt’s contacts got ahold of the Ngil. ‘Is it stolen?’ The only person it belongs to is the guy who made it in the first place.”

			“That’s a lot of fancy talk. You’re his…?”

			“Personal assistant.” She took the tone of one addressing a dim, elderly relative. “I was studying film at NYU and he came in one semester as a visiting professor. It was a cool class—The City in Film. On the last day he said he was looking for an assistant. I keep his life running. He travels a lot. I haven’t—” Her voice cracked. “Dee’s dead?”

			“Somebody took that money,” Pepper said. “If Void had the mask on him, that somebody got both.”

			LJ closed her eyes and composed herself. “I’m glad I didn’t see it,” she said. “His body. He was nice. Or he used to be. I don’t know what he was up to last night.”

			The way she squinted then, as if trying to figure something out, reminded him of May, Carney’s daughter. Not just the expression—they had the same clear-eyed confidence. He didn’t like the thought of May stumbling into a bad situation.

			He patted his stomach. The grub sat well—he hadn’t thought of Pepto all morning. The talk of rich people and how they waste their money reminded him to check in with Patterson. He told the girl he had to make a call and hit the pay phone by the john.

			The Fang people. Like he had time for some Dracula bullshit.

			Ma Bell put him through to the Waldorf and when Patterson didn’t pick up the hotel operator offered to leave a message. Tell him what? Whatever was going on, it was best to stay away from Schmidt. Let the mask be. It was one thing to let Elizabeth’s big client get robbed, another to let him get clipped. The New York Post would love another out-of-town corpse, and a black one to boot. Patterson would be a Nigerian drug lord by the late edition. He told the operator he’d try again later.

			Pepper felt the weight in his jacket pocket—Void’s wallet. The dead man had had thirty-two bucks, a Trojan, and slips of papers with phone numbers scribbled in blue ink. His driver’s license referred to a Silver Spring, Maryland, address. A metal clamp secured the white pages to the pay phone. Pepper ripped out the page with Daniel Finkelstein’s address.

			At a pay phone, between places in the middle of a job—it was like the Maharaja days again. Seeing the girl across the dining room, alone at the booth, he thought of May again. What was the young woman’s game? She had pulled one over on him last night, but what happened to the white boy scared her. She was a civilian. Unless that was another put-on.

			Void had been stringing a lot of people along and maybe one of them got ticked off. He gets all the bidders together in one place to see which one of these suckers is the easiest to rip off. Look where it got him. People had too much money, that was the problem. Their money had provided Pepper with a living over the years so he was not complaining overmuch, but things were so out of balance that they were going to tip over one day. The stock market was at an all-time high, buildings were going up all over, and a wooden mask some chump made a hundred years ago was going for eighty large while people were living on the street, there were bombed-out blocks throughout the city, and addicts scrambling for a fix uptown and down.

			Art was a racket like everything else. And LJ was working that racket. She could have left him lying in the gutter after he ditched her but she didn’t. She looked after him.

			He returned to the table. “What did you tell her?”

			“Who?”

			“When she asked if I was your uncle.”

			“I said, ‘No—my grandpa.’ ”

			He snorted. “You helped me up from the street.”

			“That’s what people do.”

			“Where are you from?”

			“Brooklyn.”

			“Okay,” he said, satisfied.

			“Are you going to get checked out?” she asked. “By a doctor?”

			He exhaled.

			“What if you faint again?”

			“I didn’t faint,” he said. “I closed my eyes for a minute.” If he resembled an uncle maybe he should dispense unasked-for advice. “This art thing? You want to stay out of this knucklehead shit. Your boss, too. I don’t know what happened last night, but it’s messy and you don’t want to get it on you.” He sat back, as if recoiling from this modest sympathetic gesture.

			“If you find the mask,” she said, “my boss will pay you for it. More than your guy.”

			“How do you know?”

			“He looked like a cheapskate.”

			LJ reached into the shiny red vinyl square that served as her handbag. She placed a set of keys on the table. “These fell out of your pocket last night.” The key ring was a white plastic circle with WET SPOT written on it, next to two juicy drops of water that might have been mistaken for tears, had the band’s name not identified the secretion.

			Pepper picked them up. “Someone’s got that money.”

			“I’m coming, too,” she said.

			Presumptuous

			

			***

			It was embarrassing to lose his temper in the bar’s bathroom like that. The rage had gathered incrementally, with every step on concrete, every spiteful horn and siren, every wretched face that popped up to besmirch his field of vision. A lid tapping on a pot of boiling water: that was his temperament. The Melancholy Hitman fantasized about a mugger or miscreant jumping from the shadows, one he might stab in the carotid. It did not come to pass. The downtown bar had been so full of people, a vast worthlessness pushing against him—and then to have to listen to the gallery man’s patronizing spiel and transparent manipulations. He couldn’t contain himself.

			One of his work friends had told him once that depression was anger turned inward. The Melancholy Hitman spent a lot of time thinking on that. Was he himself his one true target, the original contract? He laughed at the thought: Who’s paying?

			The last time he was in New York City, he had experimented with expressing his anger in more productive ways—that is, outward—which is how the whole window thing happened. As the time to eliminate his target approached, he was struck with an urge to throw the man out the window. Flashy, flamboyant, a bit tacky? Yes. But it was good to mix it up, he told himself, and forgo the standard repressions.

			Twenty-one stories high. Crash, splat. But it didn’t work. The window was one of those new shatterproof jobs—that’s how they make them these days. The guy’s head kept bouncing off it until it broke—the guy’s head, not the glass, that is. The glass was fine. He couldn’t even throw the body onto the street to fulfill the defenestration ex post facto because the window only opened three inches. Childproof. City guidelines. The crushed skull left a real mess and he felt pretty bad about that because during surveillance he’d picked up that the guy was a real neat freak and probably didn’t want to go out like that, befouling his nice office.

			The mask job. He got the trophy, but he had to rush and it was not as neat as he liked. To lose his cool with such an annoying individual, in such a low-rent establishment. Shameful. Sometimes his shame was born of his hardwired sense of inadequacy, that inconsolable self reaching up from the depths of him, and sometimes he had good reason for it. As he wiped his bloody hands on a paper towel from the bathroom dispenser, he knew that in this case it was the latter. He resolved to maintain his proportion for the remainder of the assignment.

			***

			The Perfect Square Has No Corners

			The Perfect Music Has No Sound

			Daily Newz had hit a three-story building between First and A. A portly Spanish guy in a gray Atlas Power Wash uniform blasted the words from the red brick. It was a city full of trials and challenges, sometimes manifested in a man with a hose, glumly spraying sidewalks or tiny curb gardens: Will he lay down his arms when you enter range, or keep firing?

			Pepper was still digesting and not in a throttling mood. Fortunately this man had a supernatural sense, and paused when Pepper got close, never removing his resentful gaze from the bandit’s headlines. He hadn’t made much progress.

			The perfect music has no sound. Whatever the fuck that meant. Had Pepper heard it somewhere? He shook it off.

			LJ waved at a tall white guy lugging a guitar and a wheeled amp on the other side of the street. Like she was the Mayor of the East Village. How am I doin’?

			He was used to LJ now, the way one got used to a car alarm at 3:00 a.m., or a dripping faucet. She had pried him from the sidewalk and looked after him; the debt was a pebble in his shoe. Who got the mask was no concern of his. The eighty grand was the important thing—get his hands on that, it would be like his deal with Patterson had never happened. His failure. Eighty grand bought a lot of stuff in the world. In this case, it would take him back in time to before he answered the man’s phone call.

			Save for Katz’s Deli on the corner, in there like a barnacle, this block of Ludlow was hived with tiny apartments stacked over obscure businesses, most of which lacked windows. A Chinese-noodle warehouse, a restaurant supply store. Even the window wholesaler, Edison’s Glass and Mirror, had no windows, joining in spiteful anonymity. Like the scrambling bohemians who lived above them, the stores probably wanted to be something else.

			The basement of Void’s apartment building was a music venue—Shag’s—whose roster of upcoming shows was another list of oddball outfits. As Pepper walked up the stoop, he waited for LJ to share her tenuous connection to the joint—her ex-boyfriend played there last Arbor Day or something like that—but she told him that she’d meet him up there. “I have to check in with Aaron. He’s expecting an update.” She nodded toward the pay phone on the corner.

			He didn’t need the key to the building’s front door—the lock was busted. Void/Finkelstein lived in 2F, according to the buzzer, one flight up mildewed hallway carpet.

			The smallest key on the ring opened the mailbox. It was empty.

			Pepper had beat the cops there—the apartment hadn’t been sealed yet. It didn’t take long to search the joint. Void’s tiny, two-room studio was twelve feet from wall to wall, with the bathtub in the main room and an ancient stove biding time ’til its gas explosion. An Ellis Island special—back in the day you’d cram a whole family in there. The adjacent room contained a bunk bed over a chipped, wood-veneer desk. The toilet was a tiny square off the main room; his knees would have bumped the opposite wall if he took a seat.

			The pad had the same gummy, overpainted fixtures as LJ’s place. A rickety wardrobe built into the wall provided the only storage. Inside, Void’s nice suits hung over the creaky drawers. A brown suitcase sat conspicuously by the radiator. Void hadn’t packed yet.

			Pepper didn’t find any money, or any Lost African Treasures.

			His stomach gurgled ominously. He opened the window to admit the November air. Sweat prickled the back of his neck. Across the street, a four-story tenement loomed over a one-story garage, exposing a brick wall that was irresistible to the graffiti crowd. The remnant of a decades-old detergent advertisement

			Crystal White Soap Chips

			peeked out beneath a roll call of names and handles, the Day-Glo chorus:

			Robo Kojak Romeo

			One person committed their name in bright red paint, and then another sprayed theirs on top of it, like they were shouting at each other. At him. The whole city was shouting at Pepper these days; it talked loud like a drunk or ex-drunk. Everywhere had become Times Square, a barrage of a million marquee messages, puzzling graffiti, blowhard ads, and urgent headlines blinking past on electronic ticker tape, or tattooed on the skin of buildings. Lit up, a hundred thousand watts, running its mouth—SAMO, DONDI, DOW DROP, MURDER SPREE, DON’T WALK—until it wasn’t people speaking anymore but the city itself yapping at him.

			It made him tired. Maybe it was time to step aside, like Carney said. The city had changed and maybe the game had changed, too, or he’d forgotten the rules.

			The face on the venerable Frigidaire caught his attention.

			Pepper removed the photo from beneath the Wet Spot promo magnet. The mask had been captured against a light blue background so that the face loomed from the shadows with ferocious purpose. Below the round, moon-surface forehead the white face tapered inexorably to its notch of a chin. Long, wheat-colored strands hung behind the ears to simulate hair. The face was elongated, at once grotesque and stately, with tiny slits for the eyes and mouth. Scratches in the white paint kept the score of untold battles; history had left its mark. It squinted at him with a ghastly intelligence.

			“That’s it,” LJ said, entering the apartment. “That’s the Ngil.”

			He didn’t know what to say about it. It was like someone from the old days intruding on him with unfinished business.

			“You asked what it was made out of,” she said. “Wood. Plant fibers. And kaolin for that white color. White because white was the color of death. Just those three things—but look at what he made from it, the artist. The mask was used by the justice-wielders of the Fang.”

			“Justice-wielders?”

			“A secret sect who kept the peace and punished those who trespassed.”

			“Cops.”

			“They kept order,” she said. “They came in the white Ngil masks at night to scare the evildoers and keep things running. Until the colonial authorities suppressed them. Rubbed them out, basically.” She popped her shoulders. “I know I’d be scared if I saw that in the middle of the night.”

			“The money’s not here.” He pointed at the photo of the mask. “That either.”

			“That’s what I wanted to tell you,” she said. “I talked to Aaron.” Her voice changed. “He says Nando Schmidt wants to set up a meet about the Ngil.”

			“He has it and wants to deal?”

			“Aaron just said he wants to meet.”

			“And your boss is down with that, after what happened to Void?”

			“I thought you thought it was drugs.”

			Pepper made a grunty noise.

			“This is what we’re working on,” LJ said, “the whole project. We’re bringing it home, repatriating stolen art. Statues, bronzes, masks, guardian figures, reliquary items—whatever we can get our hands on. You asked what it was worth, the mask? It’s worth the value you place on that.”

			She tucked the photograph of the Ngil into her red vinyl purse. “Getting these pieces back where they belong? I think it’s without price.”

		

	
		
			SIX

			A Conceptual Coup Against Plastic Realism

			The Rope-a-Dope of Neo-Expressionism in Its Purest Form

			Like a Sandinista Lobbing Molotovs at Empty Formalism

			Following the praise of his last two exhibitions (rapturous, unanimous, etc.), Florian Serengeti’s fall show at Gallery Zilch, Eros/Sore, was snatched up by collectors, speculators, and money launderers before it opened. Six weeks later, the only signs of the paintings were the anchors in the gallery’s white brick walls, the spacing of which described gargantuan work, in size if not in importance.

			Serengeti’s porcelain sculpture remained, illuminated by three ceiling spotlights, because of insurance issues regarding transportation—it had drawn blood. On the square marble pedestal, a potbellied teen in a toga aimed an arrow toward the gallery window, out at Wooster Street. His oversize sneakers and Kangol gestured toward current street culture. He leered at unseen quarry, brandishing a line of glowing gold teeth: The B-Boy Cupid cometh.

			The casualty was an assistant curator from Lyon who backed into the arrow mid-anecdote during the opening-night cocktails. One attendee later maintained that the cupid figure “seemed to lean forward and stab her,” a ridiculous proposition by any measure, and uncorroborated. The woman received a small puncture wound, and the sculpture several offers.

			As she walked by it, LJ made a noise that might have been approving or disapproving. Pepper’s response to the sculpture was a low snort. Unlike the art, it was not subject to interpretation.

			

			***

			Pepper called Patterson from the pay phone outside the Ludlow apartment. The farm-supply salesman was horrified to hear about Void. “I saw that in the paper but I didn’t know it was him!”

			Pepper lied and told him he had a line on his money. Cool out the farm salesman and maybe he’d lay off hassling Elizabeth for a bit. What lead was Pepper working on, Patterson asked. “I’m looking.” Patterson was unimpressed with the mystery. He had a plane Sunday and said that he expected his money would be leaving with him.

			Forty-eight hours then. Pepper rejoined LJ. She’d been standing a few feet away, eavesdropping on his conversation with her rival for the mask.

			She bit her lip. “It was a real downer being in a dead man’s apartment,” she said.

			“Downer being dead, too.”

			“I’m saying I’ve never been in a dead guy’s apartment before.”

			Pepper pointed out that given the age of the average New York apartment building, she’d been in several dead people’s apartments. Throw in the people who croaked at home, she was “around death all the time.”

			The thought did not comfort her. Her morbid turn wasn’t helped by her purchase of the afternoon edition of the New York Post, whose account of the murder was more thorough than the one Pepper had given her.

			“Mutilated. What do they mean, mutilated?”

			“Mutilated.”

			“But how?”

			“Not the nice kind,” Pepper said.

			“Why didn’t you say?”

			“It would have upset you.”

			“It would have told me some crazy shit was going on.”

			LJ had recovered when it came time for the meet at Zilch Gallery on Wooster. Nando Schmidt answered the buzzer and led them to his office beyond the exhibition space, where they sat on uncomfortable chair-like objects of brushed metal. He abruptly excused himself and disappeared down the hall.

			They waited. LJ thanked Pepper for coming along. “I don’t know what’s going on anymore.” Schmidt and Void had been shady this last week, she said, but they’d been a good connection for their restitution work. And it was vital work. Cultural treasures had been looted and locked up by the colonial powers, the Belgians, the Dutch, the whole lot. The thieves have the gall to confess on their own museum walls. “ ‘Acquired in Benin’—that’s the sacking and looting of Benin by the British Army in 1897,” LJ said. “Point that out and you’re not just challenging their story of the artifacts but the whole imperial project. Returning these objects is putting things right.”

			Pepper half listened. An hour earlier he had identified the other source of his off-kilter-ness that day, on top of the stomach thing and the apprehension of his (possible? likely?) obsolescence: It was the first time since New Year’s Eve that he hadn’t started his day with his Mr. Professor Word-a-Day Calendar. It was his morning vitamin, nourishing interior systems even as it famished others. Language was a secondhand jigsaw puzzle. The more words he added, the more he became aware of the missing pieces.

			The crime industry had generated a wide and colorful body of slang, words that would never be captured by the most intrepid linguist, yet so much remained unnamed. Useful stuff, like a nice, short word for a good place to dump a body. No one had come up with one, it was surprising. Or maybe someone had but he got clipped before it made it into circulation, and the guy found himself dumped in the very thing he had just named. And what to call that feeling that lived between I think we might pull this off and We pulled it off, that tremor of cautious elation? The guard dogs are tiring, the cops are no longer in the rearview, the sirens fade—and the crooked heart sings. It was a real thing and deserved recognition, EVANESCENT and TENTATIVE as it was. There was a whole vocabulary regarding scores gone wrong (busted, sour, the Devil joined the crew, et al.), but no word for the job you know is going to go south but that you take anyway because you can’t help it, because it is your nature. As far as he knew—even likelier that those who named the thing didn’t live long enough to share their discoveries.

			Despite his ill humor, he came with her because there was a good chance of activity tonight, as the weatherman put it on Live at Five, a violent front rolling in. No way this Schmidt guy was on the level, and Pepper owed her for not leaving his ass on the street. She had looked after him and now he had to look out for her. He wasn’t going to tell her all that, however. He left it at, “I got a vested interest.”

			The gallery owner cursed at something down the hall. LJ looked at Pepper and raised her eyebrows sheepishly. She repeated her boss’s offer to pay him to recover the Fang artifact.

			Pepper said, “Huh.” Pepper was a thief. He stole things; he didn’t make them un-stolen. Half the idea of robbing shit was not giving it back. Returning stolen goods was fucking with the laws of nature and, from what he understood of history, un-American to boot.

			Schmidt finally returned to the visitors in his office. He tapped his hands on the shiny chrome desk. “Who’s this?” he asked LJ, the corners of his mouth turning downward.

			“He’s…” she grasped after the word and gave up.

			Pepper appraised his host. Schmidt’s throwback features—he was short and block-browed, with furry brown jowls—lent him a cave-dwelling aspect, but his three-piece pinstripe suit was thoroughly contemporary, crisp and corporate. Rumpled as if slept in. The white man was ill-prepared for the interrogation to come.

			Schmidt cleared his throat. “It’s a shock what happened to young Daniel.” The coked-out cadence explained his brief disappearance. The young man was troubled, he said, and had acted unforgivably, but he certainly didn’t deserve his fate. “To have that done to you in a public toilet. Anywhere, really. The drugs. The bad element. The whole lifestyle. Daniel loved music, did they know that? He played drums in a band downtown.”

			Daniel had taken advantage of Schmidt’s trust and generosity, he explained, and that of his clients, going behind his back and telling all sorts of lies. Schmidt valued his relationship with Aaron—where is he, by the way?—and wanted most of all to set things right. “Which is why I have to ask for the Fang mask back. You see, Daniel misrepresented himself. It was not his to sell. I’m happy to give you what you paid for it, with a little something for your trouble—say, thirty percent?” That very afternoon, he added, he’d gotten the heads-up about some other African objects that were up Aaron’s alley, even more exquisite than the Ngil.

			He noticed their expressions. “What?”

			

			***

			The Melancholy Hitman’s search of the young woman’s apartment yielded one prize—an affirmation of where he had chosen to live. His place of residence had made America’s Most Livable Cities three years in a row, and her apartment was a dump. The floors were slanted, the cat stench ungodly, and the neighbors boisterous. A small animal was decomposing in the walls.

			He didn’t find what he was looking for. It was up to the gallery owner to follow through. For his sake.

			The Melancholy Hitman didn’t make a mess. Nor did he hide his tracks. New Yorkers existed in a state of heightened guard; a terror campaign needed little kindling. The master theme of this assignment was fear. Roos’s business rivals were testing him after recent reversals. Deals had gone bust. The robbery of his house had made the papers, despite his efforts. The Securities and Exchange Commission’s insider trading investigation was beyond the scope of an intimidation scheme, but the Melancholy Hitman’s retribution tour would remind Roos’s other antagonists of his fearsome powers. They will kneel.

			He walked from the young woman’s apartment to the gallery. For exercise, he surveilled a fabulously dressed redhead in a green peacoat for ten blocks. For those ten blocks, she was his target. He devised hypotheses based on her clothing, demeanor, the things that caught her attention along her route. She turned her head at the poster for a movie called Terms of Endearment. She unwrapped a butterscotch, dropping the wrapper on the sidewalk. How many people had he tailed over the years, hoarding observations that became the foundation of their execution? They were unaware of him. Never saw him coming. Once he’d taken his invisibility for power. Now he saw it as a measure of his insignificance, and it fed his gloom.

			The redhead paused before the window of a stationery store, mouth slightly parted. He overtook her. The store had arranged an exuberant Thanksgiving display. Usually by this time in November, his neighbor Perry had already invited him to spend the holiday with his family. He dreamed about that sweet potato pie for days. Perhaps Perry had left a message on his answering machine. He was suddenly eager to finish this assignment and get back home.

			He was watching from the corner of Wooster and Canal when the young woman arrived at the gallery. There was an older man with her, a stout black man with an attentive air. The woman buzzed the door. The man looked over the street, saw the Melancholy Hitman, registered his presence, and returned his attention to the gallery. He was on the clock, but in what capacity?

			They were empty-handed. They had not brought the mask.

			

			***

			Schmidt didn’t have time to dick around with these two. Were they holding out for more money? Fine—that was the game. Eventually they’d settle on a number and then he could return the object to Roos’s man. Turn the page on this mess. Tomorrow talk to Beth D. about Romeo’s new voodoo painting, do a little dance over the price, close it. Tomorrow it’d all be back to normal.

			Simple.

			Which was why it was so distressing that they insisted they didn’t have the mask. It really messed with the whole tomorrow-is-another-day paradigm he was working on. Tomorrow he’d cut back on the blow, too. These spikes happened a couple of times a year and he always knew when to pull up his snout. Eat a nice meal—he hadn’t been eating right. A fat steak at Odeon. Nobody threatening to kill him. No cops and reporters ringing him up.

			No Daniel.

			The kid had often talked about leaving the city for someplace cheaper, where he could really “commit to his music.” When he started working for Schmidt, Daniel had struck him as a familiar downtown type: Family Money, Not Too Talented. It turned out the kid didn’t have a fucking dime, and he was more than a little talented at the hustle of extralegal maneuvers.

			“You don’t have to be here anymore,” he told Schmidt. “Athens, Georgia, has a big scene now. Cleveland.”

			“I had a whore from Cleveland once. Small hands.”

			“Pere Ubu. Devo.”

			“Never heard of them.”

			Now the kid wasn’t going anywhere except home in a pine box. Schmidt was surprised when LJ told him that he’d ripped off Patterson, whom this black guy did security for. Not too good at his job it sounded like. Robbing Patterson on top of everything he pulled at the gallery—Daniel hadn’t been planning on sticking around. Is that what the money was for, bankrolling his escape from town?

			There’s always bound to be some servant-shall-surpass-the-master business, but this? Schmidt had hired Daniel because he detected a grain of ruthlessness, an indifference to other people. Handy in the art biz, and other criminal enterprises. Daniel didn’t mind when the gallery work got shady. The fall had been so busy, what with Serengeti and Romeo, then the sudden appearance of the Ngil. Schmidt was spread too thin. He delegated, and Daniel took advantage by cleaning out the safe of petty cash, his weekend coke—and the mask. What did the kid have to show for it? The cover of the New York Post. Not even the whole cover, just a lurid little box in the corner: DIVE BAR SLAY.

			Okay—studying his visitors’ faces, he believed that they didn’t have the Ngil. LJ had always been on the level when she stepped in for Aaron. Which was often. The man was on the road a lot. She was efficient and helpful, if a bit uptight when Schmidt made one of his little jokes—black people can be so touchy sometimes. Especially these college types. But he trusted her, was the point.

			Schmidt tugged open his tie. Hot in here. He told them how Daniel had broken into his safe yesterday. Well, used the combination, actually. It was clear now: When Daniel left the message that he’d closed the deal with Aaron and LJ, he’d been buying time to cover his escape. The shifting meeting times, choosing Shoot the Hostages—he was trying to keep his renegade operation afloat as long as he could. Like one of those Eastern European acts spinning plates on Ed Sullivan while the band plays “Flight of the Bumblebee.” Ramshackle.

			LJ looked at her companion for his reaction.

			“Who killed him?” the black man asked. He didn’t move a millimeter.

			Schmidt dug his nails into his palms. It was his G. Gordon Liddy routine: The pain focuses one’s attention, an expression of will in the face of chaos. He needed to trim his nails, Jesus. This guy with LJ—he wouldn’t stop staring at him. It was like being sandblasted. It reminded him of the Martian energy weapon in The War of the Worlds: an annihilating beam. At the sound effect of the death ray—SCREE SCREE SCREE—the army jeeps explode, the townspeople turned into green vapor.

			The gallery owner cleared his throat. “According to the papers it was a Drug Deal Gone Wrong. Daniel dealt a little blow sometimes to his musician pals—maybe things went bad with his connection? Perhaps he was buying a kilo to sell down the line. They never write about Drug Deals Gone Right, you ever notice that?”

			Schmidt chuckled. His visitors did not join him. He imagined having to tell Roos’s man that he didn’t have a fucking clue where the mask was, and his smile became a slit.

			“Who killed Void?” the black man repeated.

			Keep it together, brother. It was hard, though. The thief was dead, up in Boston. Then they took out Harold. And now Daniel.

			The New York City art market was candy-asses top to bottom, but over the years his extracurricular work brought Schmidt in contact with a vicious cohort. Pimp-slapped by Puerto Rican drug dealers off Avenue A, headlocked by Russian mobsters in Sammy’s Roumanian, and last summer an irate gallerist from Kraków had threatened to throttle Mitzi, his Yorkshire terrier. But he always talked his way out of it. Came up with the money. Got the deal done. Walked away with his cut. Didn’t matter what the deal was, he got his cut. When he was a kid in Garden City he resold the firecrackers his uncle Otto had picked up in Delaware, quadrupling his money off his schoolmates. His first profit. He honed his skills on grass and coke in high school, then college in Madison. The day he moved to New York City the Daily News printed its notorious headline: FORD TO CITY: DROP DEAD. Oh, yeah? SCHMIDT TO FORD: YOUR MOTHER’S CUNT. Every man for himself. He got his piece. The latest work from this week’s shabby downtown genius replaced nickel fireworks, it was jade figurines smuggled from Osaka in Buddha statues instead of weed. It was undervalued African assets that’d really get cooking when the market caught up.

			There had been bad men around but never, like, actual bodies involved. And no one as powerful and vindictive as Roos.

			The black man waited. Unmoving. Rocklike. SCREE SCREE SCREE.

			Schmidt unbuttoned his vest. Keep it together, keep it together.

			The black man said, “One last time. If he took that eighty grand, I want to know who I have to go through.”

			A lot of people were afraid of black people. Not Schmidt. He and his friend Abe used to shoot hoops at the West Fourth courts all the time—this was before Abe married that sourpuss wife of his, with her cat sculptures—and they never let them intimidate them. Big guys, too. Most people wouldn’t set foot in there. You wouldn’t find this chick LJ smoking weed with the graffiti kids at 4:00 a.m., that’s for sure. When the cops put that Michael Stewart boy in a choke hold and killed him, all those “community activist” race hustlers showed up on TV, right on cue, talking about what a shame it was. But they didn’t know that world like Schmidt did. If he’d met that kid on his rounds—give him six months and he’d have squeezed a big show out of him, profile in New York magazine, no sweat. The raw clay. Fucking Pygmalion.

			There was something about the man in his office, though. Schmidt felt drained. Deprived of his vitality. On the one hand, the man was dressed like the boozy superintendent of a middle-income housing complex. In Queens. On the other, Schmidt felt like he was standing before one of those dark, dense, brown Rothkos that yank you into their undertow. Nothing to hold on to. The black man had wall power, as they say, and it left Schmidt flailing.

			Schmidt’s hands trembled. He made tighter fists. The death ray cried, SCREE SCREE SCREE. He was forced to calculate who he was more afraid of—this black guy or the man who’d come to see him that afternoon. Weighing the many factors (imposing delivery, implied menace, proximity), he had to go with the man right in front of him. Proximity went a long way.

			“He’s Roos’s man!” he said. “He works for Jurgen Roos!”

			He spilled his guts and told them what he knew about the Ngil, from the robbery at Roos’s estate to Daniel’s theft from the safe. He withheld some details.

			“D’Angelo was a house thief,” Schmidt said. “His métier was the big estates in Connecticut, New Jersey. Last month he hit Jurgen Roos’s mansion in Greenwich and made off with the Ngil and who knows what else. Cartier watches, a Patek Philippe? Panamanian snuff films on Super 8?” His voice dropped. “I have a buyer for those, if you hear anything.”

			“Roos,” the black man said. “Who’s he?”

			LJ said, “One of the biggest collectors of sub-Saharan art in the country. If he wants it, he usually gets it. I’ve never met him, but Aaron’s run up against him. They like the same kind of stuff.”

			“Import-export,” Schmidt said. “International shipping. Fortune 500. Maybe 600. Point is, he’s loaded. So D’Angelo, he had guys for fine jewelry, antique coins, gems, but an African object out of Gabon? He asked around and hooked up with Harold, whom I do a lot of business with. A real filet mignon fence based in Providence. Got his start with the Portuguese Mafia up there, then hung a shingle in high-end stolen goods. Harold called me, I took the object off his hands, and Daniel and I reached out to our clients. You and Aaron. Patterson. A few others.

			“Then the thief turned up dead. Perils of the underground economy. But before that, he told Harold somebody was looking for him, asking about the Roos robbery—specifically about the Ngil. Harold telephoned me after D’Angelo’s death—‘What’s so special about that mask? Is there something I don’t know?’ I told him it’s a rare piece, it’s a beautiful piece, and a fine example of Fang craftsmanship, but besides that—” Schmidt rubbed his chest. Was he having a heart attack?

			“What?” LJ said.

			Schmidt composed himself. “He was asking because the guy who killed D’Angelo took his face.” He paused. “Cut his face off like it was a mask, same as Daniel.”

			LJ covered her mouth with her hand. Her companion nodded thoughtfully, like a doctor contemplating a shadow on an X-ray.

			“No face?” LJ said. “The Post said mutilated, not no face.”

			“And the fence?” the black man said.

			Schmidt grimaced. “Last week, Harold’s wife found him sitting in the living room, dead, propped up on the living room sofa. With no face.”

			LJ’s mortification continued apace. “Why would someone do that?”

			“I think it’s like, ‘You took my mask, I take your mask.’ ”

			LJ exhaled. “That’s when you canceled our meeting.”

			“I thought it prudent to suspend the deal. Regroup. Do I reach out to Roos? Beg forgiveness? Does he know who I am? I had Daniel withdraw from negotiations.” Schmidt deflated. “But he didn’t, did he? Maybe he even got in touch with Roos’s people, who were trying to get a line on the mask through the circuit. Keeping everybody on the hook until he made his move last night. Shoot the Hostages…Did you know one of my former assistants went to high school with Daily Newz? Supposedly he was a real nerd—”

			“Stop,” the black man said. “This Roos, he’s the type to hire killers?”

			“He didn’t get where he is by playing it straight. There are rumors about—all sorts of stuff. You don’t mess with him. This is all black market, you have to understand. Legal’s got nothing to do with it. Stolen artifacts. Plunder. Nobody cares how you got it as long as it’s high quality. It’s not going in museums. The buyer’s not posing in front of this shit in Vanity Fair. It’s a private pleasure. It’s yours. Your own piece.”

			“Your own piece of Africa,” LJ said.

			The gallery owner rubbed his nose. “African objects are a youngish market in the U.S.,” he said, “but it’s going to explode. It helps to have an eye for these things. This is my gallery, but I’m really more of a dealer-slash-facilitator-slash-tastemaker.” He flashed on that afternoon years ago when he saw graffiti for the first time—really saw it. The train galloped on the elevated, encased in this glowing magnificence, the letters and what they spelled out no longer vandalism but an imperative From Beyond. It was the future, and he had to have it.

			Schmidt said, “Did you know I almost signed Loco when he was young and juicy? Right before street art blew up? The vernacular of the city, written on the city. We smoked Thai stick on the Grand Concourse. Wild night. Then Tony Shafrazi swooped in. And what happened? Romeo keeps making the same piece everybody’s seen before—”

			“I don’t want to hear this stupid shit,” the black man said.

			“You have a direct manner.” Schmidt cleared his throat. “My point is, markets reach maturity and come into their own in their own time, whether it’s graffiti or African antiquities. You have places like Nigeria making noises about repatriating this loot. Forming commissions. Petitioning museums to hand it over. Like that would happen. All that talk does is drive prices up.”

			LJ said, “You don’t have the Ngil. And we don’t have it.”

			“I don’t know everybody Daniel was talking to. He was freelancing. If he ripped off Patterson, who knows who else he was ringing up?” He fanned himself with his hand. “It’s a wonderful object, the Ngil. You’ve seen it. This mask, this particular object—you put it on, and become something different. Another being.”

			The black man said, “What?”

			How to put it? “I’m not talking about how other people see you,” Schmidt said, “I mean you see things differently through it. This is art that sits in your guts, your groin, like Serengeti’s—”

			“I don’t know anything about that,” the black man said. “If Roos’s man has the mask, is he done? Done scalping people?”

			Schmidt chose his words. “I don’t think he has it.”

			“Why?”

			“I thought someone was following me today.”

			“Good. Then he hasn’t left town yet. I can see if he has the money.”

			“He’s taking people’s faces,” LJ said.

			“Don’t mean you can just walk away with other people’s money.” He stood.

			Who was this man to LJ? It didn’t seem like LJ would know a guy like him. Schmidt was on the outside of whatever was going on here. The larger negotiation. He had been laying low all day, ducking everyone, but the notion of being alone now terrified him. “Not yet,” he pleaded.

			The man squinted at him and stepped into the hallway. LJ followed.

			“Where are we going?” she said.

			“He doesn’t know anything,” the black man said. “I keep looking.”

			“We have to get it back to them,” Schmidt said. “You don’t understand.”

			“You got your thing,” he said. “I got mine.”

			Schmidt quickly locked the front door after his guests and turned out the lights. He lingered for twenty minutes, back to the wall, in the streetlight of Wooster. He didn’t see anyone lurking about. Schmidt had told them everything except the part about the man who’d come by that afternoon to tell him that the only way he was going to see tomorrow was if he put the mask in his hands. Otherwise it would be a bloody night.

			

			***

			Pepper grimaced when LJ asked if he wanted to share a cab. “I’m not spending all that money to go uptown.” He permitted her to give him a lift to her place on Thirteenth. He’d catch the 4-5 at Union Square.

			“I’ll tell Aaron about what’s happened,” she said. “Tell him to forget the whole thing.”

			“I told you that this morning.”

			“You did.”

			Aaron had flown to D.C. to meet with the lawyer of a former colonial administrator who had recently passed. The man had made off with a lot of loot during his tenure in the Ivory Coast and his kids were looking to liquidate, cash in on daddy’s terrorism. LJ told Pepper that there were some nice guardian totems and a Dan mask Aaron was excited about. “ ‘One piece at a time,’ he always says. One piece at a time.”

			The repatriation movement in Africa had been underway since 1973, LJ said, when President Mobutu of Zaire gave a speech on it at the U.N. Thousands and thousands of treasures had been looted over the years. “These countries were figuring out what things after independence—and their whole cultural heritage, their soul, is still under colonial control. You ever try to get white people to give back something they stole?” LJ said. “Ask the Indians how that’s going.”

			The cabbie chuckled.

			“I know, right?” LJ said. “Returning what they stole is admitting to massacres, plunder on a mass scale, the wipeout of entire peoples. The big museums have stopped listing their holdings, because if you tell people what you have, they know what to ask for.”

			“That’s common sense,” Pepper said, speaking as a crook.

			“It’s not just cultural institutions. You can protest outside the British museum and say, ‘That’s stolen property,’ but what about the stuff you can’t see? It’s locked up in a mansion, or a fancy apartment in Zurich. It doesn’t go up for public auction. It circulates among collectors. They build a little pedestal in their living room with some mood lighting, and swirl some brandy around while they moon over it. How do you protest that? How do you get your hands on it?” There were proper channels, the bureaucratic negotiations—and then there was the black market. Aaron decided to concentrate there.

			The model for his restitution scheme was an anonymous bidder, LJ told Pepper, who snapped up the Benin Bronzes at a London auction and returned them to Nigeria. If that dude could do it, why not him? As Schmidt said, a number of sub-Saharan countries were engaged in recovery initiatives. Aaron and LJ had a regular channel to Zaire, who kicked off the movement, and Mali and Angola. Maybe the Fang mask would be the start of a Gabon collaboration. “Red tape, money, time—all that works in the European’s favor,” LJ said. “Administrations come and go, but the British Museum isn’t going anywhere. They can wait everybody out. We’ll be dead and they’ll be hanging on to those mummies.”

			Eat the Gruel of Urban Renewal

			Check Out Our New Line of Disappointments

			The taxi was part of a traffic clot stuck on Broadway. Up ahead a Con Ed tent lit up with ghostly white light. A technician in an orange vest waved a red flag back and forth, slow and bored. “They been working on this for years,” the cabbie said.

			Pepper checked his pockets for his Pepto. Just in case. What was the Headline this morning? The perfect music has no sound. He remembered where he’d seen it before—in the toilet. The Blackstone Warehouse Job, a couple of years back. He was in Heckler’s apartment waiting for him to show up with the acetylene torch. Heckler was late. Pepper’s gut was gurgling—was that an early appearance of his stomach problems?—so he had a little sit-down, and in the toilet among the People magazines and Reader’s Digests was a copy of the Tao Te Ching.

			Heckler had a white hippie girlfriend. The place reeked of an especially noxious incense; Pepper figured the book was hers. He took a look-see during his squat. In the war, the Burmese workers were always dropping that Buddha shit on him. He closed his ears—religion was the oldest of the long cons—but it got in anyway and little pieces of it bobbed up over the years, familiar and strange. The perfect music has no sound. It meant—he didn’t know what it meant. But it made sense even if it didn’t. Somehow. Like music down the street you can barely make out, and then you start humming along because something in your gut can hear it.

			Pepper exhaled loudly. What’s the next move, now that the gallery owner was a bust? Did Void have a girlfriend, someone he’d stash stuff with? LJ didn’t know Void well enough to help Pepper with the next steps. It was time to take her out of the game, now that it was clear that it was going to get bloody, sooner or later. She looked like a kid, sitting over there in the backseat with her big black combat boots.

			He asked, “What’s that song you said? ‘Little Johnny’?”

			“ ‘Little Johnny Jewel’ by Television.”

			“Why’d you choose that?”

			She shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s kind of impressionistic. I think it’s about someone scraping by in the city. Figuring it out. That’s what Aaron’s film class was about.”

			She named movies he’d never heard of, foreign stuff, in a casual tone that assumed his familiarity. It wasn’t that Pepper didn’t like movies. Just last week he caught From Here to Eternity on The Late Show. The white soldier’s war on screen was not his war, was not Burma and the Ledo Road, but it resonated. There were the forces of authority, and then there was you. White man’s rules over here, and you over there. LJ’s movies sounded like homework, though.

			“All the protagonists are trying to figure it out in the Big City,” she said. “I can relate.”

			These kids in school, sitting on their asses watching movies all day. It reaffirmed his decision not to give a red cent to the United Negro College Fund. Or any charity, for that matter. “This is what you want to do?” he asked. “Run down this African stuff?”

			“It pays the bills. I don’t have to decide what I want to do right now.”

			Sounding like Carney’s kids. There was Pepper on one side, and all those New Negroes on the other. They viewed the world differently. They’d never laid eyes on a WHITES ONLY sign, or a COLORED section. Schmidt said the Ngil gave you a different kind of sight. Whatever that meant. These young people had this whole other mask they were looking through, and they didn’t see the same things Pepper did.

			The last time he’d taken a muscle job for a civilian was almost ten years ago, when he watched over that film set uptown. Knuckleheads robbing equipment between takes, typical shit. The filmmakers were all hippies, and star of the movie was Roscoe Pope. Pepper had despised the little bastard even as he recognized that he was a new type of black man—cussing, carrying on, didn’t care about what white people thought. One of Pope’s routines still played in Pepper’s head: If the white man ain’t killed you yet…If the white man ain’t killed you yet, you were free to do what you wanted. Live however you liked. But Pope was dead. Blew up his house freebasing, with him in it. Had a new movie coming out and he took himself out the night before. There was a new type of black person, but the clock was running out on them, too.

			New York Is Drowning and I

			Live By The River

			“Your lights weren’t on when we left,” Pepper said.

			The cab had let them out on Thirteenth between First and Second. LJ squinted up at her window. “You sure?”

			He told her he’d go first.

			Her apartment door was unlocked. The living room looked normal—for a moment. Then the atmosphere of not-quite-right and just-a-little-off-ness asserted itself, even to an outsider like Pepper. Everything was askew, ajar, in calibrated violation. Every other kitchen drawer had been opened the same one inch, and the cabinets as well. The futon had been dragged an inch away from the wall, the pile of videocassettes on the left side of the television moved to the right, the thin curtains from the 99 Cent Store spread wide on their frail aluminum poles.

			LJ darted into her bedroom and emerged groggily. “They emptied the ashtrays,” she said.

			So they had. The intruder or intruders had made no attempt to hide their presence; neither had they made a mess. They wanted her to know they had taken her apartment, but had not been bad guests.

			Pepper scratched his neck. “Void told them you had that mask,” he said, “so they came looking. This is them messing with you.”

			“But I don’t have it.” She reached for the red blanket on the couch, then recoiled as if it were radioactive. “They touched everything,” she said. “I can’t sleep here.”

			Pepper didn’t respond.

			“Can I stay with you?”

			“Me?”

			“Yeah.”

			“You don’t know me. I could be a mass murderer.”

			“Are you a mass murderer?”

			“What’s mass?”

			She was terrified. She had a right. If they knew where she lived, what else did they know, she asked. About her parents in Brooklyn? Aaron? If asked where she’d be the most safe tonight, Pepper’d have to say that it was with him, given his knowledge of the situation, the players, and his own strengths and limitations. Certainly those dipshit cool kids she palled around with would be no help. Definitely not the cops. They were busy killing kids in the subway.

			Pepper wasn’t one for company, or hosting, for laying out towels, for breakfast talk, breakfast period. What if he convinced her it was safe to stay here? As unwitting bait in case Roos’s man returned. Pepper stays close and swoops in at the right time. Perhaps that was unkind, given how she’d helped him out. She’d been a pleasant companion. Few people liked being used as bait, he had learned, fewer than you’d think.

			What would a good man do in his situation? He wasn’t sure he’d met one, and if he had, he had not been paying attention.

		

	
		
			SEVEN

			Outside the funeral home, Pepper said, “I’d give you the bed, but my back.”

			LJ said she didn’t care, assuming that her host had a couch like a normal person. She was mistaken. The three-position adjustable recliner was comfortable enough, and she quickly got the hang of the controls.

			In her final dream the next morning, she was in the first-floor performance space of the Peppermint Lounge, belly to stage per custom. The four white musicians were skinny-lapelled and skinny-tied, with a glistening gory mush where their faces had been. Their accursed instruments generated a shrill and unnerving anti-music. The drummer—Void?—battered into a solo that summoned an apparition from the crowd. LJ’s skin froze where the black figure brushed against her. It clambered onstage, slow and stiff, muscles squealing like wrenched metal. As it turned to face the audience, the small, afterthought mouth of the white Ngil mask stretched into a slavering grin—

			Where was she? Uptown, Pepper’s apartment, safe miles from her own. She fiddled with the lever and pushed the recliner down. She hummed the discordant song from her dream—was it something? Maybe she should share it with Angie for her next single. The song drained away, as dream songs do. Angie’s label was nagging her to go New Wave, anyway.

			The morning light through the sooty windows was a queasy gray. The walls of Pepper’s living room–kitchen were conspicuously unadorned, without features, as if they had taken on their tenant’s personality. Her host’s furniture was spiffy, though. The recliner, two end tables bracketing it, and the compact kitchen set by the fridge had clean, modern lines. Had a girlfriend picked them out? LJ was dubious.

			To her dismay, the layout was nearly the same as her own one bedroom. Hell, no. She had no intention of living like this, in a sad NYC apartment, when she was Pepper’s age. The roaches alone. Better the suburbs than this. LJ remembered the funeral parlor below. Bodies in the basement. You were in the rooms of the dead all the time, Pepper had told her. People died in their apartments like passengers trapped on a sinking ship. She supposed a heart attack in here beat getting her face cut off, all things being equal.

			The phone sat on the little table by the kitchenette. She decided to wait for Pepper’s permission first. Just a quick call to make sure her parents were okay. What time are we eating Thanksgiving again? Oh, same time as the last twenty-four years? Thanks, Mom, see you soon. They didn’t know some of her boss’s objects were stolen. “Superseding bourgeois notions of propriety” wasn’t their bag. Nor was mutilation and murder.

			The Ngil had left home through blood and violence and maybe those things followed it now. No other object had hooked her as deeply as the Fang relic. For most of her life, African art was that kitschy stuff hanging on the walls of her parents’ friends’ houses, souvenirs from that church trip to Ghana or post-Roots heritage quest, they were those knockoffs hawked by sketchy street vendors on Fulton. Shiny objects of dark wood, with broad noses and bulbous eyes. Her sophomore-year art history class referenced Picasso’s debt to African art, but didn’t share any plates for reference. Since working with Aaron, LJ’d made her own survey of sub-Saharan art, felt the curves of an ivory figure from the Loango Coast, as supple as velvet, the solidity of a brass reliquary from Gabon. The rustling of a dried raffia braid was like the syllables of a cult language.

			Then her boss showed her the photo of the Ngil. Its provenance was shady, like many of the artifacts lately; Aaron had penetrated the next layer of the illegal international market. The mask’s distorted features flirted with the grotesque while emanating warmth and humor, its tiny eyes skeptical and avuncular at the same time. She’d seen nothing like it. LJ tolerated Nando and Daniel’s last-minute cancellations and other monkey business not for the restitution mission but to touch the Ngil for a moment before they packed it in a crate. To fix it to her face to see what there was to see through those eyes.

			There was a thump in the bedroom. He’ll have your back. That’s what Aaron told her when he pointed Pepper out to her at Shoot the Hostages. He’ll pull it off. Even though he dressed like the assistant manager of one of those shabby discount emporiums on Fulton Street. After a day and a half together, all she was sure of was that he wasn’t like anyone she’d met before. Certainly not anyone in her parents’ circle, those upright citizens. Teacher, preacher, doctor. He was no dentist, though she suspected he’d extracted teeth over the years.

			On their way uptown—she sprang for a cab—she’d asked Pepper what his actual job was. He was a bodyguard? Pepper adopted his now-familiar expression of annoyed contempt. “This and that.”

			“You don’t like Patterson much.”

			“I don’t know him.”

			“It’s a lot of trouble for someone you don’t know.”

			“You ask what my job is?” He turned to the window. “Marking days.”

			At certain moments and certain angles, Pepper’s mask slipped and she glimpsed his aloneness. She wasn’t going to spend her life in rooms like this and she was not going to mark days. Restitution had steadied her, lent her purpose. It was a grand dream of return, of injustices undone. LJ hadn’t seen a lot of that in her life. If you can put things right, what else can you do? You can do anything. Before the French rooted them out, the secret society of the Ngil had kept order. Was it grandiose to think that she was contributing to that mission?

			Not that she wanted to get killed over it.

			She’d faltered when Pepper asked how she chose her name. You can’t put into words why you like art sometimes. A painting or a song or a phrase painted on a wall. Why you like a person. Say it and you kill it; the feeling has to suffice. The way she figured it, “Little Johnny Jewel” was about finding the secret haven underneath it all. The three descending bass notes—doom doom doom—were the sound of your footsteps as you lowered into the City, you had to take the old stairwell down, rough stone stairs into the dark, and then the gloomy passage cracked open into the cavern, wonderful and bright and open. Hacked out of the rock by guitars, and more guitars, chiseled by angelic arpeggios. It turned out Truth lived there. Some thought this was sad. And others thought it mad. She was after something and maybe the restitution work was going to lead her to it, give a clue, or maybe it was another wrong turn in the dark before things opened up for real. Dreaming. He wakes up dreaming. That was okay, too. The downtown anthem. She took it for her name.

			Pepper padded out of his bedroom in venerable long johns, scratching his behind contentedly. It was the most emotion she’d seen him express thus far. He took a moment to place LJ, then nodded and continued to the bathroom. She turned on the news for cover, taking him for someone with a noisy bathroom ritual. The Channel 4 morning crew chirped away. Nando Schmidt’s murder was the third item, just before the weather. Gallery owner found dead, possible link to the murder in the East Village Thursday night.

			That was two men she’d seen just before they died. As if the dark force that followed the Ngil was drawing closer.

			Pepper flushed the toilet and made vocal sounds. This was the man who was supposed to protect her: Someone who growled in bathrooms. When he came out into the living room she said, “I think it’s time we saw Aaron. You know each other.”

			

			***

			The word of the day for Saturday, November 12, 1983, was Epiphany. Friday’s, Exult.

			He didn’t see using them very much. His kingdom for a Motherfucker. Black ink on white paper, no messing around.

			

			
				
				***
			

			As he cut off Schmidt’s face, the Melancholy Hitman reflected anew on the differences between close and distant kills. His first contracts after he left the service were sniper affairs. Perched in the corner window of a high-rise at lunchtime, hunkered on the stone wall with line of sight on the mansion library. The wind came from the southeast, the drapes were parted. The target hit his mark on the verge of his final thought. Focus. The target laid down on the concrete, laid down on the antique rug, as if stealing a nap. Then the blood came in its slow rush…

			Like most craftsmen, the Melancholy Hitman cultivated theories about his vocation. Number 8: Sniper work is too abstract. Through the scope, so far away, it was as if someone else had pulled the trigger. The orchestrated getaways—the brisk walk back to the van, a nonchalant stroll out of the lobby after using the fire stairs—made the kills too easy to escape. He stopped passersby amid the commotion as the sirens approached. Hey, what happened over there? He wasn’t acting.

			He switched to hands-on work. Choking, stabbing. His fingers wrapped around a throat or the fiberglass handle of Japanese steel. Given his aversion to people, it was good for him to “get in there” emotionally, paradoxical as it was. Get his hands dirty, so to speak. He took to his new medium with gusto. Up close suited him. Unburdened by abstraction, he took his rightful seat at the council of death.

			As trophies went, faces were impractical. Storage, refrigeration, transport. The matter of long-term preservation. These kinds of taxidermists you don’t find in the yellow pages. The point of face removal was its psychological effect on his boss’s enemies, professional and personal. He tossed the faces in the next garbage can he saw. In the case of Nando Schmidt, intercepted as he tried to exit the back of his gallery, that meant an overflowing receptacle on Greene and Canal, atop a ketchup-smeared McDonald’s bag and a New York Post. Jurgen Roos was a well-mannered gentleman. After graciously receiving the faces he’d have banished them to wherever he stored the lower-tier gifts. The Moroccan fruit bowls and novelty aprons, the umpteenth vases and candles. What do you get for the man who has everything? Not faces, probably.

			The Melancholy Hitman was satisfied that the gallery owner didn’t know the location of the mask. He’d have to look in the eyes of the young woman to see what she knew. It would’ve been helpful if Schmidt had shared more information about the man with her. No matter. A pro of some sort, but well past his prime and, he suspected, ill.

			He hoped the girl was made of sterner stuff than Schmidt. Given the lore of this place, he had expected less blubbering and weeping. Certainly the city’s daily barrage of cruelty and violation was death’s perfect rehearsal.

			***

			Oh Daddy There Were Hundreds Of Them

			I Didn’t Know There Were Many Niggers in Bodega Bay This Time of Year

			When LJ and Pepper buzzed downstairs, Zippo was fine-tuning his latest intervention. He’d awakened at 4:30 in the morning, harassed by a terrible thought: Was the cook out of sync in that last section? In his younger days, he’d have jumped out of bed to check the tape. Today he rolled over to pry his way back into sleep. It’d wait.

			Zippo had hired six actors to tackle Hitchcock’s The Birds, the famous diner scene where the white townspeople huddle in fear as the army of black birds gathers off-screen. The intervention: Substitute nigger for every mention of a bird. Too obvious? The film was set in 1963, the height of the Civil Rights Movement—you’d have to be a dunce not to take their anxious squawking as desegregation fears, for upset over black nationalism. As the town drunk put it, “It’s the end of the world.” The whole megillah—the country, the film—was about to break open into full apocalypse, the subtext into text. It approached on black wings.

			His Tippi Hedren was a perfect soundalike. She was an off-off-Broadway striver from Akron, hampered in her show-biz prospects by a slight hump. Zippo adored her horsey laugh. A voice-over guy who did dog food commercials redubbed Sam the Cook. What was the British ornithologist character doing in that Bodega Bay diner? To get some bird facts from the encyclopedia into the script, with an authoritative accent. Zippo hired a dialect guru to make sure everyone sounded like a Northern California native (pre-counterculture, no lilting hippie bullshit), including the British lady. Nothing wrong with a nice shot of realism.

			A Bunch of Niggers Attacked the School Kids

			Doesn’t It Seem Odd That They’d Wait All This Time to Start a War Against Humanity?

			Turned out Sam the Cook was synced perfectly. Zippo’s interventions passed the time, kept the synapses popping. He was getting into a groove after his remixes of The Searchers (white guys love The Searchers) and American Graffiti (teenagers cruising around before a Klan rally). Zippo hadn’t had a film idea in years. If not for the interventions and the restitution effort, he’d be worthless. Maybe one day they’ll screen them at a festival, to cap a retrospective into his oeuvre. An ego trip, sure, but it did a body good.

			It was nice to be working in the Grotto again, where it all began. He’d tinkered with the Greene Street loft over the years. The cheese subscription got canceled when he converted the Fondue Room into a top-notch editing bay. The Mannequin Room, once a plastic tableau of private symbolism, was now decked out in a jungle theme, replete with modified humidifiers that pumped out subtropical atmosphere. Also: A secondhand sensory deprivation tank. One emerged from a tank session into a scene of primordial innocence. The mannequins were in storage in Astoria, their infernal choreography now free from human judgment.

			Renovations aside, he felt once more like the young man who’d returned from Los Angeles to jury-rig the next incarnation of himself. Wandering SoHo after midnight, scuffing across cobblestones, scribbling dialogue on scrap paper. At bedtime he had emptied his pockets onto his desk and in the morning unscrunched the paper to figure out where they fit in the script. The result: Secret Agent: Nefertiti née Nefertiti T.N.T., “Shot in Harlem, U.S.A.” He broke through. In America the film was merely a well-shot, late-period blaxploitation entry. Abroad, an “auteurist salvo from the very depth of the Negro soul.” He could work with that.

			Zippo toured with the film for years, trapped in a series of hotel rooms, airport lounges, and narrow conceptions of blackness. Milan, Geneva, Lisbon. Every country spoke racism in its own way (xenophobic, post-colonial hangover, busted-chromosome inbred), so he had to learn the native dialect whenever he parachuted in. The panel discussions were existential (Why Film, Whither Film, What Is Film), the interviews objectifying (What’s It Like to Be Black, What Do You Eat, Is It True You Sleep Upside Down Like Bats), invariably moderated by some half-wit in a sweater. Garment bag, lint roller, antacid. Their English was better than his French, Polish, and Danish, but he soon became fluent in their ignorance, bigotry, and pretension. Local dishes were foisted upon him; he dug in.

			Rome was cool, though. Turn the corner and there was a ruin sticking out of the ground. Crumbling, surviving. Just like in New York City, where the ruins were other people.

			The Art Business in the Late Twentieth Century. Produce. Promote. Produce. Promote. Punch-drunk, off-keel, he still found time to make two crummy movies. Pressured (internal, external) to follow up Secret Agent while he was “still hot,” Zippo shot a script he’d written ten years earlier, about a teenage photographer who starts fires in an unnamed ghetto: Billy Legend. Critics declared the premise ludicrous and his decision to make a black-and-white silent film risible. Perhaps they had a point. Last Monkey Out Gets the Gold was a money job for Warner. He had an idea or something about proving he could direct a commercial project if he deigned to. If it so pleased him. The studio found the stunt-casting of Garrett Morris as Richard M. Nixon “a bit niche” and locked him out of the editing room. Another flop, although it hit the midnight movie circuit for a while until VCRs killed that whole thing.

			The Industry, the great Hollywood machine, had decided to break him, with nefarious dedication.

			We’re Fighting a War

			Against Who?

			Against Niggers

			They met at the Rotterdam Film Festival, after another What Is Film panel. Local Racism Level (LRL): a rarefied mix of “King Leopold Was Kinda Bad” and “I Met James Baldwin Once.” On the buffet table, bulges of meat lurked in brown gravy, tray after tray. The white man in line behind him made a joke that Zippo didn’t catch. Zippo nodded anyway. The man was tall, with white wispy hair, and pink and shiny skin. He introduced himself: Piet. Part of a South African delegation, he added.

			Zippo stifled his revulsion. Piet complimented his shirt—a brilliant turquoise blouse he’d picked up at Fiorucci—and Zippo thawed. His new acquaintance trailed him as he scanned the room for the least irritating table. Paul Schrader loomed by the bar, waving his hands like a baboon. Zippo swerved. “Mind if I join you?” Piet asked. Zippo said, Of course.

			Piet was in Rotterdam with his film. Zippo asked what it was about.

			“A Coke bottle.”

			Coke bottle?

			A Coke bottle that falls from the sky and almost beans a bushman named Xi. (Bushman sounded like a slur—but maybe it wasn’t? Every country spoke racism in its own way.) Surely it was a Gift from Above. What did it mean? What to do after this beautiful object sows envy and discord in his quiet village? Thus starts Xi’s quest—“quite comic, actually”—from the bush to the city. He meets a gang of colorful characters.

			Zippo couldn’t quite picture it. “What’s it called?”

			“The Gods Must Be Crazy.”

			It was the best title he’d heard in a long time, a real shoo-in for the Eugene O’Neill Memorial Award for Best Title. Audience reaction at early screenings had been very positive, Piet said. So far it was a bust with American distributors, though. Perhaps something didn’t travel well, tone-wise? “Let me put you in touch with my man,” Zippo said, tipsy on champagne and the thin fumes of his waning vogue. “I’ll hook you up.” Gareth Crane, an old comrade from the art school trenches, had just ended up at House Fisher with a remit for low-budget foreign fare. Microtargeting territories, leveraging new global strategies. Think Janus, but less arty and nutritious. The movie sounded right up that cokehead’s alley.

			Zippo forgot the encounter until a year later, when the contract arrived—Piet had cut him two percent for making the connection. The movie was slow to crack America, but it really took off in susceptible markets. Broke box office records in Japan. Fancy that. Zippo cashed multiple checks before he even saw the film. (Him and checks—they came in, they sat around, he took them to the bank, time passed.) One September afternoon a screener arrived, and Zippo popped it into his VCR.

			From the first word of narration, Zippo understood he was an accomplice to a racist atrocity. The “evil” Coke bottle from the sky disrupted life in Xi’s noble-savage utopia. “Six hundred miles to the south, there’s a vast city, and here you find civilized man.” All around the world white people were laughing at the primitive’s coon-show interactions with the modern world. Laughing at Xi, and laughing at him. Zippo’s name was on this piece of shit. Also, the cinematography sucked.

			His enthusiasm for the title curdled. There were no Gods. Modernity had smashed the statues and bulldozed the temples to make room for burger franchises, hot tub dealerships, off-brand mini golf. “Have It Your Way.” There was just the World, and the World was crazy—with no one at the controls, no one to entertain your appeal, listen to your prayers. It was up to us to impose order, separate thou shalt from though shalt not. Like: Thou shalt not make bad art. Thou shalt protect good art. Be nice to poor people. Other stuff.

			The day after the revelatory screening was Kol Nidre. The High Holidays usually found Zippo in synagogue smug and content, wracking his brain for something to atone for: Nada. The South African movie was proof of his transgression. He had abetted a pop-cultural crime against his own people, like a particularly wretched episode of Good Times, or Ben Vereen performing in blackface at Reagan’s inauguration. His uncle Heshie, the famous inventor, had taught Zippo to execute. It wasn’t enough to think of an invention or conceive of an artwork, you had to manifest it in the world. This mission had given Zippo’s life meaning. But what if the idea, the thing you summoned was—evil. In his weakness, Zippo had propagated bad art, his own and others’. There was plenty to atone for that year, but as his actor Roscoe Pope (RIP) said, If the white man ain’t killed you yet…If the white man ain’t killed you yet, everything is possible.

			It struck him as if it had fallen from the sky: Restitution. A story had made the rounds, of an anonymous buyer who picked up Beninese pieces at an auction and donated them to the Nigerian government. Zippo took it as an example of what was possible. That’s how you do it. No begging letters to undersecretaries, no prostrations before potbellied ministers of culture. Money moved the world, and he had a lot of money. It was another sort of intervention, strategic action, like a time traveler going back to fix where it went wrong.

			Why Don’t You All Go Home, Lock Your Doors and Windows

			We Wouldn’t Stand A Chance

			They buzzed again. Better let them in.

			The black birds were here.

		

	
		
			EIGHT

			The Melancholy Hitman swatted the police tape aside and made quick work of the Medeco deadbolt. Inside Void’s apartment the only sound was the radiator. It hissed and leaked. He smelled the musty floorboards rotting one drip at a time.

			He had a tight deadline for this operation. He had to be at Pier 83 for his Circle Line cruise. Part of it was reconnaissance—Manhattan was so big, he’d never been able to wrap his head around it. A boat tour around the island, stem to stern, would finally deliver the lay of the battlefield. The other part: breaking up his day with new experiences, to outwit his sadness. The harbor air and lullaby of the waves might keep his nature at bay.

			Void’s place was tiny. Plenty of time. You can only see someone when they can’t see you; investigating subjects through their homes was a key tool of the trade. One’s life was the accumulation of choices, and one’s home the conglomeration of personality, a storehouse and museum. Toothpaste brand, undershirt, headache remedy, the postcards kept and bills ignored, photos framed, rugs unrolled. The Melancholy Hitman used it all against his targets, the thread count of their sheets and magazine subscriptions, to feed the profile that would be their undoing. The gallery assistant was two days dead but here he lived on.

			What would you see if you examined his own house? He didn’t want to dwell on it.

			The Melancholy Hitman searched the Void Museum, the shallow exhibit of the man he had killed. Artifacts testified to personality—vanity in an eighty-dollar jar of mousse, sentimentality in the family photo on the nightstand—and others to state of mind, like the brown suitcase dragged from the closet. Another day and he would have escaped. Big dreams that came to nothing. The sour stink of the rotting wood, the mouse spoor, the empty roach sacs at the foot of the fridge, the humiliating square footage, confirmed the Melancholy Hitman’s superiority to city folk. Only a subhuman would live like this.

			Or that was the shadow part of him talking and he told himself a story to obscure his own worthlessness.

			He slumped. The mask. He had to find the mask for Roos.

			The radiator clanged. Heat expanded the iron. Condensed steam dripped on the floor. Clang, drop, clang, drop. A heartbeat. The pulse of the city, of buildings and neighborhoods. The apartment was a bust but the mailbox saved him. There was a flyer for Cha Cha Night at Danceteria, and an envelope with a promising lead. He’d check it out after the Circle Line—and his lunch at Benihana. Everybody says those chefs really put on a show with the flying knives.

			

			***

			“Pepper! It’s me, Zippo!”

			“Zippo.”

			“Pepper!”

			“Zippo,” Pepper said. LJ had explained things on the way down, but it was different seeing the man in person.

			“I thought that was a stage name,” LJ said.

			Zippo beamed. “I’m Aaron Flood for Uncle Sam and banks and anything official, but it’s Zippo for film fans and everyone uptown—right, Pepper?”

			Pepper resented being lumped in with whatever subpar “old school” crowd Zippo was referring to. Look at him. Zippo was the same goofy son of a bitch he’d always been, gussied up this morning in a green satin robe over holey jeans and a red T-shirt.

			Gaudy, excessive decor obscured the building’s commercial past. Twin six-foot Oscar statues flanked the front door and the chandelier in the foyer looked like a gigantic ball of aluminum foil. The paintings on the walls were modern and loud, the kind of thing that flashes on your eyeballs when you get knocked upside the head with a metal pipe.

			Zippo shook Pepper’s hand with unseemly vigor and led them from the foyer to the dining room, which was wallpapered in a black-and-white zebra pattern that seemed to heave and vibrate. The large red plastic dining-room table was the centerpiece. “You have to wash it with a special cloth.” A shag carpet—more of a grotesque white lawn—covered the floor.

			Pepper removed a stack of Ad Ages from a transparent Lucite chair and sat down. An electronic voice chirped “Berzerk! Berzerk! Berzerk!”—it came from the video-game machine in the corner.

			“You play?” Zippo asked. Like a Bond villain proposing a game of baccarat.

			Pepper scowled.

			After she reassured her boss that she was fine, LJ fleshed out her account of the last thirty-six hours. Zippo’s eyes widened at every outrageous or grisly detail, followed by a sober nod as he made a performance of deep thought. “Interesting.” “Another complication.”

			Pepper said, “Why’d you tell her not to say she was working for you?”

			“Sorry,” LJ said.

			“Because you don’t like me,” Zippo responded.

			It was true. When Zippo was a teenager, he had been a two-bit hustler operating on the edge of Harlem’s criminal mainstream. Kiting checks, low-level grifts—and fires. The kid was also a firebug, responsible for some legendary fires uptown, before the great blazes of the ’70s. For kicks. There was something wrong with the boy, although in this he was not alone.

			Zippo had never fit in uptown. He left Harlem and returned a movie director, but remained a manufacturer of jive-ass schemes. When he hired Pepper to do security for his film set, back in ’73, Pepper signed up because a bunch of jobs had gone south. He needed money. Like now. Maybe Zippo was tied to his bad luck somehow. He cursed under his breath.

			Zippo took Pepper’s sour puss in stride. “When I first met him,” he told LJ, “I thought he was putting me on. But that’s really who he is. He’s full Method.” He smiled. “Like a black Yojimbo. I was at Shoot the Hostages with you all, you know. In the Hugo Boss suit with the astronaut helmet?”

			Zippo’s hands fluttered as if fending off a cloud of gnats. Pepper realized it was a demonstration of dance moves. “You can stop,” Pepper said.

			He stopped. “You were escorting your man around,” Zippo said. “When Void knocked him over and jacked his shit, I told LJ, that’s Pepper. If anyone can grab Void for a sit-down, it’s Pepper. He runs off with a suitcase of money, he’s going to make himself scarce. Can we still salvage this deal if we up our offer? Pepper is a bloodhound—he found my actress when she split. I said, let him do his thing.”

			LJ excused herself to “check on Malawi.” Upset by the talk of the dead man.

			Zippo whispered when she was out of earshot. “Taking faces? That’s some Dr. Phibes shit.”

			A horror-film reference that was not over Pepper’s head. “Some people need trophies.”

			“Killing people…” Zippo shook his head. “But the Ngil mask is special. You’ve seen it?” Its journey began seventy years ago, he said, when a French soldier plundered it during a raid on a Fang village. “Speaking of trophies.” The soldier unloaded it years later, and it passed through the hands of aficionados, appreciating in value, until it ended up with Lars Klemperer, a Belgian collector who was one of the big players in African art. “At the time,” Zippo said, “Fang work was getting some buzz, and once it got that Klemperer stamp of approval, it really took off. One day this mask will go for millions, no shit.”

			How did Patterson put it? Whether it’s a mask or a graffiti painting—We make it, and they eat it. Shit, throw in music and dancing while you’re at it.

			Zippo read Pepper’s face. “That’s not what I’m in it for. It already belongs somewhere.” You need money to play on the same field as people like Roos, Zippo said. His family business went back two hundred years. “They weren’t slavers, they owned the ships the slavers used—‘shipping and international trade,’ as they put it now. This was all in BusinessWeek last year. When Roos opened their U.S. office he had to muscle out some big players, and he played hard. Blackmail, industrial espionage. Blew up this nigger’s yacht I heard, middle of Fourth of July regatta.” Zippo mimed an explosion. “That last part was not in BusinessWeek. Half his collection is stuff he hired mercenaries to grab during uprisings and coups. In Ghana, Upper Volta. You’re sure he had Void killed?”

			“It was a professional, not some knucklehead. Someone hired him. And he didn’t get what he was looking for.”

			Zippo was unbothered by the bloodshed. “How about you? Can you get it?”

			Pepper waved the suggestion away. “Your best bet is to reach this guy Roos and tell him you don’t have the mask. His guy is close. You think he’s been here?”

			“Here?” Zippo’s eyes darted back and forth.

			“Yeah, here,” Pepper said. “Poking around. He knows you were a bidder, and Void pointed you in his direction to cover his tracks. This dude ain’t joking.”

			“But we don’t have it.”

			“Neither did Schmidt.”

			Zippo was waking to the danger. The man had never appreciated the seriousness of his schemes. Ten years ago, he’d sold out Lucinda Cole, the star of his film Secret Agent: Nefertiti, to her old boyfriend Chink Montague, one of the biggest hoods in Harlem. Chink wanted to reconnect, and Zippo set it up. Chink was a killer. Zippo messed with bad people and put others in harm’s way. This time it was LJ—and Pepper. But Pepper understood killers. LJ was a civilian.

			Find the mask. Pepper had chewed it over since yesterday, this idea of giving shit back. What’s the word for when you undo a crime? He didn’t need Mr. Professor’s help here: The word was Justice. And everybody knew that didn’t exist. You can’t undo what happens. That’s why this killer taking faces was so messed up. You take someone’s face, and you take who they are. Their identity. The Dutch, the Germans, all those motherfuckers, they took away who those people were, those tribes. There’s no coming back from that.

			Zippo caught Pepper mulling. He stood. “What did you think of the exhibit? The Daily Newz show?”

			Pepper said, “I don’t know about art.”

			“Let me show you.” He led Pepper to the oversize casement windows. Across the street was a four-story cast-iron, converted lofts like Zippo’s, judging from the furniture. “You can faintly see where he hit it last week—CHOOSE ONE OF OUR BOTCHED IDEOLOGIES, or something like that. Lasted a day before they blasted it off. That’s Koch for you. They ain’t going to let niggers tag up SoHo! Not anymore. It was here and then gone. Like a real headline.” He grew mumbly as he worked out a thought. “In one neighborhood the message lives and in the other it dies. He gives the city a voice, but what’s the city trying to say…?”

			“Cities don’t say shit,” Pepper said. They scream.

			“Of course they do. You just have to listen.” Zippo crossed his arms. “You don’t like me. Everybody uptown treated me like a chump, back when I was young and pulling stuff. That’s fine. But I made something of myself. No one saw that for me. I did it. And what’s going on now, what we’re doing, is good work. Because you have to look in the mirror and ask yourself, what’s it worth to you? In the end. You’re a thief, Pepper—what do you value? Why do you steal what you steal? Do you even know?”

			Pepper didn’t follow. It was like LJ in that cab—someone rattling off a bunch of movies he hadn’t seen.

			“The world sticks a price on the Ngil—high, low—but that’s not its value. We don’t have numbers for that.” Zippo’s arms swooped. He was juicing himself up. “These artifacts have power. What do these white people have? The white West is over. It’s all about the Third World now. Africa. The subcontinent. Forty years from now it’s going to be a whole new paradigm. Of course they won’t let go of this stuff. All they have are trophies of their former glories.”

			Pepper’s stomach pain was back, in a tangle of spikes. “You still light fires?”

			“Who needs fire when you have faith?” Zippo said. “Pepper, did you ever see it?”

			“What?”

			“The movie we made—Nefertiti.”

			Pepper had caught it on TV at Donegal’s one night. The movie was half over before Pepper told Buford that it was the film he’d worked on. The bartender wanted to know what Lucinda Cole was like. Foxy, most definitely. Distant. Lost. Pepper remembered when he went to pick up Lucinda after she escaped from Chink Montague. It was at her mother’s house in Jersey. She came down, dressed and packed and waiting for a lift back to the world. Maybe the best word was: Ready. She was ready. Pepper told Buford that he didn’t talk to her much. As for the movie, it hadn’t made much of an impression. Kung fu. Afro wigs. A Jejune attitude toward violence. “It was good,” Pepper said.

			Zippo beamed. “I’m proud of it. I’m prouder of what I’m doing now. I’m talking to Sidney Poitier next week—he’s interested in getting on board.” He held his hands wide. “What do you say, Pepper? Are you in?”

			Pepper stood. “Where’s the toilet at?”

			

			***

			Engaging the bathroom lock activated a mechanism and Muzak issued from the four speakers in the ceiling. The toilet seat was made out of a peculiar material that conformed to his buttocks. It was very calming. Pepper had been in worse johns, and few nicer ones. There was no corpse, for example.

			He ruminated on the seat. It was just gas. He took a moment to himself. Zippo exhausted him, always had.

			It was more library than toilet. Bookshelves covered every wall, snug around the mirror and sink. Interspersed among the dime novels and fat biographies and scientific treatises were framed pictures of Zippo with Hollywood types. Pepper recognized Charo and Meryl Streep. His pants bunched around his ankles on orange carpet.

			Yes, Zippo had made a proper SANCTUM for himself. Pepper had his own spot he liked in his living room, centered around his Sterling recliner. Carney had given him a big discount on it, and most of the other furniture as well. He’d recently treated himself to a new TV tray with a drink holder, from Macy’s. When the afternoon light came through the window and Pepper was enjoying a bowl of Campbell’s Pepper Pot Soup and watching Live at Five, he was proud of his choices. SANCTUM. That’s where he should be right now, not fucking around with this Fang shit. It was time to step away and leave LJ and Zippo to their business, wherever it led them.

			The next song was a syrupy instrumental of “Close to You” by the Carpenters. What did Zippo mean, what’s worth stealing? In his day, Pepper had ripped off gold watches, semis full of TVs, barrels of volatile chemicals, even proprietary fried chicken recipes. They had all been worth something to someone, which translated into a cash figure for Pepper. It didn’t matter whether it was crafted in a workshop in Geneva or a hut in Zaire, who made it or where it came from. It had a price.

			But the mask was special. He knew what Zippo meant. Pepper had been thinking about it ever since Void’s apartment. The ghostly face in the dark. LJ had said that white was the color of death among those Africans. The color of death. It must have been wild to wake up and see that white face coming at you, and to know that all your bad choices were catching up to you.

			If they returned the mask to Gabon, what did it accomplish? It was a drop in the bucket, from what LJ was saying. Those white people had pulled a proper heist—hijacked whole countries. It didn’t get any bigger than that.

			He wasn’t finding nothing for nobody. He was spent. He wasn’t the thief he used to be.

			“Close to You.” What were the words? Just like me, they long to be close to you. He saw them perform on Dinah Shore a few years back. It was still a good song, even without the lyrics. The perfect music has no sound. He was in Heckler’s apartment when he first read that, in the Tao book. In another toilet. Yesterday the phrase had been painted on the wall of a building on Houston. LJ had been waving to this white dude across the street who was carrying his guitar in a case. On his way to his Sanctum to play in peace. It was a mobile instrument, a guitar.

			Sanctum: 1. A sacred place. 2. A private place where one is free from intrusion.

			Pepper pulled his pants up. Epiphany came in handy after all.

			Void played music. He was a drummer.

			Where were his drums?

			

			***

			The rivers—Hudson, East—choked Manhattan like a noose. A red rain boot bobbed past the Circle Line, spinning in the polluted wake.

			He redid his scarf. The other tourists didn’t mind the wind. Bundled up, street maps sticking out of their coat pockets, pink tongues lolling in their mouths. They blurted the famous bits of skyline when they came into view. I think that’s the Chrysler. The Melancholy Hitman sighed. To see it as an island made it small. Not a forbidding maze, or a perilous hellscape, but an isolated growth. Yellow-white foam ringed the shore like a crust of dried pus.

			There was that movie a few years ago, Escape from New York, where the city was a prison that contained the bad elements. The Melancholy Hitman got the joke now.

			The big cities depleted him, but this trip was not as bad as usual. He felt better since his outburst in the dive-bar bathroom. Righteous. He was outnumbered here, yes, but not alone. The country was shifting. There were others like him who understood the threat of these people. Every morsel on their plate was food out of his mouth, their every achievement a triumph forever removed from his reach. Everything they won was something he had lost. In his parents’ day if you worked hard, pulled yourself up by your bootstraps, you could make something of yourself. These days there wasn’t enough to go around. Level the playing field. Who had ever leveled anything for him? He’d never voted before, but he pulled the lever last time and now there was a man in the White House who spoke for him and those like him.

			Sometimes he felt like he could take them all on, one by one, squeezing the life out of them. Perhaps that’s what he had been doing in his work all along. Leveling the playing field in his own way, for men like him.

			The Melancholy Hitman took a deep breath and chewed on that cleansing harbor air. The best part was the Statue of Liberty. It had been his number-one thing to see, but it was closed for repairs. The statue was corroded, it buckled in the wind, and the right arm holding the famous torch was in danger of falling off. He imagined “the Light of Liberty” was quite heavy. It was nice to get a good look from the boat. He tried to remember the poem but it eluded him. A trinket store near his hotel sold Statue of Liberty paperweights. He made a note.

			He examined the envelope from Void’s mailbox again, and the invoice from Fishman Realty Partners, November rent for an address on Avenue C.

			Benihana could wait. He might wrap this thing up and be home by evening.

			

			***

			Four keys remained unidentified on the Wet Spot key chain. The Schlage found its mate in the front door of the Stratford, a tenement on Avenue C. Fishman Realty Partners had purchased the building in a city auction the previous winter. Over the last few years the City of New York had been divesting itself of thousands of properties that had been abandoned or seized for liens. The sooner these buildings got back on the tax rolls, the better. The Lower East Side was one of the biggest underdeveloped tracts below Ninety-Sixth Street, and Fishman Realty was one of the speculators taking advantage of this urban gold rush. The firm bought the Stratford with tax-free financing, got rubber-stamped by the Koch administration’s J-51 Exemption and Abatement property tax program, and promptly evicted the addicts, dealers, and dispossessed poor squatting in the building’s twenty-one apartments. A fellow real estate company referred a security firm that specialized in persuasive removals.

			There was no heat. No hot water. Rain traveled the walls in arcane channels, fed by perforations in the roof. Rent rolls on buildings like the Stratford had tripled and quadrupled. Across the street, the artists and young professionals replacing the Irish, Ukrainian, and Germans were happily forking it over. “These yuppies eat up shitty blocks like quiche.” Fishman Realty kicked out the squatters and got to work. The down-to-the-stud renovation prohibited habitation. By law—more of a loophole—the only leasable space was in the basement, provided it was not used for living space.

			Daniel Finkelstein was the first person to answer the ad in The Village Voice. Early copies of the newspaper hit the Astor Place newsstand Tuesday evenings, before anywhere else in the city. Every week an elite species of urban survivor camped out for the paper’s legendary classified ads, for first dibs on cheap apartments, romantic possibilities—and rehearsal spaces.

			Pepper and LJ got some of this story from Mickey, who was disheartened by their reappearance at Video Basket. He was compliant. LJ had worried that he might blame them for his friend’s death, but the newspapers had identified the suspect of the two killings as a white man.

			Mickey told them that Void kept his kit in the basement of a building on C. His eyes watered. “That’s where we wrote ‘Throatsucker.’ ”

			“I feel bad,” LJ said afterward. “He looked so sad and scared.”

			They were at St. Mark’s and First. Lunch-hour sidewalk traffic subsided and a northwest wind laid ambush at every corner.

			Pepper stopped. “I’m going alone,” he said.

			LJ started to speak. He cut her off. “I don’t know what I’m going to find. Who’s going to be there. You looked out for me. I’m looking out for you.”

			She ran her hand though her mohawk. “If you find the mask?”

			“I’ll call you.”

			Who Are You Now and Who Do You Want to Be

			How Are You Going to Live Your Life

			The rubble fields on either side of the Stratford were populated by discarded appliances, overturned shopping carts, and wraiths of soiled cloth. In the far edge of one, a figure shambled in a shed of packing crates and blue tarps. Two rusting stoves sat at the curb, mouths agape.

			Pepper remembered SoHo, ten years back. It hadn’t been this wrecked, but it had been industrial and forlorn. Rich people were paying top dollar for apartments and buildings there now. People like Zippo. Impossible as it seemed, one day the money would swallow this neighborhood, too, and these dead lots would be residential units, fancy retail. Eight dollars for a turkey sandwich.

			The front door of the Stratford was sticky, but the key worked. Stacked-up construction material made the entryway hard to navigate. Pepper squeezed past a cluster of plastic tubs and plaster-flecked extension ladders. Tight fit. He made an unspecified threat to an undisclosed party. The door to the basement was propped up by a canister of putty. A cold gust issued from below.

			The wooden steps squeaked, as if they might give way. He’d see to it that Patterson left with his money tomorrow, and the African mask if possible, even if he tumbled down these stairs and had to clamber out of the godforsaken bowels of this dump. It was on him. Zippo’s mission was righteous, but it wasn’t Pepper’s. You can’t fix history anyway, yours or anyone else’s. Those white people had pulled the biggest heist of all time and there was always going to be another mask or statue or what-have-you to save.

			A creature below scurried from his approach. Who are you now and who do you want to be. Once Pepper got back uptown, he’d be done with this Daily Newz character and his bullshit. At this point, Pepper felt the man was yelling at him specifically, in those doodles all over town. Who are you now and who do you want to be. He was who he was. Wanting had nothing to do with it. How are you going to live your life. Like the white man ain’t killed me yet, that’s how. Save it for the civilians, Newz.

			The lights in the basement corridor didn’t work. A narrow window at the opposite side permitted a thimbleful of daylight. Past a maintenance closet that the squatters had used as a toilet, there was a gray metal door. The stench was debilitating. Two new locks secured the door, shiny and out of place among the general decrepitude.

			Two of the keys belonged to those locks. The last key would remain a mystery to Pepper; it opened the front door of Daniel Finkelstein’s childhood home in Silver Spring, Maryland. His parents had moved away years before, but he’d kept the key. For good luck. For old times’ sake. For the day he’d go home again.

			

			***

			The Melancholy Hitman’s mood turned when he crossed the border of the Lower East Side. The neighborhood was worse in the daytime. You could see it. People lived between the bombed-out craters in dingy tenements, miserable walk-ups, in the filthy warrens they’d made in vacant lots. The true face of the “naked city,” once it dropped the pretense and preening and stopped kidding itself: a haven of the worst.

			Avenue C. His homeowner’s association would have a fit! Commonsense HOA rules kept a community neat and the neighbors like-minded. Dogs should to be leashed at all times, for example, not running around like that diseased pit bull a few minutes ago. Household trash was to be left on the curb in the specified receptacles, not strewn on the ground hither and yon. Every spring the HOA circulated a notice about weeds in sidewalk cracks. The weeds on this stretch of Avenue C had grown unchecked all summer and burst from the pavement in dry yellow sheets.

			The constant taunts of the graffiti appalled him in particular.

			I’ll Love You Forever

			I’ll Love You Until the Scaffolding Comes Down

			This is how you treat your home? The scaffolding of what?

			He scolded himself. He was projecting, confusing his own spiritual disrepair for that of his surroundings. He wasn’t mad at the city, he was mad at himself. When he got to the Stratford, he paused to do “I Feel” vocalization exercises from Milestones: Pit Stops and Reflections on the Pilgrim’s Journey. Saying things out loud was simple advice, but it worked. “I feel broken,” he said. “I feel neglected.” He stabilized.

			The Melancholy Hitman picked the front door’s lock and headed for the basement. He sensed that his quarry was close by. At last.

			

			***

			A slapdash coat of beige paint gave the cinder-block walls a glossy shine. A recent job, from the smell. Despite the lack of windows, the rehearsal space was chilly and drafty. Pepper felt like a spirit breathed on his neck. Void’s drum kit was centered before the back wall like the throne of a king. His buddies stored equipment there as well. Cigarette butts sat like worms on the cement among the mic stands, synthesizer, and Marshall amplifiers.

			The incongruous element was the hulking, disconnected boiler in the corner. The beast was ancient and corroded, covered in oily dust, and listed to one side like something that crawled onto the beach to die. Pepper tried the door on its front that resembled a little mouth. It didn’t budge. Rusted shut. He checked the space between the boiler and the wall. Nada. There was room under its belly. Pepper winced in advance of the creaky noise his knees would make when he crouched. His knees creaked on cue.

			Refuse and junk heaped in the shadows beneath the boiler. Void had needed a place to stash his plunder for a few hours before he split town, and there were two locks on the basement door—it was an adequate short-term hiding spot. One time in Edison, Pepper had to dig through a pile of manure to recover stones that had been smuggled in a stud horse. Whatever that crap under the boiler was, it wasn’t going to be as wretched as that. He pulled out a wadded-up pair of stained plaid trousers, an unopened bag of steel wool, and then the brown bundle. He unwrapped it. The musty quilt was charred in spots, and dotted by fuzzy pills like lice. It swaddled a pristine, unmarked wooden box.

			The drummer’s stool served as a table. Pepper opened the box. Plastic straps secured the Ngil in a cushioned bed. He removed the mask. In the photograph its expression had struck Pepper as fierce and imposing. In his hand, it looked puzzled. Like it expected Pepper to explain what it was doing in such a dump.

			“That’s it,” the man said.

			He was a white man in a navy suit and white shirt, with a powerful physique. Clean-cut and Midwestern-bland, with an out-of-fashion part in his brown hair. His face was that of a Republican politician, or a sicko who’d take weird murder trophies. Pepper thought of the Gipper in that old movie Knute Rockne, All American.

			He blocked the exit.

			They knew who each other were. It would cut down the preamble.

			“You’re sick,” the Gipper said. “It’s in your walk. Stomach cancer? Your liver?” Now he had a blade in his hand.

			“I take Pepto.”

			“I’ll take the mask.”

			Pepper looked down at the Ngil. The mask gazed back. He placed it gingerly against the wall. He turned to face his opponent. Picked up the stool for a weapon or shield. Entered a stance.

			The man hung his jacket on the doorknob and rolled up his sleeves.

			The close quarters were deadly, and there was all this musician crap to trip over. Or to use. The drummer’s mic stand looked flimsy but the base was a round block with a little heft. Pepper backed up to draw the man in—maybe he could break right and beat it out of the room. It was too small to fight in there. Outside was better, out in the street, but the white man would catch up at the bottleneck of construction material. The Gipper anticipated this tactic, closing the distance and cutting off Pepper’s room to maneuver. The man danced, adjusting his weight from side to side. He was faster, younger, and more feral than Pepper. Pepper took the fight to him, jabbing him on the shoulder with the stool.

			“Good, good,” the Gipper said. He made a calculation and lunged, precisely and gracefully, forcing Pepper back and almost getting a bite of his arm. Pepper had taken a cut one time in a knife fight. He wasn’t doing that again. The Gipper moved fluidly, studying Pepper. The man had killed a house thief, a high-class fence, and two gallery guys, men not known for tussling. Weak opponents. Pepper wasn’t in top shape but he’d never be a weak opponent.

			The Gipper advanced, slashing, and Pepper took his opening. He grabbed a snare drum with his free hand and hurled it. The man dodged easily but stumbled over one of the amps. Pepper charged with the stool, using it as a shield as he grabbed for the white man’s wrist. The man twisted and used Pepper’s momentum against him, steering him toward the cement floor. It was almost like a judo flip. Pepper hated that Bruce Lee shit. You never saw that in the old days. He couldn’t keep his balance and the two of them crashed over by the boiler. Pepper’s head knocked awfully against the cement.

			The Gipper recovered first and pinned Pepper, forcing the knife toward his chest. Pepper held him at bay, then gave ground. It was a contest. The younger man was stronger. The blade descended, inch by inch, implacably, as if part of a machine. When was the last time Pepper had been in a tussle like this? He directed his energies laterally. Away from his throat. Can’t let the blade nick his neck. He slackened his resistance, the white man followed through, driving the knife into the floor. Pepper rolled over and scrambled, breathing heavily.

			“Close up,” the man said. “Close up is better.” They stood. Pepper retreated a step. It was like the fight had started over, except now Pepper had expended his reserves. You only win so many fights in your life. A set number.

			“My employer paid good money,” the Gipper said, “and he’d like it back. He pays me good money, or else I wouldn’t set foot in this city.”

			The Gipper made a jab, and another. They danced around, cutting distance, taking shots, retreating. Pepper tired, engagement by engagement. He backed up against the kick drum. He was running out of room again. The man slashed at him. The next time the white man advanced, Pepper wound up on the floor again—the Gipper backed him into the drums and he lost his footing. The cymbals clattered and rang. The white man kicked Pepper in the stomach twice, three times—he seemed to know which part of Pepper’s gut was the sickest. Pepper screamed. The man kicked him in the head, balletic, like a soccer player showing off, his knife hand in the air. He kicked Pepper in the stomach again.

			Pepper couldn’t move. Things were not working. There was a short circuit. The white man squinted at him, as if Pepper were some strange bug. Pepper’s eyes closed—and when they next opened the man had his knee on his chest and he was choking Pepper to death. His hands were an iron collar around his neck. The man’s white face turned pink as he squeezed and squeezed. He adjusted his grip and it seemed like the force doubled in magnitude. Pepper pawed at the man’s face. “Close up,” the man said. It looked like he was trying to smile but he didn’t know how, and his face produced a broken grimace.

			Pepper was out of gas. If the white man ain’t killed you yet…He got his hands to work and pressed his thumbs into the Gipper’s eyes. The white man clenched them shut against the pressure and the two men were suspended like that for a time, a competition of forces, and then Pepper’s thumbs popped through with a revolting squish. One eye, then the other.

			The man screamed and recoiled. He snapped in and out of a fetal position, smearing himself on the floor as he cried, sweeping cigarette butts. He beat a fist on the cement.

			Pepper grabbed one of the man’s legs and wiped his gory hands on his trousers.

			The man screamed, “Get away from me!” His noises became a whimper.

			Pepper lifted the amp—it was like a black boulder, or a hunk of schist from the bed of Manhattan—and brought it down on the man’s head.

			

			***

			He couldn’t see. I heard my eyes burst. He screamed. The black man stepped away, off to his left, toward the door—panting. The Melancholy Hitman scraped and writhed on the cement. He had to get back home. Thanksgiving at Perry’s house. Like normal people. He howled.

			A white dot perforated the darkness. How can I see without eyes? The dot grew larger, defined an oval—a face. A white face, elongated, with tiny, pitiless eyes and a tiny mouth. It was horrific. “Get away from me!” The mouth opened to speak. It said—

			

			***

			Pepper sagged against the cinder blocks for half an hour. Wrung. Every breath persecuted him in a merciless squeeze by his rib cage. Dr. Rostropovich was going to dispense all sorts of pills later, the whole rainbow and colors they hadn’t invented yet. His stomach flopped but he didn’t puke.

			Pepper staggered to the boiler. He sifted through the refuse and found Patterson’s briefcase. When he counted the money later, it was all there except for five hundred bucks. Patterson didn’t complain. He said, “And the mask?”

			The Ngil mask. Pepper picked it up from where he’d placed it before the fight. It hadn’t been scratched. All its scars and scratches were from old battles. The wood was lighter than he expected, like it was made out of something else entirely. What did Schmidt say? You put it on and become something different. You see things differently through it. Pepper exhaled. If a dead man tells you something on his last night on earth do you listen or not listen? In Pepper’s experience, people who’ve run out their luck rarely have anything useful to say.

			He grabbed the straps of braided leaves, bowed his head, and tied the mask to his face.

		

	
		
			NINE

			For many years they didn’t know when Pepper’s birthday was. He changed the subject, refused to spill it, or stared cruelly, as if he hadn’t been birthed but had sprung full-grown from the very forehead of Newark. One night at Donegal’s Buford told Carney that Pepper was a November baby. “Total Scorpio, don’t you think?”

			Pepper hadn’t spent a birthday alone since, and had quit protesting. It was nothing fancy, dinner at the Carneys’, with the kids if they were around. That year, the year of the mask, Elizabeth made a New York Times chicken with white wine and mushrooms recipe that had been curling under a refrigerator magnet for sixteen months. “I should have made this ages ago,” she said. Carney and Pepper agreed.

			It was not long after the Ngil Job. Elizabeth was chipper. Pepper asked her how the agency was going.

			“Better than last year, and last year was pretty good. So—pretty great.”

			Carney patted her hand. “How’d you like Patterson?” he asked Pepper.

			“He said you were a real character,” Elizabeth said.

			“It was a job,” Pepper said. “Nothing to get worked up over.” Few things were.

			“He was hoping to meet Sue Simmons,” Elizabeth said, shaking her head.

			“Sue Simmons?” Pepper said. “She’s in a whole other league.”

			Patterson hadn’t told Elizabeth that he’d been suckered and robbed. Man like that, he had an image he wanted the world to see. He used a white man’s face on his farm catalog, after all. He made all his money off masks.

			Pepper excused himself to use the toilet. Bathroom visits were unremarkable once again, this far into his recuperation. He’d spent four days in bed, tucked in and miserable, ordering in Cuban Chinese. Dr. Rostropovich paid a house call and prescribed a variety of pills. He carried mother bottles in a battered sample case and apportioned the contents into smaller bottles. There were oval pills, trapezoids, purple ones, and packets of white powder that fizzed in water for when “blood is coming out of places it shouldna.”

			Pepper held up the green pills and asked what they were for.

			Dr. Rostropovich hacked into the elbow of his stained doctor’s coat. “The agony of existence. The misery on waking and the plodding through. Other people. Take three a day.”

			Pepper did so. They worked. The swelling on his face subsided. He breathed without his ribs stinging. The migraine limped away in the middle of the night, back to the cave where it lived between hauntings.

			On the way back to the dining room, Pepper stopped in the hall. The painting of the little girl on the street corner hadn’t been there last time.

			Elizabeth popped up. “It’s new. Nice, right? I think she’s mysterious.”

			Pepper considered the street scene. The girl’s face was older than you’d guess at first, from her clothes. She’s looking for something in the city. He looked closer and changed his mind. She’d already found it, and was deciding whether or not to let you in on the secret. “It’s nice,” he said. “People get all worked up about art. The main thing is that you like it.”

			“Here? Or is the upstairs hall better?”

			He considered. “No,” he said. “This is where it belongs.”

			She took his arm. “I think you’re right.”

			In the dining room, Carney lit candles on the slightly lopsided chocolate cake. “Happy birthday,” he said, grinning as he waited for Pepper’s crotchety response.

			Pepper didn’t take the bait. After they dug into the cake, Elizabeth gave him the present: the 1984 Mr. Professor Word-a-Day Calendar. “Just came out,” she said.

			“It’ll come in handy,” Pepper said.

			Two weeks later, when he was ready, he called LJ and told her to come for the mask.

			LJ was out of breath when she arrived, like she’d run all the way uptown. She wore a black blazer and skirt, and had trimmed her mohawk. She looked older, more severe. No, not severe—serious.

			The Ngil waited in its box on the kitchen table, next to a half-finished plate of fried pork. Pepper removed the lid.

			LJ held her breath. “Wow.” She traced the mask’s contours with a fingertip. She was quiet. After they visited the video store the second time, Pepper had left a message that the killer was “out of the picture,” but didn’t mention the mask. “I thought this was long gone,” she said.

			“I had it. I was looking at it.” He replaced the top of the box. “I’m done.”

			“Why not Patterson?”

			Pepper cleared his throat. “If you can make it right, make it right.”

			“Stupendous,” LJ said. She tapped the box. “We’ve been in touch with their culture minister about another set of Fang artifacts. In Nice. We’re flying out next week—Aaron is letting me come along.” She was proud, but not sure how to wear it yet. “This is a big help.”

			“Good for you,” Pepper said.

			LJ gathered that her audience was over. She picked up the box. Pepper held the door for her. Once she was in the hallway, she turned and gave Pepper a peck on the cheek.

			Pepper said, “Okay.”

			“You owe me forty bucks.”

			“For what?”

			“Don’t even play,” she said. “What if Roos comes back?”

			“Maybe someone should pay him a visit.”

			He did something she had never seen him do before: He smiled. A smile as inscrutable as the one in that famous painting. One that said he was looking forward to something, or had already done it.

			Indomitable

			

			
				
				***
			

			Here comes Daily Newz, tripping through the grid, on the hunt, river to river. He drove all the way west, then one block down and all the way east, back and forth. Zig, zag. He was off to Europe in the morning but there was time for one last Headline. Uptown, for a change. Downtown was dead. Downtown they were scrubbing off his art when they should be extracting the goddamn bricks and hanging that shit in museums. Plus, the cops were on the lookout. Uptown was wide open.

			The bigger the idea, the bigger the canvas. He had a big idea, and there was no bigger canvas than New York City.

			Two a.m., three a.m., crux of night. He pulled over when he spotted the church on 125th and Morningside. Dare he? Scratch that. No need to rile the squares. But there was a furniture store across the street with a big, open wall. The owner had covered the efforts of less-talented street artists with washes of black paint.

			The streets were quiet. He got his gear from the van. He didn’t like any of the ready-mades in the back. That batch of stencils seemed quaint tonight. Naive. Was the work taking another jump forward? It goes where it goes. He shook the can. The ball rattled inside, agitating the paint. Everybody was news, the city was the newspaper, and he wrote the Headlines, down on his knees, ear to concrete: eavesdropping on the sidewalk. He shook the can again.

			Now—what to write?

		

	
		
			
				NO

				RADIO

			
			1986

			
				“It was getting dark later, so the city was ugly longer.”

			

		

	
		
			ONE

			They had a nice dinner, Elizabeth and Carney, thirteen hundred feet above the city in the smudgy sky. Windows on the World. Merit Resorts had hosted a Travel Partner Meet & Greet Luncheon there last spring, but it was Carney’s first time at the restaurant. The view was more spectacular at night, with Manhattan laid out in its lights, “all gussied up and pretty,” as Elizabeth put it. Everybody gushed about the place. Da food, da ambience. Say it like a native New Yorker, braying like a gap-toothed donkey: “I love da OMM-BEE-ONTS.” The top of the World Trade Center was a one-of-a-kind location to be sure, but Carney had been in no rush. It wasn’t going anywhere.

			Now he saw what the fuss was about. “They gave us a white person table,” he chuckled after they were seated. He and Elizabeth got a nice spot on the southeast side of the tower, snug against the floor-to-ceiling windows. Tethered to the island by their toylike bridges, Queens and Brooklyn fanned out in unruly abundance below. From the 106th floor, the teeming boroughs and all those who lived and bled in them were turned into a vast, scrabbling miniature—insignificant, pitiable even—and ennobled at the same time, because you could make out the true breadth of their striving, extending as far as you could see. They were completely hopeless out there, and unstoppable. Broke-ass, chasing jackpots, cooking schemes, pushing through. The nameless heroes of an asphalt romance. Like everyone else in the restaurant, Carney suspected that they had thrown up these two monster buildings for his benefit. Just so he could sit there today and see these things.

			Sunset shook out a brilliant layer of orange-pink across the grimy grid below, powdering over the day’s crimes. When the dark crept in, the skyline turned itself on one switch at a time, the million lights in the million buildings, in the row houses and prewars and corporate megastructures, heckling the deathless stars above. Think you’re hot stuff? Get a load of this. As if to give the very universe the finger.

			Windows on the World. Why not Windows on New York City? Same difference.

			They toasted to seven and a half years of Carney Travel, and a spring quarter up twelve percent from last year, if she was reading the numbers right. She had bet on Cancun. Consumer curiosity, airline commitment, the international resort players putting in the infrastructure. It was paying off. Carney told the waiter they were celebrating. The waiter poured the champagne and said, “Madam.” He nodded and withdrew.

			“He kind of looks like Jeff,” Carney said. Jeff was May’s boyfriend, one of her coworkers at Housing Justice. A white guy from Westport, Connecticut. Despite his good-egg credentials—Housing Justice for a United New York was a tenants’ rights organization up in the Bronx—his slicked-back hair, gold wire-rim glasses, and clipped style of speech conjured the secret police in a Cold War flick. Vee vill discuss this at headquarters. What movie was that from? Something from a double feature he’d seen with Freddie, before the kids were born.

			“This one might be around for a while,” Elizabeth said.

			“Yeah?” May’s boyfriends usually made one appearance before they got kicked to the curb. Well, Jeff was a nice boy. For a yuppie bastard. May had mentioned more than once that his parents were at the March on Washington, to establish his bona fides. “They’re down.” Down was her highest compliment lately—down for the cause, down for justice. For the future. After bumming around with rich white kids from her college, May had found her vocation in advocacy work. At Housing Justice she battled the city’s fearsome bureaucracy, rallying single mothers and immigrant families against legions of petitions and forms. Last Sunday she announced she was applying to law school “so she could really get involved.”

			There were lawyers on Elizabeth’s side—grave, mutton-chopped men who had been schooled in the System—but it would be a Carney family first. Hopefully she’d go somewhere close by. He and Elizabeth had barely seen John since he went to work in Boca Raton. It was a hush-hush gig for IBM, as part of their motherboard architecture team. They were concocting a next-generation PC; John wouldn’t give it up beyond that. “They’re pretty crazy about security around here.” John kept his trap shut, like a good crook. He’d inherited that trait, as well as Carney’s drive. The boy worked too hard. Carney had been nose-to-the-grindstone, too, but he let Freddie drag him to a rent party or after-hours joint from time to time. He had stopped asking Elizabeth, “Is he dating anyone…?” As square and sober as Carney had been, busting his ass in business school, he still made time for girls. Or one girl, really, but she had been the right one.

			Carney nodded gamely when his son talked about work—“You have to stay up all night to keep ahead of Cupertino”—but he’d never had a head for electronics. John would’ve hit it off with Aronowitz, the old salesman wizard of Radio Row. They had the same kind of brain. Aronowitz was the reason Carney used to come down here, before they bulldozed the neighborhood to make the towers. He navigated the overcrowded sidewalks, which were crammed with the radio and television tinkerers rummaging outside the electronics stores who sifted through the huge bins of vacuum tubes, diodes, doohickeys, and doodads. It was a real scene. You didn’t get that kind of density anymore outside of Times Square and the big transit hubs—everything was spread out now, diluted.

			Carney’d hit Cortlandt Street, do a deal for a previously owned Zenith or RCA, and zip back uptown. His association with Aronowitz had only lasted a few years, but it was enough time to see the street change. TV crowded out radio and the merchandise in the windows switched over, they pried off the old signs with their out-of-date come-ons and put up new ones with the latest pitch. ATOMIC! JET AGE! He supposed home computers would have eventually pushed the televisions aside, if city hall hadn’t beat them to it. Radio Row was long gone, and the old man with it. They were such small days, and remote, as if Carney was seeing them from a hundred stories up.

			Back then, Aronowitz was the only white man who called him Mr. Carney. May’s boyfriend Jeff chirped it at him, with sincerity and respect, as if urging him after all this time, after a lifetime of battles, to put down his shield. Sometimes your shield is all you have to hold on to.

			“That was the perfect amount of food,” Elizabeth said.

			The waiter brought the dessert menus. The cake. Carney had to remind Rusty to get the cake tomorrow for Marie’s retirement party.

			“You trust him with that?” Elizabeth said.

			“At least it’s not going to cost me money if he screws it up,” Carney said. Rusty’s performance decline continued apace. Last week Carney had found him in the basement of the store pretending to read last fall’s Egon catalog, “The Modern Dinette.” Unprompted, he denied he had been crying.

			“Maybe he’ll follow Marie’s lead.”

			“And retire? He ain’t going nowhere, anymore than—”

			“You are?”

			While they waited for dessert, a cloud enveloped the 106th floor, scrubbing away the city scene in a roiling gray swirl. Gussied up and pretty. Carney always liked the way his wife said pretty. Two cut syllables, two bites into something sweet.

			Gussied up and pretty and now it was gone.

			

			***

			That night, Carney received the first of three visitations—the Ghost of Apartments Past. The visitor assumed the form of his cousin Freddie, dead now twenty years. “Hey, Ray Ray,” he said, his smile as wide as the Hudson River. The look on his face was the one he used to wear when he was about to brag about an escapade. “What’s happening?”

			They were in the old place on 127th. Apartment 4C, below the aging pimp and above the biding suicide. Carney had gone to live with Freddie and Aunt Millie after his mother died, and then one day his father showed up and fetched him. This is where they ended up.

			His younger self hunched at the small kitchen table with a tin of shoe polish and a stiff rag. The boy reached down to remove his shoes. Carney recognized the plaid pants, his favorite pair when he was in the tenth grade. An empty can of Campbell’s soup rested on the counter next to the sink, its lid attached by a sliver of twisted metal. Big Mike took off for months on end, shacking up with ill-tempered women and perpetrating low crimes, leaving Carney to fend for himself. He ate Campbell’s by the crate. The boy exhaled white puffs; the heat cut out building-wide that one winter. One indelible night he watched his breath as he toiled over his algebra homework. Whenever Carney was bedeviled by irreconcilable sums in the store accounts, he remembered that winter, the cold nights, and those math lessons.

			“Why are we here and not that old place where you lived with your mother?” Freddie asked. “When she was alive. You were happy there. You don’t like to think about her much.”

			“I don’t know what’s going on,” Carney told the ghost. Yes, choices had been made, in terms of the location of this scene, and which version of Freddie to send. This was Freddie before he got hooked on that junk. Charming, the happy rogue, an adept of mischief. Gregarious where Carney was reserved, spontaneous where his cousin was considered. Carney felt a sting of sadness, as if it had been his fault Freddie started getting high. His cousin didn’t know better, but Carney did, so it had been his job to look out for him, and Carney’s failure that he had succumbed. “Why are you here?” he asked.

			“You know me—I get around.” Freddie strolled to the airshaft window, giving the boy a wide berth. He peered down into the brick-lined crevice between the apartments and frowned. “The druggies took over this building fifteen years ago. Your remember the landlord?”

			“Thompson.”

			“The city got on his ass for taxes and he let the junkies take over.”

			“I know. I saw.” They took over half the block, one building at a time.

			Freddie rejoined Carney. He avoided the boy again, as if disturbing him might make it all go poof. “A space heater short-circuited,” he said, “and the whole place went up. Four-alarm fire! It’s all boarded up now. Gutted.”

			“I walk by here sometimes,” Carney said. “What are you, keeping tabs?”

			“I’m watching.” Freddie winked. “Always watching, baby. Watching you. Northeast Regional Dealer of the Year! Ain’t that some shit?” He slapped Carney on the back.

			“Month. Dealer of the Month. I’m doing okay.” Carney was distracted by his younger self, who was bent over the kitchen table shining his black shoes. The boy hadn’t learned the trick about spraying a little water between applications of polish. No one had told him.

			“You think you shine your shoes, they’re not going to know who you are?”

			“I made something of myself.”

			“Got your name on a storefront. On 125th Street! And you stopped fencing.”

			“That’s right.” He’d laid off that for a couple of years now.

			“And yet the child is father to the man.”

			“What?”

			“They say the child is father to the man.”

			“Who says that—those stupid motherfuckers you used to pal around with? Bullshit expression.” Carney had never cursed more than when he was with Freddie. They had learned the higher profanities together and neither in all their lives had found a better audience.

			“It means where you were is where you are, Jesus. There’s where you been, where you are, and where you’re going. This place is a reminder of where you were. Sit on this shit. Let it sink in. There’s some sort of lesson or fable in it, I’m sure.” His mouth went flat. “Why else would we be cursed with remembering all this garbage?”

			He disappeared. Carney rubbed his eyes and when he opened them he was back in bed with Elizabeth.

			

			***

			Carney’s Furniture had anchored 125th and Morningside for so long that many folks in the neighborhood had never known that corner without it. Its shopwindow had showcased thirty years of culture, capturing fashion, economic weather, and mercurial human desire. Some years the furniture on display was soft and voluptuous, and others it was so stark and angular that it dared you to sit on it. Chrome accents were in, then out. Locking casters had their day, and the corduroy, the curvilinear, the latest sectional solution. Over the decades the upholstery blushed bright in gaudy vogue, turned muted and autumnal, and back again. Periodically the sofas broke out in stripes and geometric shapes. Every fall the new lines arrived and winter swept them away.

			This summer the changes went beyond the merchandise. Labor was in flux. Marie the office manager was retiring after twenty-six years. It would be hard to replace her. She knew where the bodies were buried, figuratively if not literally but perhaps literally as well. She kept her mouth shut, was the point, one of her numerous fine qualities. Last week Carney had fired Jerome the sales associate after he admitted that he had voted for Reagan, not once but twice. “What this country needs is a good kick in the ass, you know.” Carney showed him the door. What message did it send to the community to hire people of such low character?

			As for Rusty, who had worked at Carney’s Furniture longer than Marie, he had surrendered to despair. When Carney returned from an errand the day of Marie’s farewell party, his senior sales associate slumped in the doorway, glumly surveying 125th Street. He offered a defeated nod. This was how you found him these days, hangdog and committed to the Long Mope.

			“How goes the battle?” Carney asked.

			“I think I’m on the cusp.”

			“Cusp of what?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Don’t forget the cake.”

			Rusty saluted and gazed into the indifferent sky.

			Some people New York City broke quickly, others slow. Rusty had been a long-term operation. Thirty years into his flight from Georgia and its system of racial subjugation, his refuge had been counterfeited. Elizabeth diagnosed his gloom as a delayed response to his divorce. Carney thought of it as a broken-levee situation—the emptiness of things had finally splashed over into full breach and swamped this God-fearing man with the truth of the world. Either way, he was useless, chasing away customers with his loud sighs and indifferent responses. He neglected his grooming and emitted an overall desperation. Marie told Carney that he’d even stopped attending church. Rusty said that if he’d known how nice it was to sleep in on Sunday he never would have wasted so many hours of his life. Hard to argue with that.

			The city was in the breaking business, with a sideline in reinvention, new starts; this latter process got most of the press. Take Rusty’s ex-wife, Beatrice, the country gal who’d always been so quiet and docile, who had blossomed since the separation. “Divorce agrees with some people,” Elizabeth announced, a little too authoritatively for Carney’s taste. She’d gotten Beatrice a job in the administration at Broken Wing, her mother’s old charity project. Beatrice’s new man was a doter who owned a garage on Amsterdam Avenue. He had introduced her to Club Med vacations and, reportedly, orgasms.

			Rusty sighed loudly as Carney made for the stairs to his office. Carney shook his head. That which Rusty sought, the cure of his disquiet, was all around them: a dandy piece of furniture. Specifically a recliner. Not an entry-level model, or an end-of-life “grandpa’s last wheeze” recliner, but a top-of-the-line recumbent experience, adjustable, FirmCore, with a snap-on lap-tray option and faux-leather TV remote holster. A proper throne, like an Egon DynaPosture with all the bells and whistles, or one of the latest adjustable wonders like that puce DeMarco number in the corner that was selling like hotcakes. You have to open your eyes sometimes and see what’s right in front of you.

			Carney still believed in the power of the showroom, as much as he had the first day he opened his doors. Through shakedowns, fire bombings, economic misfortune, and ill-conceived fashion trends, it prevailed. Through ottomans and dining sets, Argent assurances and Egon sureties. Sometimes the customers got what he was selling, sometimes not. He’d reconciled himself to that. It was fine. His kids weren’t going to take over the business, the young salesmen never stayed on too long, and now even Marie was taking off. One day this space would be something else, a children’s shoe store or a hair salon. The rusty holes in the facade that had secured the CARNEY’S FURNITURE sign would be filled up and painted over. Carney had made peace with that. Made peace with himself. Ever since he’d ridden with Uncle Rich, and been part of a once-in-a-lifetime heist—front page of The New York Times!—he hadn’t heard a peep from the wild parts of himself.

			To wit: He no longer glanced at the space in the wall where the night door had once been. Carney had put in a side door onto Morningside Ave when he started fencing in earnest, but had it bricked up during the post-fire reconstruction. No more late-night visitors, and no hot necklaces or the occasional unconscious body ferried through after midnight. You couldn’t even see where it had been. His business came through the front door these days, nothing to hide.

			All these renovations. Thirty years ago if Rusty needed a cake, he could dart next door to Pop’s Bakery and pick one up. Then Carney expanded into that space, doubling the store’s footprint. After the fire, he took over the second-floor apartments and converted them to more sales space. Expanding the footprint of his store over the years, and also his idea of himself, of what he was capable of. He had stared down recessions and mobsters and come out the other side. Expanded and broken through to a new space.

			There was no trace of the old bakery either, although sometimes Carney swore he smelled something sugary and light when he worked too late, as if Pop were working on the next day’s cakes down in the basement. If he could figure out a way to make ghosts cough up the rent, he would.

			The second-floor showroom was as empty as the first, becalmed in the breezeless late afternoon. Through her office window, Marie untacked her Blue Hippo poster from the Metropolitan Museum. She knew Carney’s footsteps and said hello without looking over.

			“You’re really packing it up,” he said.

			“Hmm.”

			She was leaving him. He remembered the day Marie walked in to interview for the new secretary position: 1960, clutching her diploma from the Executive Typing School, in case he required proof that she survived their no doubt rigorous course of instruction. Her smile had remained inviting and open, though it was complicated by a sharpness that had crept into her eyes over the years. It happens to the best of us—the world finds a way in.

			She held up the old NEGRO OWNED & OPERATED sign with a sly grin.

			“Oh,” Carney said.

			Marie shook her head—those were some days. “You want it?”

			That summer of ’64, he was sure the entire city was going to burn. Not just Black Harlem and Black Brooklyn but all of it, one magnificent and terrible blaze, with an ogre of black smoke rising up to the clouds. But it didn’t. In the years after, when the world got heavier, and every other city burned, he thought New York City was going to catch again—but it didn’t. It held. Marie had made the sign herself and brought it in from Brooklyn, worried. The store held. During the riots, when Carney and Rusty spent those tumultuous nights camped out by the front door with baseball bats, the NEGRO OWNED & OPERATED sign was their first line of defense. Don’t throw a brick through the window, I’m one of you. The second line of defense: Eight-foot sofas were ungainly looting material.

			Carney took the sign. “Ready for the party?”

			“You know I am. Dennis is going to be a little late.”

			Her husband was usually late, but dependable in every other area. Carney and Elizabeth were high on him, and glad Marie had found him after her first husband, Rodney, ran off in ’72. Or ’73? Rodney was gone was the main thing, and Marie no longer had to cover up the occasional black eye. “I don’t ask you about the men who come after hours, or the cops, or any of that. Don’t ask me about my sunglasses.”

			Carney couldn’t picture Dennis raising a fist—unless it was to protect Marie or her daughter, Bonnie, from harm. She had never lived outside Brooklyn, but Carney trusted him to take care of his top employee. He was going in on his cousin’s plumbing business down in Miami, and they needed a top-notch office manager. Marie would keep them in line.

			He carried the sign over to his office. He decided to leave the two white kids alone. Dressed in wrinkled black shirts and jeans, with long, moussed-up hair that flopped around and hid their eyes, they pondered the price tag of the new Argent sectional. College kids. Last year a writer for The Columbia Student’s Guide to New York City had included Carney’s in the roundup of “Best Furniture Stores,” among Macy’s and A&S. It was a joke, or an expression of liberal attitudes. “Off the beaten path on world-famous 125th Street…” The students, freshmen and first-week grad students, survived the trek past perilous Morningside Park and found themselves on the far shore of Harlem. They rarely bought anything substantial, a lamp maybe, but they walked back home with a lesson: It was a big city outside their tiny campus map.

			Carney surveyed his office. Where to put Marie’s sign? He heard May’s rebuke in advance: “We don’t say Negro anymore, Daddy.”

			The scene progressed: “It was a different time,” he says.

			“I’m not saying it wasn’t a different time. I’m saying we don’t say that anymore.”

			He wouldn’t argue. Next riot, he’ll make sure to put AFRO AMERICAN instead.

			There was an empty spot on the wall beneath the Sterling Quality cover. Elizabeth had put it and the interview side by side in a frame. Carney’s pull-quote sat in a box in the middle of the interview like a high-grade diamond set in gold: “Keep Rising. Keep Fighting.” He must have been in a mood that day, over what he couldn’t remember. They’d make a nice pair, Marie’s sign and the magazine piece.

			NEGRO OWNED & OPERATED. Broken glass and flying bricks and swinging nightsticks. Those days after the riots had changed the course of his life. What happened after the fires burned out. What happened to Freddie. Pepper had saved Carney that time, and many times since. And now Pepper was—

			Ellen knocked on his office door. Her face was stricken.

			“I can’t find Robert,” she said. “He’s missing.”

		

	
		
			TWO

			What was Ellen to him? His nephew’s mother. His cousin’s lover for a time. But Freddie had been more like a brother—did that make her a variety of sister-in-law? What you call someone doesn’t matter, it’s what you feel about them. She was family.

			Carney hadn’t seen her since Aunt Millie’s funeral two years ago. In fact, they first met at a funeral—Freddie’s. She showed up, hand in hand with a little boy who had an unmistakable resemblance to the deceased. Heck of a way to meet your nephew.

			At Aunt Millie’s service, Carney and Ellen had spoken briefly. “She was always so kind to me.” Aunt Millie didn’t meet Ellen and Robert until after Freddie’s death, but had welcomed them into the family without reservation. They were tough nuts, mother and son, reserved by nature, almost suspicious or skeptical of other people. Eventually Ellen permitted Carney to play the uncle on birthdays and occasional outings. Robert opened up as he got older. When he worked in the store he impressed Carney with his innate understanding of inventory flow and showroom management. You can’t teach that.

			Ellen sat on the honey-colored Argent sofa in Carney’s office and dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. He’d never seen Ellen cry before; she kept a tight rein. She’d gone gray since they last met, and her straight hair fell in a precise, neat curtain to her shoulders. It gave her a schoolmarm aspect. Carney didn’t know much about their relationship, but Freddie had liked a severe woman and would’ve approved of how she had aged.

			Marie had caught on that something was amiss and popped in with a glass of water for Ellen, then withdrew and closed the door.

			“How long has he been gone?” Carney asked. He didn’t want to say missing.

			Robert went to work yesterday and didn’t come home, she said. He never stayed out all night, and never failed to let her know if he had plans. She’d worried—and then the police knocked on her door.

			Carney pictured the apartment on 132nd. Her late husband, Booker, had a heart attack a while back, and her stepkids had long moved out. It was just her and Robert.

			Robert worked for a lawyer in Queens, Ellen said—Ned Garrity. Garrity did contract law, a one-man operation, and had hired Robert as a driver and general gopher last fall. “You know how easily Robert gets bored at these different jobs,” Ellen said. “This one stuck.”

			Carney knew firsthand. When Robert told him he wanted to quit the furniture store, it had stung, coming at the same time he realized that his kids weren’t going to take over one day. No one wants to be in the furniture business. More insulting, Robert’s next job was stock boy at Payless. A fucking shoe store.

			“What kind of contracts?” Carney asked.

			“Stuff with the city. I don’t really know.” The cops told her that Garrity was dead. The tenant upstairs from his office noticed the door ajar and found the body—the lawyer had been shot to death in his office. Responding officers found no sign of a break-in; someone had let the perpetrator in.

			The police wanted to talk to Robert.

			“The shooting in Queens,” Carney said. He’d heard about it on 1010 WINS that morning, but hadn’t put it together that it was Robert’s boss. It was hard to keep track of the daily mayhem. Crime was on the rise again, with all these drugs on the streets. Walk down the sidewalk and crack vials crunched underfoot like autumn leaves. Elizabeth fretted that the city was going back to the bad old days of the ’70s: “You can feel it when you walk down the street.”

			Ellen sniffled and wiped her nose. “I told the police I hadn’t seen Robert.” Was she aware of any tensions at work, the cops asked? Did Garrity have a beef with anyone? Ellen knew very little about what went on at the Law Office of Edward T. Garrity. Robert liked his boss, she told Carney. Thought he was a hoot. Paid him on time, didn’t act racist.

			She and the cops were in her living room, and the looniness of the scene, them sitting there asking about her son, made her frantic. Was Robert there when it happened? Did anyone see him? The cops didn’t know anything, or were holding back.

			Ellen went into her purse and held out the detective’s card. Carney regarded it with distaste. Nothing good ever came from a cop’s card.

			“Nobody’s heard from him?” Carney asked.

			“I came to you,” Ellen said. “Freddie always said when he was in trouble, he came to you.” She bit her lip. “He said you always come through.”

			***

			A Mind Is A Terrible Place

			is how Carney always read the United Negro College Fund ads at first glance. It was a dandy idea, sell the kids on the value of an education, uplift the race and all that, and A Mind Is a Terrible Thing to Waste was a great tagline. Carney supposed that his misreading reflected poorly on his character, but such assessments didn’t bother him as much as they used to.

			Out on 125th, Harlem Summer unfolded in its brash splendor. Memorial Day formerly marked the opening of the sidewalk bazaar, but now it started earlier every year, the way Xmas decorations went up the moment you started digesting Thanksgiving supper. Hey, brotherman! The vendors shouted and gestured at the passersby, who had honed their anti–eye contact techniques and brusque shouldering-through over a lifetime. Knockoff versions of last year’s big toys slouched naked on the sidewalk, without packaging, as oblivious as passed-out bums. Rows of wigs clung to chipped Styrofoam skulls, next to ersatz Gucci watches and brown-bottle tonics with peeling labels. Incense, umbrellas, and pleather handbags. Fancy cologne that had been brewed in a Morningside Heights bathtub—slap it on your skin or use it to peel paint, take your pick. Entrepreneurs had videotaped the latest blockbusters in movie theaters and sold bootleg copies replete with shaky camera work and audience commentary. There were sunglasses, Fist Afro picks, knockoff versions of electronic gizmos, Made in China, Made in Taiwan, but certainly not made to last. Carney had learned the hard way that all street toys were treated with a special chemical that made them disintegrate within hours of entering a home. Slow down, sister, check it out!

			Black Israelites waved flyers at passersby. The emissaries from the latest nationalist faction delivered updates on the coming race war, years overdue, as the gigantic ghetto blaster at their feet broadcast obscure counter-histories and potluck conspiracies. They were in sales, like Carney. The businesses paying rent on 125th turned over less quickly than the street vendors, but all of them churned eventually. The only permanent tenants were hustle and impermanence.

			As he walked up to the location of Ellen’s first tip, he met the gaze of a homeless guy on Lenox. The man was emaciated, with a matted, multiplane Afro. His trousers were grimed from misadventures and moist, red sores dotted his shirtless chest. He waved around a dingy soda bottle. Pedestrians gave him a berth—maybe his fate was catchy. Carney arced around him like the rest.

			It took three blocks before he realized that the man was Cheap Brucie, the old pimp. Many years ago, Carney had sicced Detective Munson on Brucie, who arrested him in exchange for a tip on a big drug bust. Carney had Brucie pinched at the behest of one of the pimp’s girls, Miss Laura, who was in turn performing a task (chaste, but spiteful) for Carney. Twenty-five years ago? He’d never met Cheap Brucie in person, had only seen him departing Miss Laura’s apartment building after…after doing whatever it is pimps do in the course of their day-to-day. Picking up trick money, general cowing and intimidation, clothes shopping, etc.

			Cheap Brucie, Miss Laura, and the cop—and the banker Wilfred Duke, who started the whole business by fucking Carney over. Give a man a bribe, you expect services rendered. Only Carney had known the true shape of the Duke Job; everyone else had seen only their small piece of it. Truth be told, Carney had trouble remembering the details, it had been so long. But the rage that fueled it—he felt it now, in his chest, as he walked up Lenox. The rage lived in him still.

			He hadn’t thought of Cheap Brucie in years. The pimp had done a bid, Carney was sure of that. What happened after he got out? The Street reached out with its merciless hand and pulled him to its rough breast. What happened to the rest of them, the others caught up in Carney’s revenge? There was the drug dealer Biz Dixon. Carney had put Munson on Dixon as well; the city had been in the midst of one of its window-dressing narcotics crackdowns. But Freddie had been drinking or partying with Biz—they went way back, to when they were kids—and got arrested, too. Into the Tombs.

			His cousin was never the same after his time in the fearsome city jail. Freddie was a small-time hustler of good nature and got thrown in with the real hard rocks. Something happened to him there. Beaten? Raped? Freddie treated Carney differently when he got out, as if he had sensed Carney’s role in his incarceration. Which was impossible. It wasn’t the Tombs that set Freddie against him, but everything that had accumulated between them over the years, since they were little.

			A Mind Is A Terrible Place

			Now Carney was looking for his cousin’s son. Freddie got together with Ellen around the time he got out of the city jail; Robert was born soon after. His nephew was fine, Carney was sure of it. If Robert took after his father, he’d been lying up with a girl somewhere. Probably walking through the front door at this very moment. Ellen had told him that Robert didn’t have a girlfriend, but the boy had always kept his own counsel. Yes, a man was dead. Carney didn’t know what the lawyer was into—there were a million reasons why a lawyer might get snuffed. Did that sound cynical? Carney allowed that perhaps he was not as shocked as some by men getting gunned down in their offices. Men had pointed guns at Carney in his office on several occasions, and perhaps that colored his reaction.

			After Ellen told Carney about Robert, she’d gone home to see if he’d shown up. “I’m going to call all the hospitals.” Carney called Elizabeth to see if she’d heard from him. Was his tone nonchalant? She asked him to get off his butt. What if it was one of their kids? When he got off the phone, Marie got on his case, too. During Robert’s time in the store Marie had started bringing in sweets, like the old days—cobblers, pies, and hummingbird cake. She delighted in watching him eat and fill out his skinny-bean boy frame. She told Carney not to waste any time.

			“What about your party?” Carney asked.

			“Dennis is going to be late anyway.” They can have cake another day. She grabbed Carney’s arm. “For Ellen’s sake.”

			The women were teaming up on him. He hit the streets.

			According to Ellen, one of Robert’s buddies worked at a stereo store next to the A&P. That first stop was a bust. The only person out front was the guy Carney took to be the owner, a middle-aged Puerto Rican man with thick eyeglasses and two holdout tufts of hair sprouting behind his ears. Carney waited as he demonstrated the virtues of a Walkman knockoff to a Spanish lady shopping for her daughter’s birthday.

			All of Sugar Hill Stereo’s products, from the Technics turntables to the Panasonic radios to the big packs of Eveready batteries, were protected by a clear plastic shield. As the purveyor of a hands-on, butts-on shopping experience, Carney hid his scorn.

			The ghetto blasters on the shelves were so humungous that Carney threw out his back just looking at them. The portable-radio people were in an arms race over size. He remembered something John had told him about the blackout of ’77, when a bolt of lightning struck a Con Ed substation and pop!—the lights went out all over the city. Individuals took advantage, as people are wont to do, snatching turntables and hi-fi systems and every manner of portable electronics from store shelves across Harlem and the Bronx. The city restored the juice after a few sweltering, siren-filled days, but something had been unleashed. Black boys started goofing off and experimenting with their purloined speaker systems and turntable sets, mixing and scratching, laying fingertips on vinyl, massaging records back and forth, scatting nonsense rhymes into stolen microphones: Rapping. “The blackout crime wave basically invented rap music,” John said. “It gave everybody tools.”

			“Or you could say it was the bolt of lightning,” Carney said. Like the charge that woke up Frankenstein’s monster.

			Was it art from crime, or crime that became art? You swipe it, you own it—and get to make something new out of it. When John came home for Christmas, a song came on the radio while he was doing the dishes. It was a rap single by someone named Rick Slick and in the middle of his rap he started crooning “Michelle” by the Beatles. Off-key, ear-curdling. Carney pretended to be offended that Rick Slick had stolen the snippet of the song, and John looked over from the sink and informed him that “It’s not stealing, it’s sampling. It’s how they make music these days.”

			Carney hoped Rick Slick had good legal representation. In his experience, white millionaires had good lawyers and didn’t mind using them. Could crime be art? If you were really good at it, Carney allowed. He’d met maestros of the criminal arts once or twice.

			The owner of Sugar Hill Stereo said yes, Robert’s friend Cory worked at the store, but hadn’t shown up that day. He’d be in tomorrow “if he bothers to show up.” Irritated with the non-sale, he dismissed Carney.

			The next stop was a few blocks away. It was cavort-in-fire-hydrant-spray weather, but the city was cracking down these days, hitting uncorked hydrants like storm troopers. Carney was sweating. In his fencing days, he took off during store hours for all sorts of grubby missions. Picking up a briefcase of cash from the trunk of a Dodge Dart parked outside the Cloisters, hitting the Macy’s luggage department to match the other party’s duffel bag at the handoff. Those days were over. He encountered fewer threats, fewer guns, and fewer henchmen in need of extensive dental work. The store was doing well, as was Elizabeth’s business, and no tuitions at the moment, thank God. Out of practice for these odd missions, he resented Ellen’s theatrics. No doubt Robert had come home by now, hungover, rumple-clothed, and was getting an earful from his angry mother.

			But Robert’s friend Cory hadn’t shown up for work at the stereo store. Coincidence.

			He’d check out the other friend Ellen had tipped him to. No reason not to.

			Lee worked at Memphis Fried Chicken on 138th and Amsterdam, where Lady Betsy’s used to be. A grimy red, white, and blue GRAND OPENING banner hung outside, dead-tired and sun-bleached by the years. The folksy flourishes that Lady Betsy, the grand dame of Harlem chicken, had displayed—a yellowed recipe for mac and cheese, the blue-and-white gingham apron she wore during her cornmeal breakthrough—had been removed to bring the establishment up to national inner-city chicken-joint code. The wooden seating had been replaced by yellow-and-orange plastic booths, easy to wipe and scratch one’s name and philosophy into, and the famous counter, from which Lady Betsy greeted regulars and shared homespun wisdom, was now a wall of bulletproof plastic. The plastic was thicker than that in the electronics store. A chicken connoisseur might say that a masterpiece fried drumstick was more precious than a Japanese boom box, but Carney doubted that the current fare met the previous owner’s standard of excellence. He was particularly leery of the $1.95 “Marcus Garvey Special.”

			Carney got in line. From the smell, they were doing their birds in Lady Betsy’s leftover oil. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d sent John out for a bucket of chicken from Lady Betsy’s or New Country Kitchen, the rival joint across the street. The competition over who served better chicken had been fevered. Carney wasn’t surprised when he heard the place burned down one night—although he discounted the anecdotes about an “eerie green light” and “sulfurous stench” the night of the blaze. Had the owner been a witch? Nothing said a witch couldn’t make good chicken.

			The burned-out lot still sat, waiting for some of that “development money.” Lady Betsy died of kidney disease a while back, and a half-wit niece had made a go of it to no avail. Harlem legends like Lady Betsy didn’t come around anymore. Now it was bulletproof plastic and gallon cans of premade gravy from a factory somewhere.

			At the order window, Carney enunciated through the tiny holes in the plastic. The name tag identified the beady-eyed young man before him as Robert’s buddy Lee. He wore a sleepy expression on his face, which was attached by a long tendon-y neck: He looked turtle-ish.

			“Robert? For what?”

			Carney explained, briefly. “You know how mothers are.”

			“Not my mom,” Lee said. He glanced over his shoulder. “My manager doesn’t like it when I conversate when I’m on the register.”

			The woman behind Carney ticked her teeth loudly, glaring with annihilating fury. Two B-boys bounced in, equally surly.

			“You’re his uncle?” Lee asked. “With the furniture store?”

			“Carney’s Furniture. A Harlem Mainstay for Over—”

			“My uncle got a couch off of you a while back. Look, I ain’t seen him since last weekend. He’s not around as much as he used to be. You should ask Ramona.”

			“Who’s that?”

			“What?”

			Carney brought his mouth closer to the speaking holes. “Who’s that?”

			One of the B-boys said, “Come on, man!”

			“His girlfriend,” Lee said. “Ramona. That’s who he’s hanging out with these days.”

			A man emerged from the kitchen, with the demeanor of one who’d taken a seminar in degrading minimum-wage employees. He put his hands on his hips. “Lee!”

			Lee grimaced at Carney. “You going to order something?”

			

			***

			Robert was with his girlfriend, as Carney had suspected. He hadn’t told his mother about the relationship. It was just Ellen and Robert, with her husband gone and his kids moved away—he could see her holding Robert too tightly. When the boy was little, it’d taken time for Carney and Elizabeth to get Ellen to respond to their overtures. Keep someone too close and it’ll be hard for them to tell you when they’re leaving. He rang Ellen from a pay phone, but her line was busy. He’d try her again at the store.

			Rusty had already left and locked the front door—he beat it out by 7:01 p.m. these days, so as not to squander brooding time. Marie was still packing up. “A girlfriend?” She raised her eyebrows.

			Upstairs, Carney went through his mail. Nothing special except for a letter from a law firm, Huntley & Higginbotham. Probably the latest maneuvers in the Dumas War. The club had never recovered from the mansion’s destruction. There was no HQ, for one, not after Leon the Arsonist put a match to it. After all the money they’d raised with the capital campaign, they had yet to break ground on the new clubhouse. Meetings had moved to a succession of tacky banquet halls; Carney suspected someone on the board was getting a cut. Other clubs scooped up members, and last winter a contingent of younger members filed a lawsuit. They wanted to break away and start over, keeping only “the Dumas brand” as they called it, and accused the board of mismanagement. “Irregularities,” such as a mysterious shortfall in club dues from 1955 to 1965, were uncovered; Terry Moses, now deceased, was taking the fall for that one. The geezers rejected plans for a more modern facility, stuck on an out-of-date image of the old mansion. It was a serious dereliction of fiduciary and moral duty: “Everywhere in New York is building—except Harlem!”

			The upstarts had the votes, but the distinguished old men—the surviving founders and wizened power brokers who’d steered Black New York for decades, the Freys and Lanfords and Wilsons—held on. The courts had it now. Subpoenas were tendered, depositions sat for. It was a mess. The lawyers grazed happily.

			Carney was about to open the letter from Huntley & Higginbotham when Marie stuck her head in. “There are some policemen downstairs.” She gave him a wry look. “I knew I wasn’t getting out of here without one more visit from the cops.”

			It had been a long time since Carney had been hassled by New York’s Finest. Munson was long dead. For years the detective had strolled in, slobby and imperious, hand out for his envelope—part of the overhead for operating as a fence in Harlem. The detective came knocking soon after the Hotel Theresa Job, when Carney entered the ranks of the known fences. No one from the precinct replaced Munson when he disappeared. For a time, the occasional detective popped in to see if Carney knew anything about a big robbery that had just gone down, but there was no more tribute to be paid, and soon even those cops stopped coming around. He fell off the rolls.

			Downstairs, the pigs had parked themselves at the Egon dinette set. Mahogany finish with the new secure snap-in leaves: pearls before swine. They had typical New York City detective faces, in which malevolent attributes (viciousness, malice) were combined with the unintelligent (oafish, plodding) to produce a distinctly local hybrid: a ruthless dim-wittedness. Easy to spot once you caught on.

			The wrinkle was that one was white and one was black. The black detective perused that season’s Egon catalog with great interest, his gaze drifting to the ceiling in contemplation, as if pondering philosophical disputes and not home dining trends from Finland. The white detective crossed his arms and appraised Carney. He introduced himself and his partner, and said they worked out of the 112th Precinct in Forest Hills. “Your nephew is Robert Dupree? When’s the last time you saw him?”

			Carney told him it had been a while, Christmas. They exchanged presents at the store. Robert wore a new overcoat that was more grown-up than his usual style. Finally taking home a decent paycheck.

			“His employer Edward Garrity was murdered last night,” the detective said, “and from what we gather Robert was the last one to see him alive.” He’d put Carney down as a reference when he applied for the job, the white detective added.

			“Like I said, I haven’t seen him.” It was the longest they’d been out of touch. He flashed on Freddie’s disappearances, all those years ago, when he’d drop out and come back skinny and drug-harrowed. He got up to things when you weren’t looking.

			“Your nephew ever talk about his boss? People he was arguing with?”

			Carney was at a loss.

			“This Garrity,” the detective said, “he did a lot of work over at Borough Hall. Political stuff. Robert ever go into any of that?”

			Carney searched the man’s expression. He didn’t give up anything. The big corruption scandal in Queens had been all over the news for months. Robert Morgenthau, the District Attorney of New York County, had been busy, turning over rocks. The suicide of the Queens borough president had blown it up even bigger. Did that mean this lawyer was dirty? “He didn’t talk about work,” Carney said.

			The black detective looked up from the Egon catalog and exchanged a glance with his partner like he was sending telepathic commands. He returned to the catalog, tilting it as if contemplating a centerfold. In other circumstances, Carney would’ve swooped in for a sale.

			“We searched the vicinity for the deceased’s car—an Oldsmobile. You know of any reason why your nephew would have to take the car?”

			Carney’s skin prickled. There was no telling what the story was here. Or what Robert had been involved in. Get ahold of yourself in front of these cops, Carney told himself.

			The white detective said, “Munson used to handle you, right?”

			Carney stiffened. “Munson’s been gone a long time.”

			“Before I transferred to the 112th, I was down the street at the 28th. That was a fucking carnival.”

			Carney didn’t respond. The white cop was older than he looked, if he knew Munson. Cops aged poorly, in his experience. Perhaps that had changed as well. Maybe they were all doing Jane Fonda’s Workout these days between civil rights violations and overtime scams.

			“You had a sideline,” the white cop said.

			“I sell furniture.” Was this about Garrity, or was it some new brand of shakedown? Carney was out of practice with current extortion lingo and etiquette. Who knew what kind of swindles cops were into these days. The Knapp Commission had blown everything up in ’71—time for plenty of innovations and advances since.

			“Nice furniture, too,” the black detective said. He tossed the catalog onto the table. The detectives stood. “You see your nephew, you have him call us,” he said. “He was the last person to see Garrity alive and we’re going to need a statement.”

			Marie unlocked the front door and let them out. “Is Robert okay?” she asked.

			“I wouldn’t worry.” He gave her a hug and told her he’d let her know if he heard anything.

			Carney was going to miss his standing Cosby Show date with Elizabeth. He had to find this girlfriend and make sure Robert was safe. He was locking his office when the phone rang. If it was Ellen looking for an update, did he tell her about the cops or not?

			It wasn’t Ellen. It was Robert. He needed to meet.

		

	
		
			THREE

			A well-executed lam was tribute to and affirmation of one’s ingenuity and spiritual mettle. Time was, you went on the lam, you went on the lam. Stared at the ceiling of your room at a fleabag hotel on Dead End Street, and cursed the hubris, bad luck, double-cross, or combination thereof that had led you to that accursed place. Hid out in a boardinghouse run by an old broad who used to madame a brothel for Bugsy Siegel. Shivered in a critter-filled crawlspace beneath grandma’s house and wondered if the heat was still coming down. A holy trial.

			What did it say about his nephew’s character that he had picked Mama’s Ristorante on 125th for their meet? Carney was appalled. Typically, one did not lam it in a punishingly lit second-rate pizza joint with a signed picture of Jerry Orbach on the wall. More unforgivable, their slices exhibited low structural integrity when folded and thirty seconds after hitting the paper plate bled out orange grease like a gunshot body on a Saturday-night sidewalk. It was shameful to pass through their doors.

			Mama’s was next door to the Wiz. Carney winced when he passed the electronics store. The Wiz had opened in Nightbirds’ old spot, where Carney and Freddie had spent innumerable nights embedded among the pimps, stickup men, and multipurpose grifters. Carney’s father had been a regular, plotting late-night raids on poorly secured drugstores and supermarket safes. They didn’t make places like Nightbirds anymore, or people like its regulars.

			Mama’s was a narrow affair with three yellow-and-orange booths, same make as the seating in the chicken place. Carney ordered his nephew to relocate to the booth farthest in the back, and to sit with his back to the street—but not before taking the young man into a big hug. Robert had his father’s lean frame, but he was neatly muscled. He spent time in the gym and reminded Carney of a boxer, maybe an underappreciated welterweight known for his graceful footwork. His eyes were still as kind and thoughtful as they had been when he was a boy, holding his mother’s hand at his father’s funeral.

			Robert fidgeted under Carney’s inspection. He didn’t have any visible wounds.

			“Your mother—” Carney began.

			“I know she’s worried.” Robert peeked over his shoulder. “I was there when it happened.”

			He’d been working at the Law Office of Edward T. Garrity for a year. At first Ned took him on as a driver, in charge of the burgundy Oldsmobile that the lawyer’s wife forbade him to drive. Last year Garrity lost consciousness on the Bruckner Expressway, smearing sparks down the guardrail until he hit a tree. “Bum ticker,” Garrity told Robert, tapping his heart. “I take medicine for it now, but to be honest I have never been an ace behind the wheel—multiple fender benders.” The Oldsmobile was “a beautiful animal,” he insisted. What was he supposed to do? Take the bus like some kind of fucking asshole? He wasn’t going to pay professional rates for a driver. A friend of Robert’s stepfather, Booker, knew the lawyer and sent Robert his way.

			When Elizabeth told Carney that Robert was working out in Queens, it sounded like a step up from Robert’s usual low-responsibility fare. He was a diligent worker, no slacker, but exhibited a profound indifference to institutions. When Robert quit the furniture store, he told Carney he was grateful for the opportunity, but it was “time to move on.” What sixteen-year-old talked like that?

			Robert made a tour of low-paying gigs. After Payless, he worked concessions at the Loews 86th Street theater, prying overcooked hot dogs from ever-spinning rollers, and then in the stock room of a downtown clothing store, Canal Jeans, and washed dishes at Soup Burg, an East Side diner. He never got fired, unlike like his father, with whom he shared a predilection for no-stakes jobs.

			Before he hooked up with the lawyer, Carney and Elizabeth and Aunt Millie had worked mightily on Robert to get him to go to college.

			Like: “We talked about you going back to school.”

			“That’s not for me.”

			“What isn’t?”

			“That. That whole thing.”

			“What is?”

			The young man shrugged. When Robert got hardheaded, it was like talking to Freddie all over again. His father had passed down an immunity to common sense.

			A disagreement at the pizza counter turned loud. A tall, bald brother in a Mets jersey thundered, “I said anchovies! That’s like two fish!” The pizza guy activated de-escalation procedures. Robert tightened his fists at the angry voices.

			“I liked working for Garrity,” Robert said. At first his friends teased that his boss was some kind of pervert. “You know that old cracker’s trying to get into your pants.” The lawyer grew up poor, raised by his mother, and put himself through school, finishing law school at St. John’s. He liked the idea of giving a young man a leg up, a young man who was smart and a good worker and wanted to better himself. “I just wanted to make some money,” Robert said, “but Ned liked to be some kind of father figure. Especially when he found out mine had never been in the picture.”

			He paused as if expecting something from Carney, but Carney didn’t know what it was.

			On a typical day, Robert took the subway out to Garrity’s house in Elmhurst and drove him to the office on Queens Boulevard. The office was a two-room space above a barbershop, with a grumbling air conditioner and a mold encampment under the bathroom sink. Most of Garrity’s buddies hung their shingle closer to Borough Hall, but Garrity liked being out of the thick of it. “Nobody’s keeping tabs over here, see?” Robert drove his boss around Queens and Brooklyn, to Italian restaurants with stammering neon signs, stainless-steel diners shaped like railroad cars, decrepit greasy spoons down the block from the courthouse. Robert waited in the car while Garrity did his appointments and read paperbacks until the man returned, rapping on the driver’s window with his hairy knuckles.

			“These were clients he was meeting?”

			“Or…associates. The Klugmen. They all looked like Jack Klugman, from Quincy. White guys with these hangdog faces.”

			Carney associated Klugman with The Odd Couple and The Twilight Zone, but such was the gap between generations. He got the picture: paunchy, corned-beef white men with pinkie rings and fat ties. Ethnic-tilt, non-WASP version. A description that captured a lot of outer-borough talent.

			There was Salzburg, Robert said, who held court at the Borough Hall OTB. He was always muttering when the car pulled up to the betting spot, in recrimination with himself. Garrity and Salzburg strolled up the street, disappeared at the corner, and emerged around the other side of the block minutes later. Harker had a big potbelly and favored high-waisted trousers and brown porkpie hats. Old school—the fashion train had left him on the platform sometime in the early ’60s. On the last Thursday of every month he and Garrity confabbed at a Coney Island red-sauce joint and adjourned with speckles of clams arrabbiata on their shirts.

			Eventually Robert figured out these were money drops. They looked like regular white guys, but they were up to shady business.

			Take Lombardi. Garrity met Lombardi once a month at the Jester, a steak-and-chops place one block from the courthouse. He was in his early forties, sort of chunky, and favored a more modern suit than the lawyer’s other “associates.” “Looking at him, you’d never think he was a wiseguy,” Garrity said one time as he climbed into the back of the Oldsmobile after a meeting.

			“Wiseguy?”

			“Mafia, Mafia.” Like Robert was a dunce.

			“What kind of law again?” Carney asked.

			“Contract. For people who dealt with the city. Like, deal.” He rubbed his fingers together in the getting-some-money motion. “Everybody does a little something. Right, Uncle Ray?” he said in a knowing tone.

			“What do you mean everybody?” Was that a comment on Carney’s old sideline?

			Robert shrugged in the family style. He was his father’s son, even if they’d never met. It unnerved Carney when Robert displayed some mannerism of Freddie’s—a way of delivering a punch line or shrugging off blame. Carney knew a lot about fathers handing down things to their sons, and was glad he no longer wrestled with his own inheritances the way he used to.

			After a time Garrity expanded Robert’s duties to full gopher-hood. He fetched the man’s liverwurst and corned-beef sandwiches from faded delicatessens with health violations, delivered manila envelopes to busty secretaries who spackled themselves with discontinued brands of makeup. Between tasks, Robert cooled out in the back, where he had a little desk among the file cabinets and piles of yellowing documents.

			The windowless room was stuffy, but Garrity preferred a closed door when clients popped in. Some days Robert joined him for lunch and Garrity shared stories of moral instruction (“Never trust anyone who’s paying by money order”) and interpersonal advice, like How to Please a Wife (“First, shut your mouth and listen. Love comes through the ears”). On the racial question, he was broad-minded. “I have long felt an affinity for the Negro people. The first time I made love to my beautiful wife, Nat King Cole was playing on the record player.”

			Robert had been fond of his boss. Carney realized that he was jealous of the bond between his nephew and this white man, this walking heart attack whom he had never met. Robert liked Carney enough, perhaps even loved him, but most of time he felt merely tolerated. Politely tolerated, like when you take a perfunctory bite of your host’s cake.

			One day Garrity told Robert it was time he got a handle on “the back room.” His last secretary had vamoosed years before; Robert suspected romantic misadventure, maybe a kid he was paying for. Chaos itself had assumed her duties. The place was a mess.

			Garrity had a paw in various businesses, Robert said, like the two Bronx check-cashing places, the bail bonds outfit in Staten Island, and the Vanguard Collection Agency, which pursued the city’s legions of tardy debtors. He consulted with city agencies and political organizations with names like the Democratic Norms Club and the Coalition for a Better Queens. One day Robert was watching Live at Five and realized that the Donald Manes mentioned in a news report about a new housing complex was Garrity’s business associate “Donny.” “You know how you’ve never heard about something, and then one day it’s everywhere?” Robert said. “That’s what it was like with Donald Manes. And then that thing happened.”

			By now Carney was aware that Garrity’s murder was not an aborted robbery or a passion play: This was money. “That thing” was the city’s biggest political scandal in decades, no small feat. As the Queens borough president since the early ’70s, and captain of the county’s Democratic Party, Donald Manes’s centralized political power rivaled Tammany Hall in its heyday. Throw in his seat on the city’s all-powerful Board of Estimate, and Manes had control of every patronage job, public-works project, and municipal scheme in the borough. He had a hand in everything on the street (the Taxi and Limousine Commission, commercial zoning, who built the subway shelters) and below the street (gas lines, sewer maintenance, and miles of water mains). “The King of Queens,” he called himself. When he appeared in the papers, which was often, the reporter usually slipped in “and perhaps our next mayor” to make the reader pay attention.

			It all crashed last winter. One night in January, two traffic cops pulled over a car that had been dangerously weaving on Grand Central Parkway. The front seat was a grisly scene, with blood all over the dash, steering wheel, and the driver, whom the cops recognized as the borough president. The blood was from a cut on Manes’s wrist, poorly bandaged. He was delirious.

			Carney remembered the quizzical expressions of the morning NBC News crew. One of the city’s most powerful men claimed that he had been abducted by two “mysterious men” who forced him to cut himself. The tabloids frothed that it was a hooker rendezvous gone wrong. While Manes recuperated at Booth Memorial Hospital, city hall put out a story that he was merely dehydrated. “You don’t know about these liquid diets,” Mayor Koch counseled the assembled reporters at a press conference. “Stay away from them.”

			Over the next month and a half, the assorted investigations filled the front pages. Geoffrey Lindenauer, one of Manes’s bagmen, was indicted for scooping up more than $400,000 in bribes. As a deputy in the New York City Traffic Violations Bureau, he steered collection agencies toward scofflaws in exchange for a percentage. If you wanted a piece of that action, you had to give Lindenauer an envelope and kick up to Manes. Lindenauer’s thirty-nine-count indictment included charges for racketeering, extortion, and mail fraud. It was rumored that the “King of Queens” was next.

			Carney kept up with the story. The details and names of the actors were new, but at its heart it was a simple envelope story—who was reaching into their pocket and who had their hand out. He had assumed Manes was crooked in some way because all politicians were crooked, and as Mayor Koch’s right-hand man there was no shortage of opportunity.

			The feds put the squeeze on Lindenauer; he squealed. As the Post put it, LINDY AGREES TO TELL ALL. By then Manes was out of the hospital and hiding at home. News crews camped on his front step.

			“Pretty modest house,” Elizabeth said.

			“He’s got sacks of money in the floorboards,” Carney said.

			A week later the eleven o’clock news opened with a BREAKING STORY. Donald Manes had stabbed himself in the chest. His daughter had found him on the kitchen floor, the princess phone dangling from the wall on its curly cord. Dead.

			The investigations continued. What other schemes and scams had the Democratic machine been up to? Koch was cagey in press conferences, grouchier than usual. You can’t do three terms as this city’s mayor without getting up to some crooked shit. Now it was coming out.

			Robert’s hands fluttered as he worked his way up to last night’s events. Carney moved his nephew’s Coke out of the way.

			“What?” Robert said. “Why did you do that?”

			“I didn’t want you to knock it over,” Carney said. An old reflex of his, to prevent May and John from making a mess at the table. He supposed he’d done it with Robert as well, in McDonald’s or during lunch at the store.

			“I’m not a kid,” Robert said. “I’m not your kid.”

			Carney nodded.

			Garrity changed after the Manes scandal blew up, Robert said. He closed the office for a week and hid at home in Elmhurst. When he summoned Robert back to work, he had turned jumpy and distracted. The Klugmen lunches dried up. He stayed away from Borough Hall and the courthouse and told Robert that if any cops came around he was supposed to play dumb. “He trusted me,” Robert said. “I trusted him. I didn’t want them to snatch him up.”

			When April rolled around, Garrity had been restored to his customary good humor. The phone started ringing again and the restaurant rendezvous returned to the calendar. “Everybody’s back to business,” he crowed to Robert. The restaurants were new—a seafood place in Astoria, a holdout steakhouse on Avenue U—as were the faces. They were still Klugmen, but Garrity didn’t introduce them. Before Manes’s death, the lawyer returned from a meeting and counted the bills he’d received in the folded-over newspaper or manila folder. No more. If Garrity was still taking handoffs, there was a new system. “Garrity had me take him to Borough Hall a lot more. It was changed up.”

			Carney grunted. Manes had run the Queens machine—was the Queens machine himself, from all accounts. Now there was a power vacuum. The envelopes didn’t stop, but they sailed on new currents, sought new routes.

			Then came last night. “Ever since Manes blew up, Ned said the Feds weren’t going to come after him because he was a small fry.” Why bother? After yesterday’s trip to Borough Hall, however, Garrity came out spooked. “He was quiet the whole ride to the office, and he was never like that. When we got back, he had me gather up everything that had Manes’s name on it, and some companies he had a bit of, like the collection agency. He was going to burn it.”

			They both stayed late. Garrity had been arguing with his wife, Delphine, lately and had taken to lingering at the office. When her nightly cocktail kicked in, it was safe to go home. Robert had a date with Ramona to see that Rodney Dangerfield flick Back to School. He was going straight to the movie theater after driving Garrity home, so he got changed in the bathroom to put on his nice shirt and some Polo cologne.

			When he opened the bathroom door and turned off the light, Garrity was talking to someone in the front room. “I kept quiet, because Garrity never introduced me to his associates—he kept that wall up. And the guy was obviously pissed off.”

			“Mad about what?”

			Robert shook his head. “The other guy was upset and Ned was trying to calm him down. ‘We had an agreement,’ ‘I gave you what you asked for.’ The door to the front office was open a crack. I snuck up, and the guy was in Ned’s face, waving a gun. From the back, it could have been any of the Klugmen, but I recognized him—Lombardi. The wiseguy, the mobster. He had Ned up against the wall, and Ned had his hands up—and then Ned made a move for the gun, I wasn’t sure. He shot him. He shot Ned in the face right there and there was blood everywhere.”

			Carney reached out to touch his nephew’s forearm. Robert pulled his arm away. He checked over his shoulder and said, “Ned went down, it was crazy.”

			The only way out of the office was through the front door, and Robert was not going to make it across the room. Lombardi muttered and cursed. He was covered in blood. Robert hid under his desk in the back room. It sounded like Lombardi was going through Ned’s desk. Then he started for the back office.

			Robert had left his book bag on the floor. It obviously didn’t belong to Garrity—would Lombardi notice it? He held his breath. Lombardi walked by the desk and into the bathroom. The fan went on and the water ran. The man had to clean up before he went outside. But if he was searching for something, he’d see Robert when he got to his desk.

			“I decided to make a run for it. I snuck into the front room. Lombardi didn’t hear me over that loud-ass fan. I booked over to the front door—and it was locked. I didn’t have the key. Ned had it on him.”

			“Wow,” Carney said.

			“I was fucking sweating. I ran over to Ned’s body. Lombardi could come out of the bathroom at any second. It was disgusting—his face was gone. My boss. He kept the keys in his right pocket. I clenched them in my fist so they wouldn’t jangle. I got to the door and unlocked it and that’s when I heard Lombardi say, ‘Hey!’ ”

			Robert dove into the hallway, ducking. Lombardi fired. Robert felt it whistle past his ear. “It was crazy!” Robert vaulted down the stairs. “Like I was kid again, going down the stairs of the Polo Grounds Towers.” Lombardi fired one more shot, right as Robert exited the stairwell. “I was booking. I got in the Oldsmobile and drove down Queens Boulevard. And kept driving.”

			He was on the boulevard when he was hit by a dizzying notion: What if he kept driving? Down this dirty street, and past it, past the edge of the city and whatever lay beyond? He felt like he was high, inhaling the dreamy dose of this idea. Liberated.

			Robert didn’t share this moment with his uncle. He just said he didn’t go home. Did Lombardi know who he was? Where he lived? He spent the night at Ramona’s house. “I couldn’t see a movie, I was too bunched up. She wanted to know why I was so jumpy. I told her I had an argument with my mother. By now she’s seen my boss’s name in the papers. It’s been everywhere.”

			“You didn’t go to the cops,” Carney said. He would’ve made the same choice, but he wanted the young man’s reasoning.

			“Police? Like the Mafia doesn’t have them in their pocket. Them protect me? They ain’t going to do shit.” He looked at his hands. “I don’t know what to do.”

			“What was he talking about—‘You promised me’?”

			“Paying Garrity to get something fixed up. I don’t know.” He shuddered. “They’re going to be coming for me.”

			Their apartment on 147th Street was one point of vulnerability—Ellen. The girlfriend, too. If Carney had found out about her, so could anyone.

			“Ramona. Where did you two meet?”

			“Around. What does that matter?”

			“But your mother doesn’t know?”

			“I was waiting. I was going to tell her. She’s going to be mad at me.” Robert could tell the story of how a man was murdered in front of his eyes, but he couldn’t tell his mother he had a girlfriend. “How’d you know her name?”

			Carney told him that Ellen had sent him out to look for him, and that the cops had been to the store. Robert looked nauseous.

			“Ramona’s not going to say anything?” Carney asked.

			“She got my back.”

			“You can’t be out in places like this. The slices are terrible.”

			Robert got the joke after a few seconds. Carney reached over the table and jabbed his nephew in the shoulder. “We’re going to figure this out.”

			“You know about this stuff.”

			Carney was flattered that his nephew acknowledged his worldliness. “You see—”

			“Because of your business.”

			“What?”

			“I was there. They came to the store and burned it down. That wasn’t no disgruntled customer.”

			Carney frowned. “As an entrepreneur, you have to work with all walks of life.” He shared his disapproval over Robert’s poor lamming, emphasizing constructive criticism over shaming. Newark, he said. Close to the city, but far enough away that you weren’t going to run into any players—unless someone ratted you out. Over the years Carney had maintained a list of shabby, lam-worthy hotels, just in case. Now that he was out of the game he was glad his foresight wasn’t going to waste. “The Hotel St. John on Jefferson. Trust me.” He gave Robert a name to check in under: Steven Stoll, after Alice Stoll, the inventor of flame-retardant fabric and a home-furnishing pioneer.

			After some other instructions, he put his nephew in a cab to Port Authority. On the lam. Was the young man tough enough to handle it? Savvy enough? Carney had always figured how to turn the situation around before he was forced to disappear, a skill in itself. Freddie had trained for “going underground” ever since he was a kid, whenever he got caught under the gym bleachers looking up skirts, or stole comic books from the five-and-dime, and then had to lie low to escape his mother’s wrath. Freddie had hid out in Brooklyn after the Theresa Job, and again in a Washington Heights SRO after he and Linus hit old man Van Wyck’s safe back in ’64.

			Freddie didn’t make it, that last time. Robert needed better luck. Or an uncle to change the odds.

			It was time to call Pepper.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			Junior blanched and dashed for the bathroom. It was said that the face of a man you murdered can rear up suddenly and make you sick. That’s what they said. The Rabbit had never had such a reaction. He never felt bad after. Just tired.

			The Rabbit went behind the bar and fixed himself another whiskey, grateful they’d left the booze. They wanted to salvage the cathouse once the heat died down. Reopen. Slap on some new paint, change the name maybe. He wouldn’t bet on it. Italian Harlem had been dead a long time, even if a few people were hanging on. Jim Martini still sold groceries up the street, and around the corner Lorenzo’s could be relied upon for a nice biscotti, but the family was in retreat up here and once the Commission trial was over, there’d be a rearrangement of priorities.

			Junior’s retching echoed off the bathroom tile. The Rabbit felt bad for leaving a mess for Lana to clean up in the morning. He wasn’t going to do it, and Junior was useless. But that’s what they paid her for. It was a good deal. With the cathouse closed, and them only using the space for the private parties or last-minute summits or emergency meetings like this one, Lana didn’t have to do much for her weekly envelope. Wiping up the prince’s vomit was a lot easier than running herd over a bunch of crotchety New York City whores and keeping the johns in line. Not to mention the cops, and the inevitable “regrettable incidents.” She was lucky.

			The Rabbit took a bitter sip of whiskey and mumbled one of the old profanities. What was he doing here? He was retired. It had been more than a year since the Feds rolled up the heads of the big crime families. “Black Monday,” as Junior referred to it—when the government finally hit a home run after decades of flailing, busting Fat Tony Salerno, Paul Castellano, Ducks Corallo, the top guys, the lieutenants. Whoever was unlucky enough to be on shift when the raids went down. Giuliani had them crack down on business overall to prove that they were coming after the Commission for real this time, raiding the gambling spots, busting up the social clubs, rousting numbers joints from the Bronx to Staten Island.

			And the whorehouses. As far as they went, the “Cathouse on Park,” as everyone called it since the old days, had been a modest operation, almost quaint given the grand degradations perpetrated by the city every day. Six rooms, eight girls, Cuban cigars for sale. Lana played bartender on top of her madame duties. The clientele: susceptible politicians and city servants, made guys, local pooh-bahs in search of a good time. Markers were kept and called in when johns had forgotten all about them: You owe me a favor. The place wasn’t as nice as it used to be, and the girls were more glassy-eyed than glamorous, but the Rabbit had a soft spot. He felt bad when he heard about the government raid, and heartened when Lana told him the boss was going to keep the joint on ice until things got back to normal. They still had years left on the lease, for fuck’s sake. Break a welcher’s legs, sure. Break the law. But break a lease? In this city? Forget about it.

			The Rabbit called Lana once he got off the phone with Junior: You’re getting visitors. He’d finally given up the apartment on 116th after twenty years, so that was out. He missed it. He was a faithful adherent to the Sicilian practice of the lupara bianca, the white death—you were not going to find a body that the Rabbit had dropped. How many men had he chopped up in the clawfoot tub of the apartment on 116th? They could’ve started a marching band, in pieces. Garbage bags, bleach, and a bone saw. The pad had served him well, but what was the point once he retired? Rent-controlled or no.

			Retired, except for nights like this when the boss’s son calls you crying like a woman because he killed a man. Rubbed somebody out, as if they weren’t supposed to be keeping their heads down because of the Feds. They had to have money coming in, so business continued in its fashion, but dropping bodies was forbidden unless you got permission.

			The Rabbit was as out as you could get without taking a bullet to the head. A little loan-sharking here and there, out of habit more than anything else. The video-poker machines in Brooklyn and Queens. He had a share of two Ninth Avenue parking lots, and a piece of the West Side Highway thing, and those brought in envelopes every month. Civilians—all those straight suckers out there—worshipped the stock market, but if you want a sure bet, bet on New York City falling apart. The city was tearing down the decrepit West Side Highway, and the mob was making millions every step of the way, from the demolition contract, the ironworkers local, reshaping and reselling the metal. Owning stock in U.S. Steel was one thing; controlling the steel itself was even more lucrative.

			It was a nice setup for a sixty-six-year-old guy from a rotten little corner of Mott Street. Except they kept the markers. They always keep the markers. The Rabbit was retired, but he still owed the Bonannos, father and son. He was on call for nights like this.

			Lana had left a new set of clothes and takeout from Andy’s Colonial Tavern. She left the door unlocked and departed before Junior arrived; she didn’t know the identity of her guest.

			His nephew had jumped up from the red sofa when he opened the door, on edge. “Uncle Carlo,” Junior said. He kissed him on each cheek and they hugged. His hands shook; the rocks in his drink clocked together. “You got here fast. ‘The Rabbit.’ ”

			Carlo “the Rabbit” Blasi was not particularly fleet or fast—he was more deliberate by nature, truth be told—but he’d fled the site of his first hit with such astonishing alacrity that the nickname stuck. Fast as a brown hare, like one you might find in the dappled pastures of their lost Sicily. That Carlo and his comrades had never been to the motherland, or seen a rabbit in the wild and been in a position to judge its speed or lack thereof, was not important. If you put a nickname on somebody it fixes them in place, controls them—and what happened that night in Enrico’s Clams in Bensonhurst was so baroque and bloody that it had to be put in check. Or else they’d go crazy.

			They called him the Rabbit even if it didn’t fit. If you did a murder right, you didn’t have to run. You take your time. Make it a white death, and you never break a sweat.

			“Tell me what happened,” the Rabbit said.

			He listened to the story, and when Junior was finished, his boss’s son, his nephew, got up to puke.

			Junior emerged from the bathroom with wet hair slicked back like one of those banker fuckers you see in steakhouses these days. They reminded the Rabbit of the big bosses of yore, with their mammoth cuff links and pinstripes. Tailoring that announced, I got the power. Like Junior here, they were pussies compared to that crew. Playing dress-up for something they did not understand.

			The Rabbit gave him the Gap sweats Lana had left and told Junior to hand over his clothes. Junior’s face went soft, like it did when he was a kid and his father administered one of his sudden, brutal put-downs. His face asked, Why did you do that to me, Daddy? Forty years later he still had that little boy inside him.

			Junior changed into the Gap sweatpants and shirt. The Rabbit took the stained clothes, and the gun, and jammed them in a Hefty garbage bag. The Rabbit inspected him and sent him back to the bathroom—he’d missed a clot of blood in his hair.

			When he returned, the Rabbit said, “You know who this guy is saw you running?”

			“He had someone who drove him around. Black kid, like I said.”

			“Black kid.”

			Junior standing there like a crumb, with that potbelly, in a too-small sweatshirt. His nephew looked ridiculous. Trying to start his own thing, away from his old man and the old ways, and look where it got him.

			The Rabbit asked Junior what street the lawyer’s office was on. “That’s the 112th Precinct,” the Rabbit said. “I’ll make a call tomorrow to my guy.”

			“My father,” Junior said.

			“You don’t need me to tell you that he ain’t going to like a bit of this.” He noted Junior’s expression. “No matter how righteous you think it was.”

			“You can’t say anything. You know we can’t—”

			“You couldn’t before, either. But that didn’t stop you.”

			Junior fiddled with his jacket’s zipper.

			The Rabbit had already fucked up by not telling Carmine first thing when Junior called. He was in it.

			He told Junior to go home to his wife and led him out. The Rabbit went back up and finished his drink. He lit a cigarette. Time to get in bed like the old man he was.

			An old man who’d do anything for his nephew.

			Lana had kept the photo on the wall. He shook his head. For the life of him he had no idea why there was a framed picture of Doris Day on the wall of a whorehouse. But there it was. To remind you of who you’d rather be in bed with. Or who you’d like to have tuck you in, like when you were a little kid and had someone to take care of you.

			

			***

			When he was a boy, Carney’s father abandoned him on a stool in Donegal’s. Big Mike had pressing business—breaking legs for a Convent Ave loan shark or sticking up a grocery store—and let the bar play babysitter. The lies and boasts of crooked men clacked around Carney like bone dice in a tin cup. He dared not move until his father returned, as ordered. Unremarked upon, as if he were one of them, like a miniature underworld boss out to recruit talent. He counted the hard-boiled eggs in vinegar in the dusty jar on the counter, that sad sack’s supper. A few feet over, a toothless man licked his lips and recounted a caper to the bartender, who nodded with his eyes closed.

			Fifty years later, Donegal’s was gone. One day Carney passed the bar in a taxi and it was boarded up. Couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in. The next time he came through, it was something else. Pepper had left a message designating it as their meeting place. Carney hadn’t been able to tell him the bad news: The yuppies had won.

			Rechristened Anton’s, the old crooks’ bar had been recalibrated for straight-customer appetites. The kitchen, formerly reserved for after-hours beatings of snitches and double-crossers, was back in operation and serving burgers, buffalo wings, and stuffed potato skins. TRY NEW CHIVES AND BACON. Where the jar of hard-boiled eggs had sat, a goldfish bowl invited business cards—every other Monday a lucky winner won a free margarita. The fresh-faced civilians sat at the unblemished, scratchproof plastic tables, crooning along to the observations that issued from the Miami Vice–themed jukebox: Living in a material world, living in a material world.

			Pepper and Blossom were sitting at the refurbished bar when Carney arrived. He shook Pepper’s hand and gave Blossom a peck on the cheek. “Been changes,” he declared.

			“When Pepper told me we were coming here, I almost died,” Blossom said. “That old place was a dump. We were here five minutes that one time before I told you we had to go somewhere else.”

			Pepper nodded.

			“It smelled like someone had messed themselves,” she said. “We went down to Monique’s and had a nice dinner.”

			“That’s true,” Pepper said.

			Blossom was petite but strong, with an imperturbable temperament. Pepper met her at the hospital when he had his operation. His stomach had been messed up for years. Carney finally convinced him to go to a real doctor, not that butcher street doctor he went to, who had finally been picked up by the authorities and locked up in the asylum for the criminally insane. Blossom was a registered nurse at Harlem Hospital—and a longtime shift buddy of Aunt Millie’s, it turned out. He called her up after he got released.

			Blossom polished off her ginger ale. “I know you boys want to catch up.” She kissed Pepper goodbye. “See you back at Leslie’s,” she said. Leslie was her niece in Inwood; they stayed there when they came to town. Carney and Elizabeth missed putting Pepper up in the guest room when he dozed off after Christmas dinner, or had been “mugged” and needed to heal. It was another little loss, on top of May and John leaving the nest.

			“A beer?” Carney said.

			Pepper shook his head. “Inflammatory.”

			Right. It was Blossom who got Pepper on the macrobiotics. “I told you about the Buddhists I used to work with during the war?” Pepper said when he announced this lifestyle change. “On the Ledo Road. They were into that yin and yang stuff, and it turns out that’s part of the macrobiotic thing. The great circle. Balancing the forces in your body.” He was twenty pounds lighter and looked ten years younger. Pepper persisted in his uniform of dark-hued work shirts and trousers, refreshing it in a smaller size, so the cuffs were no longer worn, the collar tips faded. It cannot be said that he had become any less scowly or fearsome, but his skin had a fresh, glowing quality.

			Blossom retired two years ago and moved back to Delaware where she grew up. She took Pepper with her. He was retired as well. Apart from one-last-job jackpots, few criminals had much in the way of pensions, but his veteran’s benefits helped out, once Blossom pushed him to attack the paperwork.

			This time, Pepper and Blossom had come to town to see Cats. Blossom’s niece had snagged some tickets.

			“You’re going to see Cats?”

			“I ain’t seeing no fucking Cats. I’ll find something to do.”

			“How’s Wilmington?”

			Pepper shrugged. “Crab season. Eating a lot of crabs.” He asked after Elizabeth. Carney caught him up on the travel agency. He nodded. “She was always going to be great when she got her own thing going on.”

			Robert’s disappearance had her in a tizzy, however. Per his discussion with Carney, Robert had called his mother with a brief “I’m okay, I’ll call back when I can.” A necessarily vague and distressing message for a parent to receive. In bed last night, Elizabeth said, “Did he see it? That guy get killed? Did he see it and now he’s scared?”

			“White cops,” Carney said.

			“Probably try to arrest him for it if he showed up at the precinct,” she said. “They don’t care what happened as long as they get someone to pin it on.”

			“I told Ellen that if he calls again, I can get him a good lawyer.”

			A slender white guy in a Rolling Stones T-shirt gestured at the bartender. He knocked Pepper’s arm, oblivious. Carney winced, but Pepper refrained from manhandling the oaf. “There are certain forms of detachment,” Pepper said. He asked Carney why he was here.

			Carney told him Robert’s story, perhaps too thoroughly (“I have to admit it hurt when he said he didn’t want to work in the store anymore, especially after John and May”). He was equipped with exhibits—a copy of that day’s New York Post, which featured a Parking Violations Bureau scandal update on the cover and a brief squib on Garrity’s murder on page 18. “Anyone with information is urged to call the city’s Crime Stoppers program at 1-800-577-TIPS.”

			“If you ever doubted he was your cousin’s kid,” Pepper said.

			“I never did.”

			“There’s more than a passing resemblance, is what I’m referring. He staying put? Most people, you tell them to lay low, next thing they’re taking out ads in the paper.”

			Robert was staying put, Carney told him. The Mafia aspect had him scared.

			“Lombardi,” Pepper said. “There are a lot of Lombardis.”

			“Manes was Mobbed-up. City contracts, you’re talking Mob right off the bat.”

			“Why kill this lawyer? If it’s not a personal beef, what game are they running that this guy had to be taken out?”

			Carney had no answer.

			“Robert got himself into a spot,” Pepper said. He got up to use the john.

			The jukebox piped up some Bruce Springsteen. Carney looked around at the buffalo-wing gnawers, the light-beer sippers, the wine-cooler aficionados. It was weird engaging in crooked talk in Donegal’s—Anton’s—now. The two men summoned an old funk of disreputability just sitting there, a small pocket of disorder.

			A proclamation above the jukebox announced that Tuesday was Trivia Nite. Can you name Ronald Reagan and Nancy Davis’s first movie together? Who was the last guest on the Ed Sullivan Show? If Donegal’s had hosted a Trivia Nite these rubes would’ve flopped. What second-story man earned his nickname when New York’s Finest beat him so severely that his right eyeball ejected from its socket? Popeye Mason, that’s correct! Orlando “Sky-High” Jones used which explosive to blow the payroll safe at Korvettes in 1954?

			All that lost lore. The secret histories of a thousand and one rip-offs, full moon robberies, and blacktop hijackings. Extortion plays, botched heists, and long-shot scores. Back in the day, before you could pick up an answering machine for ten bucks at Radio Shack, the bartenders at Donegal’s had been the high priests of uptown crime, scribbling messages and transmitting the coordinates of the day’s criminal ventures. Midnight at the place we talked about. Bring that thing we discussed. Where was Buford’s notebook now? With its beer-warped pages and inscrutable notations. The regulars were dispersed. Carney and Pepper were the only ones left to testify.

			Pepper returned, shaking his head. “Spend more time pissing than thieving these days.” He hiked an eyebrow. “What’s the rest of it? My part?”

			“I want to help him if I can.”

			“I thought you were out of this shit. You’re out. I’m out.”

			Carney noticed that the new stools actually swiveled, and there was no cracked vinyl to pinch your behind. “The Feds are all over this Manes stuff,” he said, “the Parking Bureau thing. This is part of it. If I could get them to take a look at Lombardi—”

			Pepper cursed. “You don’t want to remind me of the last time you brought me in on something like that.”

			He was still sore. Well, Pepper was perpetually sore, so it was in character that twenty years later he was still mad that Carney had paid him to do “legwork for cops” by tailing Cheap Brucie and Biz Dixon. Thinking about that escapade made Carney’s eye throb—Pepper gave him a black eye over it. Which he had to explain to Elizabeth, using for the first time the humiliating but catch-all alibi: “I got mugged.”

			Now that Carney was retired he saw how crazy those days had been. Like a former rummy remembering the legendary benders of yore with incredulity. And shame. And weird pride. “You know how long ago that was?” Carney asked Pepper. “It was ’61. The mayoral election. Then a couple of years after that I asked you for help with Freddie. And the Van Wycks.”

			Pepper nodded.

			“That was a hard time,” Carney said. “This reminds of that. Like something closing in.”

			“Always is.”

			“I couldn’t save Freddie, but maybe—”

			“People save themselves,” Pepper said. “In the end. People save themselves through who they are and what they do. This boy, it’s not up to you whether it works out okay. Whether he’s like his dad or he’s not. Whether he lives or—”

			“He’s not like us. Me and you, we push through. Not everybody is equipped.” In his last conversation with Ellen, Carney said, she’d told him that a “strange man” had come by her building. According to her upstairs neighbor, anyway.

			“A strange white man—a cop?” Pepper said.

			“Or somebody else.”

			“You think they’ll come through the mother, try to shut him up.”

			When Freddie got in Dutch with Van Wyck, they sent muscle to Aunt Millie’s house. Destroyed it. If she had been home when they came calling…The little people who get caught in the big schemes end up paying the bill, always. “They’ll do what they have to,” Carney said. “We both know that.”

			A table of good-time gals crooned “Happy Birthday” to one of their coworkers. The birthday girl was loaded, swaying so much it was a rebuke to gravity. In the old days, birthdays went unobserved on the premises, unless one was recounting an argument with an ungrateful offspring bitching about how theirs had been forgotten. You think I’m jumping off a four-story roof for my health? I’m trying to put food on the table.

			“I know somebody who used to work for the Lombardis,” Pepper said. “In their numbers joint up here.”

			Once upon a time, crime in New York City was segregated, and one preyed on one’s own kind. In addition, the city was zoned for different varieties of corruption; Wall Street and 125th Street offered different opportunities. Pinkie rings, club ties—you distinguished predators by their telltale markings. When the Italians got wind of how much black mobsters were raking in uptown, they muscled in and took over the big players, using them as fronts for gambling and narcotics operations. Corporate takeover, busted-kneecap version. It was all mixed up now, gentrification at work, but it meant that someone from the Donegal’s days might have info.

			In this way the vanished bar shared one final gift.

			“I’ll help the boy,” Pepper said. “I need something to do while the girls are at Cats.”

		

	
		
			FIVE

			He married into Strivers’ Row. Elizabeth came from royal stock, generations of Negro doctors, teachers, and lawyers. He hesitated the first time she brought him home, as if an invisible hand might pluck him from the sidewalk and cast him out for daring to step into the golden land of the 139th Street houses. Now the Row was his. He and Elizabeth had bought there in ’65. Raised their kids there, dreamed there, fought there, fucked, made up, made love, cherishing the magnificent accident that was finding each other, and keeping hold of it.

			It was at 237 West 138th Street that the Ghost of Apartments Present manifested, once again in the form of his dead cousin Freddie. Freddie wore a red-and-white Adidas tracksuit, the jacket open to reveal a ribbed white T-shirt. Tracksuits hadn’t crossed over into general fashion when Freddie was alive, but it appeared a natural uniform on him.

			He had also not been alive when Carney bought the townhouse, and he asked for a tour. Freddie drummed his fingers on the wood paneling in the front parlor and leaned in to squint at the New York Times recipes Elizabeth had magneted to the fridge. He mumbled, “Four Seasons Chopped Lamb Steak.”

			Carney led him upstairs. He held the door open to their bedroom. Freddie shook his head, not wanting to intrude. “Got those parquet floors. These the original moldings?”

			Carney told him that the architects had designed the houses on the Row to be the apex of luxury—for white people. But the white people didn’t show. The neighborhood had changed.

			“They wouldn’t have made it so nice if they knew black people were moving in,” Freddie said.

			“Probably not.”

			Up to the next floor. Freddie slowed before the family pictures on the stairwell. May tucked in a powder blue swaddling blanket, them leading a toddler John by the hand across Broadway. A Polaroid in a too-big frame, taken by Rusty outside the store. Freddie took his time. Carney didn’t speak. The vision was fragile, a soap bubble. Touch it and it pops.

			“They got big,” Freddie said, finally.

			Freddie peered into the room at the top of the stairs. The kids’ board games were shelved in a pine bookcase along one wall. “Monopoly,” he said. “I used to love that.”

			“You used to cheat.”

			“That’s why I loved it.”

			Carney said, “This is Pepper’s room. He slept here sometimes.”

			Freddie made a scaredy-cat face at his name. On the Theresa Job, Pepper had been a fearsome agent of reckoning.

			“We don’t use it anymore,” Carney said, closing the door behind him.

			“You done well for yourself.”

			“I knew how much Elizabeth loves it here. I’m glad we could do it.” Giving Freddie a tour made him realize the house was bigger and emptier than usual.

			“Her parents had to move, right?” Freddie said. Elizabeth’s parents had held Carney and his cousin in utter something-on-my-shoe contempt. Carney barely remembered the various acts of cruelty—it took a lot of energy to hold grudges against people who had kicked the bucket—but from Freddie’s tone the insults were alive.

			“They had to sell the house. Bad business deal.”

			“Because of you.”

			Carney stopped.

			“You did a number on that banker motherfucker and he took all those snooty bitches’ money and your in-laws had to sell their house.”

			“It was a domino thing. I don’t think you can really—”

			“Main thing is, you got them back. For all that shit. You got back at the banker, and you got back at them, too.”

			Carney exhaled. He pointed up to the metal ladder. “That leads up to the roof, but we never go up there. Great view, though.”

			Back on the first floor, Freddie told Carney that it was nice to see him, but it was time for him to go. “I got something cooking down in the Village.”

			“No, you don’t. What about the lesson? The moral. Why else did you come?”

			“I came to say you did good. You’ve come a long way from all those places you used to live in.”

			You’ve come long way. Alexander Oakes had said that to Carney once, and it had set him off. Oakes had been one of Strivers’ Row’s favorite sons, with that wavy hair and good teeth and fine heritage. He was dead, too. Carney saw him get his face blown off. Saw that good hair get good and bloody. His house was owned by a white couple now, nice people once you gave them a chance. You’ve come a long way landed differently coming from his cousin. Freddie knew all those old places, the rattraps and roach dens and containers of sadness. “Don’t go.”

			Freddie stepped inside the vestibule. “I’ll be back,” he said. It was his lying voice.

			“There’s room for you,” Carney said. “We have plenty of room. You can stay with me.”

			Freddie nodded and stepped onto the stoop.

			“Don’t leave, Freddie. I’m sorry I let you down,” Carney said, as everything grew heavy and dark, like he had fallen over the side of a ship, and then he was in his bed, Elizabeth sleeping beside him.

			

			***

			The next afternoon, Carney had lunch with Henry Pierce, the son of his old friend. He got off the 2 train at Ninety-Sixth, and as he waited for the WALK light he found himself before a beige Honda Civic with a NO RADIO sign tilted on its dashboard. Elizabeth wanted a NO RADIO thing for their car, now that they had one of those Benzi Box anti-theft pull-out radio mounts, and took the radio with them when they left the car. Carney was forced to use up a marriage veto. Yes, crime was such that leaving the radio in the car invited a pulverized window and a pried-open console. Repair costs were going to run you more than the radio itself. But to join those sad little New Yorkers with their meek “don’t hurt me” NO RADIO signs—it was degrading.

			NO RADIO said, You can’t steal from me because I have nothing left. This city has taken everything from me.

			“I’m alive,” Carney told Elizabeth. “A living man.”

			“If you say so.”

			The light changed and Carney crossed the River Broadway. He joined Henry at his window table in Empire Szechuan.

			Lunch hour found the restaurant’s tables filled with men who had loosened their ties and rolled up their sleeves against the heat, and women who blotted tiny dots of perspiration from their forehead with starchy restaurant napkins.

			“It’s not like the Chinese we had when I was growing up,” Henry said.

			“They’re always packed.” Carney thanked Henry for making the time.

			The waiter filled their water glasses and took their order. There was some banter; Henry was a regular. He had his father’s easy charisma and pretty-boy handsomeness, with the same wavy hair and pointed features. A taste for fine clothes also ran in the family. Henry wore one of those “power suits” the downtown bankers favored these days, a double-breasted number and a tie slashed by aggressive stripes.

			Henry was in the neighborhood to consult with a tenants rights group at the Frederick Douglass Houses. “They’re trying to get an after-school program going on in the community center, but the city’s throwing up all this red tape.”

			It was the family business. His father, Calvin Pierce, had made his name standing up for the good people of Harlem—the widow whose babies sucked on lead paint chips, the public housing tenants who had dry pipes for six months. He relished taking on the city’s scum landlords and their tireless depravity, the cases that made the newspapers attach the word crusading to his name. It’s us versus them, and they are going down.

			Calvin Pierce had grown up poor, like Carney, and made his way to the top of Black Harlem through persistence and guile. Like Carney, he was a family man, crowing over his kids and his wife, Verna—until his appetites and enthusiasms changed. He left his prestigious position at Willis Duncan & Evans to defend the polluters, unctuous city agencies, and real estate creeps he had once assailed. Tomcatted around, drank too much. The cigarettes did him in four years ago. Carney visited him in Mount Sinai Hospital. He had shriveled and shrunk, as if the city had drained him utterly.

			Carney had always relied on Pierce’s insight into power. Politicians, urban land barons, corporate think tanks, all the different tribes who Made Things Run—Pierce had their number, and happily laid out their secrets, sipping a scotch and smoking a Chesterfield King all the while. Henry was as plugged in as his father had been, with a natural understanding of the secret back-room deals and machinations that made the city run. Hence lunch.

			“The lawyers have been busy,” Carney said, referring to the Dumas litigation. Henry was vice president of the club, as his father had been. If more letters were going out, it meant that his faction had kicked off another skirmish.

			“We’re going to put it to a final vote,” Henry said. “Mediators,” he added with distaste. “The older gang is getting worn down and wants it resolved, finally.”

			“I have no problem voting,” Carney said. Dumas matters no longer interested him. When Henry’s father had put Carney up for membership all those years ago, the club placed him a handshake away from the highest levels of Harlem influence, the top politicians, lawyers and judges, the business powerhouses. Membership had treated him well, undoubtedly. But now there were other clubs to choose from. There were more black people in the Ivy league networks, making a name in government and Wall Street. The clubhouse fire had accelerated matters. You used to bump into information and opportunity just by having an evening cocktail in the drawing room. No more.

			“I’ll be glad to have it off my plate,” Henry said, with an insider’s disdain.

			Carney told Henry that he’d seen him in the news, shit-talking a big-name developer in Queens who had failed to deliver a block of affordable units despite the generous tax breaks from the citizens of New York.

			“It’s the same old story,” Henry said, “but it’s particularly bad these days, I don’t know.” He asked Carney what he could do for him.

			Carney told him that he had a friend who—unbeknownst to him—had done some legal work for a shell company owned by one of Donald Manes’s associates. The stuff in the news had shaken him up and he was worried about exposure.

			“He’s not the only one,” Henry said. “The Manes indictment pulled off the scab. Here’s the man who might be our next mayor, and he’s running a top-flight extortion network plugged in to multiple city agencies. You want to build a housing complex? You have to pay Donny. Build a shopping mall, maintenance contract? Do any business with the city? It’s all Donny Manes and the Board of Estimate, doling out patronage jobs. Fifteen years he was in there. Your friend—without going too deep, what’s he into?”

			Carney had been up all night, reconstructing what he’d read and seen about the extortion scandal; over the last few months the tabloids had provided an education in civic corruption. Carney told Pierce that his friend’s collection agency was one of those that had been named in the papers.

			Manes had controlled a multitude of city contracts, from building inspection to gas line repair—and parking ticket collections. The city made tens of millions of dollars each year off parking tickets, and if you wanted that contract for your collection agency, you gave an envelope every month to one of Manes’s bagmen at the Parking Violations Bureau. According to the papers, more than one clever fellow had acquired a struggling New York City collection agency, and taken up unpaid traffic fines along with their other business in hospital bills, credit card bills, and department store accounts. The Feds had nabbed one of these collection agents on some other shady business and he flipped in search of a lighter sentence, initiating Manes’s meltdown.

			“Collection, huh?” Henry said. “That’s a big one. The PVB thing had so many scams wrapped up in it, it was like a buffet of corruption. You read about CitySource in the paper yesterday? They invented a new portable computer, you know, for traffic agents to use on the road. Got a twenty-two million dollar contract to build this new device. Diagrams and patents. Turns out, the machine doesn’t exist. They made it up.”

			“Another day in New York City.”

			“Tell that to Johnny Q. Taxpayer. Shit on that kind of scale doesn’t just disappear because one of the players gets removed from the board. This is complicated stuff we are talking about, perfectly balanced. When Manes kills himself, everything is thrown into chaos. Feds sniffing around. Nobody knows who’s getting paid, how much, how often, and for what. Only Donny. So the whole machine of bribery—which is really what makes this city run—is up for grabs. Not everything. He didn’t control everything. But he had a big piece, and people are scrambling.”

			“Someone should get a contract for making a computer that keeps track of envelopes of cash,” Carney said.

			Henry chuckled and sipped his Coke. “And that doesn’t cover the Mob stuff. Supposedly they had their hooks in pretty deep with Manes. It’s not in the papers yet, though. Morgenthau’s playing it close, but everyone is waiting. Like—what did Koch know about it? You don’t serve three terms in New York City without getting in waist-deep.”

			“What’s the Mob angle?”

			“One assumes the usual. Carting. Unions. But who knows.”

			Their food arrived. Carney shifted to personal matters. How was that girlfriend he’d brought to Harry Gibbs’s sixtieth birthday? Was he thinking of settling down? It turned out that Henry had left Harlem to live in a York Ave high-rise—the same building Martin Green had lived in, funnily enough. Green had left for Westchester years ago. He now owned a frilly antique store on the main drag in Mamaroneck, 99 and 44/100 percent pure, “like Ivory Soap.” The other 56/100 was accessible by a code word so Green didn’t “go crazy up here with all these sour-faced Protestants.”

			They finished eating. Henry scribbled in the air for the check.

			“You know of a mobster named Lombardi?” Carney asked. He told Henry his friend’s boss had dealt with someone by that name.

			Henry got a funny look, but if he questioned Carney’s story, he did not say. “The only Lombardi I know,” he said, “is Carmine Lombardi, of the Bonanno crime family. One of those real old school goombahs from way back. He got rolled up by Giuliani with all the other heads of the families last year, that big RICO case in the news. Cut you up and feed you to his poodle kind of guy.”

			Carney and Pierce and the wives used to take their kids to Morningside Park for picnics. Young Henry had loved airplanes, hugging his latest model jet fighter to his chest like it was a teddy bear. Now he was holding forth on bloody Mob justice.

			Rudy Giuliani, the U.S. Attorney for the Southern District, was a real attack dog, Henry said, making all the right noises about rooting out the Mob. By all counts Claire Shulman, the interim borough president, was a straight shooter, which was fine and dandy. “But Donny’s gang is still out there.”

			“With arrangements they expect to be honored,” Carney said. Business continued; ain’t nothing stopping that. People with hands out, and people reaching for their wallets.

			“You pay good for a service,” Henry said. He shrugged. “I can see why my dad liked hanging out with you. Those other old guys at the Dumas…”

			Now Carney was one of the old guys. Calvin Pierce had said that guys like him and Carney weren’t supposed to be in places like the Dumas, given where they came from. But they got in there and made their mark—and became the establishment. “Your father was a real pistol,” Carney said. “He tied those guys up in knots and used their own shit against them.” He sat back. “He’d be proud of what you’re doing.”

			“I know he regretted—switching sides,” Henry said. “When I was a kid, he’d come back from the office all fired up. These people needed help—this group, that group, everybody—and he was going to save them.”

			Carney remembered the last time his friend Pierce had made Live at Five. A tenants rights group was suing a chemical company—and Pierce was representing the chemical company. Carney had called him out. Pierce took a Chesterfield from his monogrammed case and said, “Who’s going to pay for my retirement? You?”

			Carney smiled and told Henry, “Like I said, he’d be proud.”

			

			***

			Pepper shadowed Ellen home from A Greater Harlem, the charity for the homeless where she worked. When she entered her building’s vestibule, he crossed the street to relieve Ike Foreman, who’d been sitting on the house all afternoon. Ike was what was known in the industry as a substitute, and he was damned good at what he did—executing a dependable level of competency at a variety of criminal tasks. You called him the day of the Big Job after learning that the wheelman had broken his hand in bar fight or while abusing his wife, or the muscle was too depleted after a night of Vietnam flashbacks. Charlie’s hungry tonight. Ike was available. He wasn’t going to come up with a way to crack the safe if the torch ran out of gas, and he wasn’t going to devise an alternative getaway route at the last minute, but he had big stevedore arms for carrying loads, good night vision, and a fetish for promptness. That last quality was in short supply now that the world had, in Pepper’s opinion, gone to shit, with a corresponding diminishment in the general work ethic.

			The midnight blue ’83 Volvo was on loan from Blossom’s niece. Ike got out of the driver’s seat and handed Pepper the keys. “Good space, right? I saw this guy pulling out and was like, bam!”

			He waited for Pepper to compliment the parking space. Pepper checked over his shoulder. He gave Ike five twenties for the job. Ike appreciated the work. Sub work had dried up with the generational changing of the criminal guard. He didn’t get as many calls as he used to and had been forced to make ends meet as a night guard at a parking lot on Nostrand Ave that he’d stuck up once, many years ago. The irony ate at him like acid.

			The Volvo was parked at a diagonal to the apartment. Pepper didn’t think Ellen would take note of him in the front seat. They had met a few times at Christmas at the Carneys’. Polite, quiet type. Surveillance at the place she worked had gone off okay, though Pepper was out of practice. He hadn’t cased a joint in years. It came back. He watched from across the street, eating mango slices. Ten years ago it would have been a tongue sandwich, but Blossom’s voice reverberated in his skull when he pondered poor nutritional choices.

			He knew the block. Jerry Red, the old safecracker, had lived three doors down from A Greater Harlem, in the SRO on the corner. Everybody said the city was always changing. Not to Pepper. The city didn’t change because the city is the people inside it, and they weren’t budging. Maybe they changed on the outside. When Pepper met up with Ike, the substitute said, “What are you on, that Weight Watchers?” Pepper had slimmed down as his yin and yang got in harmony. That was on the outside, though. Blossom had sanded the rough parts, or maybe time did, but he was the same man he had always been. Which is why he knew this job of fixing the nephew was doomed to fail. A man gets himself into a situation like that, it’s an indicator of who he is. The choices he has made. Carney’s cousin hadn’t been capable of pulling out of the skid. Sometimes you inherit that shit.

			Even if he didn’t believe in the mission, Carney had asked him to lend a hand, and that sufficed. His nephew couldn’t unsee what he saw. But if they figured out the why of it, how it happened, they might find something to use to get him out of this tough spot.

			Unless he was as unlucky as his dad. Then he was fucked.

			Pepper got out to piss between cars. He had to piss all the time now. The Lincoln next to the Volvo had a NO RADIO sign in the windshield. Pepper shook his head, affronted by this attempt by the prey to communicate with the predator. It was best to be content with one’s place in the universe; to do otherwise invited imbalance.

			An elderly woman in a faded green blouse pushed her shopping cart down the street as he zipped up. She stopped to wave at an indifferent cat who reigned over a second-floor sill.

			In the car he pondered the strengths and weaknesses of Volvo vis-à-vis getaways. Blossom was back in Wilmington by now. If she saw Pepper sitting there, she’d make fun of him. This is what you used to do with your time? He told Blossom about his work on their first date. They were at La Caridad, the Cuban Chinese joint on Broadway. He did not burden her with an overabundance of details, but he also refrained from euphemisms and self-serving excuses.

			“You’re not surprised,” he said. “At how I made a living.”

			“I work at Harlem Hospital. I’ve seen everything.”

			She asked if he was done messing with that, and he said yes. Before that moment, he hadn’t thought about retirement, but when he said yes, the idea possessed an undeniable truth. Solid as the bedrock beneath their feet. Blossom was, however, disappointed he had not put more money away over the years. He had regrets on that matter as well, he said. The money from the jobs had passed through his hands like sand.

			The Wilmington question was not entirely revolting when she put it to him. One time he hunkered for two days in a Rockaway runoff sewer; you can get used to anything. Blossom had made it clear that when her retirement came through, she was out. She’d seen enough of this town. As for Pepper, by then it was clear that it was better to live with her than not, plus the Martinez Funeral Home was being bought by a big developer and he’d have to move anyway. Runoff sewer, Wilmington. History had proved he’d make it two days at least.

			There was something wrong inside him before he met Blossom. It came to a head three years ago when that client of Elizabeth’s had him chasing down that African mask. The sickness seized him and shook him around like a mad dog. Like everyone else, Pepper contained the fucking yin and the fucking yang, and they had been out of harmony. He was not religious and had never understood how the Christian could hate the Jew, or the Jew the Muslim, or whatever combination. It was all a scam; they competed over who had pulled off the better con. Bragging rights for that honor had its place of course; the body count over the centuries seemed excessive, however.

			The damned Buddhists, though. The Buddhists he met during the war had introduced him to their faith. Now he was stuck with it. Whether it was painted on the walls of tenements or written across the sky in a wisp of cloud, he had seen the void that contained the light and heard the silent music that had no sound yet contained every note of the infinite. The diet Blossom put him on really helped him find his harmony, as did the removal of three feet of intestines.

			The gray-haired white man appeared on 147th Street a little after 6:00 p.m.

			Ellen and Robert lived in a two-family limestone, on the top two floors. The downstairs neighbors were a Dominican family, parents and two kids in junior high. It was a quiet street and it did not take long for Pepper to get accustomed to its rhythms—the gray-haired white man did not belong. Pepper clocked him as a pro the minute he rounded the corner, with that slow-roll predator walk of his. Black sports jacket, brown turtleneck, tan plaid trousers. Taking everything in. He was as incongruous on this street as Pepper would have been on a stretch of Howard Beach or Bensonhurst or wherever this man hung his hat. There were avenues in this city where you’d find anyone, and streets as closed off from the world as a mountain village.

			The white man scanned the street, betraying only the slightest indication that he had registered Pepper’s presence. Pepper tensed. The man engaged the intercom and made another sweep of the street, to double-check his suspicion about the man in the Volvo. Again, there was only the most miniscule sign he’d made Pepper. He wasn’t a cop. Too observant.

			The man spoke into the intercom and was buzzed in.

			Pepper trotted across 147th. He reached for the keys Carney had given him. Years ago, John had walked Ellen and Robert’s dog when the family went on a trip. Ellen told the Carneys to hold on to the keys because “you never know.” Pepper assumed “targeted by the Mafia” was not the situation she had in mind that day.

			At the top of the stoop, Pepper peeked through the half-moon window in the front door: There was no one in the hallway beyond the vestibule. The dense hallway carpet absorbed the noise of his footfalls. He cocked his head. Didn’t hear anything from upstairs. Before the man hurt Ellen, he’d interrogate her. There was time—unless the sight of Pepper had made him change his plans.

			Pepper made it up to the door without making a sound. Still no sound. His days of bashing his way into New York apartments were long over, and he’d always gotten the worst of it anyway. He had a key for the doorknob, and one for the Medeco deadbolt above. Pepper made a bet that neither Ellen nor her visitor had engaged the Medeco. He started with the other key.

			The white man was waiting for him. The apartment opened on the kitchen. He had one hand over Ellen’s mouth; the other held a switchblade to her throat. Ellen’s eyes were wide and brimming. She whimpered. The white man tightened his grip. He had not hurt her yet, as far as Pepper could see. She had been crying before the man arrived—holding it in at work and letting go once she got home.

			The white man had cruel eyes and a slit for a mouth. He was a killer. Pepper had always admired the economy of naturally gifted killers, their precision and self-possession. (He was unaware that he was actually complimenting himself, but he was not alone in this practice.) That morning Pepper had called up Pete Prince to ask where the Bonannos were at these days. Pete Prince had been an accountant at one of their numbers banks on Lex for many years. The man hung up as soon as he heard their name. He feared a Bonanno-delivered whupping more than the one Pepper would give him—which said a lot.

			Pepper gripped his blackjack in his right hand. He got a handle on the kitchen. Close quarters, narrow hallway to the other rooms. Supermarket fliers, newspapers, and other junk covered the small round table. A basket filled with keys and knickknacks, and a photo album lay open there. Reminiscing, then this bruiser came in. The yellow phone had been pulled out of the wall. Pepper tested the weight of the blackjack.

			They didn’t speak. The white man made his assessment of the battlefield and opponent, same as Pepper. Two old men who recognized in each other a violent capacity.

			The kettle whistled: a starter’s pistol. The white man threw Ellen to the floor and charged forward, flipping over the kitchen table. Pepper stepped back. The overturned table separated them. Whoever took the initiative had to go either by the stove, with the screeching kettle, or along the opposite wall. The men stared at each other.

			Ellen shrank away and retreated down the hallway, backward, crablike. She screamed, “Get out! Get out!”

			There was something in the way the man held his knife—fingers slightly curled, thumb flat on the blade edge—that Pepper found old school, medieval.

			Ellen threw her shoe, a brown clog. It bounced off the white man’s elbow. He took Pepper’s measure again and made a break for it, snatching up the kettle and tossing it at him as he darted for the door. Pepper dodged the kettle and withdrew to let the intruder pass, putting his body between the man and Ellen.

			The man thundered down the stairs and was gone.

			Pepper rolled his neck. The perfect beating leaves no blood.

			Ellen heaved, her back against the wall. “What are you doing here?”

			Pepper said, “I know this is unusual.”

			“I have to call the police.”

			“You don’t want to,” Pepper responded. He bent to right the kitchen table—and a thousand jagged blades ripped through his spine. He clenched his eyes. Red sunbursts exploded on the inside of his lids. His back. His fucking back was out of harmony.

		

	
		
			SIX

			The Rabbit was on some list and got these retirement magazines in the mail with coupons and shit, and when they showed perky WASPs hopping around in their active lifestyles, it didn’t look anything like Ninth and A.

			He was parked across from the shitty little bar owned by Jake Short’s ex-wife. After the dustup at the driver’s apartment, he needed to blow off some steam. AARP Magazine’s health column constantly recommended that retirees “stay active,” and teaching a lesson to a loser who was late with the vig qualified as cardiovascular work. Some teachers use chalk. The Rabbit liked pliers, specifically the favorite pair of Grant jaw pliers that he kept in his Eldorado’s glove compartment. He left Jake on the floor of the dive bar’s bathroom, weeping and contrite, a state familiar to gamblers the world over.

			The Rabbit thought he’d feel better afterward; his nerves continued to jangle. One time when he was down here many years ago, after a similar errand where he’d broken a man’s jaw, he’d cooled off on a bench in Tompkins Square Park. Making wolf noises at the broads. The park was a real shithole now, in the parlance, a fucking homeless encampment. Whack jobs Reagan had kicked out of the nuthouses, bums and junkies. Punks with rotten teeth and worse attitudes. The ones with scabby pooches were the pits. Curled up at their feet, tongues out. You can’t take care of yourself, how are you going to take care of a dog? Probably living off welfare.

			He sat in his car instead, blowing cigarette smoke out the Eldorado’s window. It was getting dark later, so the city was ugly longer. He clocked his nephew coming up A. Junior pecked at the air like a chicken, nervously looking around to make sure no one was following him. The Rabbit grunted. The only thing following him around was his mistakes.

			Junior spotted the Eldorado and got in. “How can you drink coffee? It’s so hot.”

			The Rabbit didn’t answer. It was almost eight. Without coffee he couldn’t stay up like he used to. Look at his white hair and you saw he was not a young man, even though he had kept it. The men on his father’s side all had beautiful locks even in the casket, and the Rabbit styled his like Fred Astaire in Top Hat, neat and classy.

			He updated his nephew. The Rabbit had finally reached his guy at the 112th Precinct, Lou Felton. Who in turn reached out to his buddy in homicide and got the skinny on the Garrity investigation. A favor had been exchanged, but Lou owed the Rabbit more than whatever it was. If Lou had begged off, the Rabbit would have reminded him of a night in 1977, and the marker that he had squirreled away. It wasn’t necessary. They understood each other.

			The detectives had questioned the mother of Garrity’s driver, his uncle, some other people, and got nowhere. The Rabbit had to conduct his own interviews and see what shook out. Standing outside a goddamned chicken joint in that heat. He used to shake down niggers all the time—reach out and give ’em a good yank. Now they got all this bulletproof glass up, it was like a fucking dessert cart, you want to grab one but you can’t. Waiting for the kid to take a cigarette break, next to the exhaust pipe with all that grease smell in his face. The kid didn’t know anything in the end. No hard feelings but the Rabbit broke a bone in revenge for the chicken exhaust.

			“That KFC, they got a good bucket,” Junior said.

			The Rabbit was watching his cholesterol these days. He let the topic die.

			After the chicken place, the Rabbit tried the driver’s house again. No one was home the first time he came by. It was a nice street, mostly clean. You’d never know it from how bombed-out it was around the corner. One little itty-bitty brownstone in a sea of scrabbly brick. It’s like God took out his pencil and started erasing, erasing whole blocks, like Dresden. And then you go around the corner and it’s a normal block.

			He got stuck on the black guy in the Volvo. The man was sitting on the house. He wasn’t a cop. The Rabbit looked at him, pretending not to look at him; he’s looking at the Rabbit, pretending the same thing. Only choice was to go up and let it play out. The Rabbit looked at his nephew. How to explain to Junior that once the guy comes upstairs, there was a hitch because he wasn’t going to drop two bodies for him? Or one, even. That’s why the Rabbit brought a knife. Just a little nick. He was going to nick that lady’s neck, pinprick of blood, six months later barely a scar, and she’d tell him what she knows because it’s in his eyes, all the other stuff he can do with that knife. Being retired, he didn’t miss a lot about when he was on the clock, but sometimes he missed the lower cruelties. Retirement doesn’t mean you cease to be a man. You can still make a contribution, like the magazine articles said.

			“I got out of there,” the Rabbit said. “It’s two bodies, I couldn’t do it.” He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “You ain’t told your father?”

			Junior adjusted the rearview mirror. “He’d take out both of us. You know that.”

			“And he’d be right.” The Commission trial now had a date—September. The heads of all the families had let it be known that there were not to be any messes, no fusses the Feds might poke their noses in. That meant no bodies. They weren’t going to stand for any bullshit from Junior about how he was trying to get his own thing going but there had been a complication. He’d have to pay and there was nothing Carmine could say about it.

			The Rabbit informed his nephew that Garrity’s driver was in the wind, but his uncle owned a furniture store on 125th Street. He’d check that out next. Check in with Lou, see if the mother had called the cops about his visit tonight.

			“Who was the guy in her apartment?”

			He had no idea, but he recognized a fellow hard case. The black man was getting on in years, like the Rabbit. Knocked around, still standing. It was in his face. “We’ll see him again,” the Rabbit said. Junior’s mess was more complicated and fucked up than it had been a few hours ago. An envelope is an envelope, everybody knows that. Garrity had taken Junior’s kickback and left services unrendered. You disrespect the envelope, and the whole system breaks down, and in come rogue elements like Mr. Volvo. “We’ll see him again, that’s for sure.”

			

			***

			At the same time that Pepper gnawed mango slices outside Ellen’s place of work, Carney was at his store trying to sell the pretense of normalcy. Like the old days.

			A former associate dropped in on him that afternoon, part of a bygone caper. Carney was in his office when she arrived. He was behind on the mail because of the Robert Problem. How had he juggled his various enterprises when he was younger? Dorvay? He was out cold by ten o’clock every night. The schemes of his youth were beyond his powers these days. The only score he cared about was a good night’s sleep.

			Bills, solicitations, a save-the-date postcard for the Home Furnishings Association Convention. Another letter from the Dumas Club through their lawyers at Huntley & Higginbotham. Henry had said that they were trying to put the dispute to bed. Carney’s latest idea was that they should take all the moolah they were fighting over and give it to the Clement Lanford Memorial Scholarship fund. Open up the scholarship to women, a move long overdue. And sell the 120th Street parcel, that arson crater, and give away that money as well.

			Those fat cats weren’t going to go for that. It was one thing to level the playing field with white people, another to give a leg up to potential competitors in the next generation.

			Carney left the Dumas business for later—lord knows those trifling fools had made him wait, once upon a time.

			“This all you got, Carney?” the young woman said. “Where do you keep the good stuff?”

			Her hair was different—she had short braids now—and she was prodigiously pregnant, but Carney recognized her sardonic delivery instantly. Rita. She wore green jeans and a white oversize T-shirt that riffed on the ones the kids had on a few years back—Frankie Say Stressed in big blocky letters. Like the baby beneath was bitching about the world it was coming into.

			Carney joined her in the showroom and they performed an awkward hug.

			“A July Fourth baby, my doctor says. Red, white, blue.”

			“A mother. Hanging up your spurs.”

			“What?” She wrinkled her nose. “No. I’m having a kid, not dying. I’m back in as soon as she drops.” The witchy old ladies who stopped her on the street told her it was a girl from the way she carried it.

			He took her on the tour of the living-room solutions. Rita lifted the price tags with disdain, as if discovering moldy vegetables in the fridge. She didn’t have a wedding ring. Not that it meant anything. Her brother was back in school, she told Carney. Getting a graduate degree in history. “I told him the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house, and he said, ‘Yeah, but you can make a real mess.’ ”

			Rusty padded upstairs, hangdog.

			“Don’t let me keep you,” Rita said.

			“He just works here.”

			Rita sighed and bit her lip. “I don’t even know what this stuff is. I was really looking for a crib. I don’t have a crib yet.”

			Carney hadn’t carried baby furniture since the ’60s. He gave directions to Harlem Baby over on Lenox. She got a fretful expression. Two days together on the Waldorf Job and she had never let her mask slip, unflappable amid the guns and the gunfire and the gunmen. Her current mission made her sweat.

			“You ever see him?” Carney asked.

			“Who? Him?”

			Carney nodded.

			“Not since then,” Rita said.

			They waited for the other person to say the next thing. Finally, she offered, “That was something, right?”

			“It really was.”

			They shared a giddy and exhausted chuckle.

			Rusty straightened out a DeMarco coffee table in the corner. Carney and Rita looked over at him as if he were a police stoolie.

			“It really was something,” Carney said. Later, he thought about what a child of Rita’s would grow up to be. He heard Freddie’s voice: A crook, dummy.

			Which was unfair. It’d be hard to find someone more contemptuous of lawful, moral, and ethical behavior than a bottom-feeding criminal like Big Mike Carney, but look what an upstanding citizen his son turned out to be.

			

			***

			Elizabeth called after lunch to ask that he keep a date free for the Broken Wing fundraiser. Carney suspected that it was a pretext to get a handle on his mood. She knew something was up.

			“I haven’t seen you like this in a while,” Elizabeth told him last night over dinner. He had released a long, extravagant sigh while prodding a pea into the mashed potato gravy.

			“Like what?”

			“Worked up.” The corners of her mouth turned down. “More than over Robert. It feels like the old days.”

			He took a loud breath. “I’m worried. Like I used to worry over Freddie.”

			Elizabeth squeezed his hand. She was going to let him keep things to himself—for now.

			Henry Pierce called just after three. “I’m glad I caught you,” he said. He had some information.

			The Dumas Club followed the model of the old boy networks of symbiotic self-interest that had directed and controlled much of American history. Tribes united by class, ethnic affiliation, or philosophy steered the ship. In the last twenty years black men and women (but mostly black men) had entered those white networks—infiltrated them or been welcomed into them, depending on one’s perspective. After graduation, Henry and his pals from the Harvard Law Review had blown into every field, seeds carried on gusts of pure capitalism. They found purchase all over, including the D.A.’s office downtown. “I fight city hall,” Henry said. “But the guys on the other side are buddies from law school. We fight during the day and come happy hour we’re drinking beer at O’Connor’s.”

			And swapping info. Henry had access to inside dope that had been out of his father’s reach. His law school roommate Chet Britteridge (of the Massachusetts Britteridges and nineteenth-century robber baron fame) was one of Morgenthau’s bright young boys. According to Chet, the office had devoted an entire task force to Manes’s Mob ties.

			As someone who kept abreast of current events, who at one time read five newspapers a day (and had sadly been reduced to grazing on the Times, Post, Daily News, and weekly editions of the Amsterdam News and The City Sun), Carney was well aware of the government’s botched efforts to rub out the Mafia. They’d been at it for decades. He’d watched the congressional hearings on organized crime in 1963, when that informer first admitted to the world that yes, a crime syndicate existed in America, and it was called the Cosa Nostra, or the Commission. Black mobsters had touched Carney directly, starting with Chink Montague, but above them, oftentimes controlling them, were the white, national families who fucked with him each time a teamster action delayed a shipment of Collins-Hathaway dinette sets, or a truck full of ottomans got hijacked on I-95 and left showrooms bereft up and down the Eastern seaboard. The Commission was a force as capricious and wrathful as an ancient deity.

			When the government got the goods on them, they took judges and juries into their pocket and escaped punishment. Witnesses were gunned down in their driveways or disappeared off the face of the earth. Chop chop, glug glug. Witnesses in protective custody, guarded by half a dozen cops, were known to hurl themselves through windows, splattering five stories down, weird how that happened.

			Should Robert have gone to the cops? Of course not. He was not safe.

			Last spring, the Feds finally made their big case against the Commission. Chuck and Sue on Live at Five had described how the government indicted the leaders of the Bonanno, Lucchese, and Gambino crews, rounded up their top lieutenants and raided the social clubs and gambling dens. The government had devised a new law called RICO, which scooped up all the far-flung players into one big criminal conspiracy, no matter if they were involved in individual crimes or not. So if Icepick Joe bumps off some shmuck in Canarsie, No-Neck Peter in Corona can get picked up as a coconspirator, even if No-Neck was down in Miami torching a dry cleaner for an insurance bust-out at the time.

			The Manes investigation had exposed the extensive web of pay-for-play city contracts, Henry said, and also Donny’s link to the New York Mob. Manes provided a bridge between Giuliani’s Mafia probes and Morgenthau’s corruption investigations. “The cops are all over this Garrity murder because his name had come up in connection with a counterfeit credit card case a few years back. Mob-linked. According to my friends, they couldn’t make anything stick.”

			“After his pal Manes kills himself rather than face the music and roll over on his buddies.”

			“You asked about Lombardi,” Henry said. “Carmine Lombardi is a top capo of the Bonanno crime family, but his son Carmine Junior runs his own cable installation company, Viso-Tech. Wiring the city. It doesn’t sound glamorous, but it’s a big business, installing cable. All the apartments, buildings, and houses in this city? Snag a contract with one of the big cable companies, and that’s millions.”

			The Meadowlands Job had been a coaxial cable robbery. Uncle Rich had seen the future coming. “And Manes doled out those contracts?” Carney said.

			“It was part of his portfolio as borough president and honcho on the Board of Estimate to carve up Queens for the cable companies. You remember Orth-O-Vision?”

			He did not. Henry explained how the year before, a number of cable companies were bidding on the contract to provide cable in Queens, and after blowing smoke up the ass of a small local operator called Orth-O-Vision, at the last minute Manes awarded it to Cablevision. Left the little guy hanging in the wind, passed over for the bigger players and their presumably bigger envelopes.

			“But you can’t provide the service if the customers aren’t wired up. Someone has to physically put that coaxial cable in the homes. Dig up the streets, lay the wire, lay that shit in every building. And how do you get hired for one of those contracts? Who’s the man who’s going to make sure you get your piece of the action?” Lombardi Junior’s company wired Ocean Hill and Brownsville for Cablevision. A fat contract with one of the Queens and Bronx franchises would make him big time. “And it’s legit. It’s not loan-sharking and drugs like his old man, this is the new shit. Legal. It’s the future.”

			“You sound just like him,” Carney said. “Your father. He always saw the big picture.”

			“I learned from the best.” Henry smiled. “My friend says they’re looking at the Lombardi angle real hard now. Is it just the son, or can they make a bigger indictment?”

			Carney smiled grimly. His father had always been his “bigger indictment.” The fathers cast shadows and the sons—Lombardi Junior, Henry Pierce, Carney—rushed to escape or huddled within. Where did Robert fit in?

			There was noise in the background on Henry’s side. He lowered his voice. “My dad said you had a lot of…interests. I wouldn’t poke around too much. These guys bite.”

			Interests? What was that, some sort of reference to his sideline? First Robert, now Henry. Christ. He remembered when Larry Jackson went to that clinic in Arizona to dry out. Gin had taken a wrecking ball to his life. He came back fit, with a red glow in his brown cheeks. At Larry’s birthday party, he told a story about an epic Atlantic City bender and how he barely made it to work on Monday. “All those years I was such a mess and no one knew.”

			Everyone exchanged glances. They all knew. They just didn’t say anything.

			

			***

			Fagelman the gold dealer operated in downtown Newark before he got shot in a holdup, and Carney had offed a briefcase of Raymond Yard sapphire and diamond rings to a certain tubercular Austrian on Halsey Street once, back in the ’60s, but he didn’t know the name of the neighborhood that the hotel was in. It existed out of time and in degradation. He’d only ever passed it by accident, after a missed exit or compounded wrong turns. One time on a low tank he cruised around for a service station and the decrepit hotel lurched into view like a ghost ship out of the mist. By the time he finally took note of the intersection for future lamming use, the name had already been engraved in his brain.

			Hideous beacon, hidey-hole of hideaways: Hotel St. John.

			All shades drawn, all hope lost, no one will find you here: Hotel St. John.

			The place you keep in your back pocket because you know that one day everything you’ve done will catch up with you.

			The taxi dropped him off. He was grateful to see that the place was not some fantastical creation of his imagination, bobbing on its floe of concrete atop the murky waters of New Jersey, broken off from reality. Black streaks marked the red brick facade from dreary downpours. The night man in his cage lifted a bony finger when Carney entered, pointing to the stairs or warning what might be coming down them. The askew sign on the elevator read Out of Order, scrawled by a demented hand.

			Up in his room, Robert stirred a can of Campbell’s Chicken Noodle on a hot plate. The pot looked like it had been making the rounds of squatters’ camps since the Great Depression. “Have you talked to my mother?”

			“She was glad to get word from you. I told her that you were a smart kid and you’d call when you felt safe.” Carney thought for a second. “But don’t call from here. Downtown, not here.”

			“The phones don’t work. I hate it.” He made a baleful nod toward the bedspread, which featured a pattern designed to hide stains. “I think I caught a rash.”

			“Better than catching a bullet.” He gave Robert the roast beef sub and Coke from the train station.

			Robert ripped open the paper and chowed down. “I used the pay phone this morning.”

			Carney sighed.

			“I had to speak to Ramona. I had to hear her voice. She told me—”

			“What?”

			“My friend Lee got beat up. He was working at Memphis Fried Chicken and this Italian guy was waiting for him, asking where I was. He beat him up.”

			“Does Lee know where you are?”

			“No. He’s in the hospital. The guy broke his hand. My mother—”

			Carney told him he had a friend looking after her, a former security guard. He and Pepper were meeting later to plan their next move.

			“There’s something I didn’t tell you,” Robert said.

			Carney sat in the armchair by the window. It was a 1940 Sears Commodore, and though the number of people receiving bad news while sitting on it had diminished since it was discontinued, he was sure it was putting up some good numbers.

			“The night Ned was killed,” Robert said, “they were arguing about money. Lombardi had paid off Manes for a contract in Queens. Ned was the middle man.” He took a breath. “The deal was supposed to go through with a new guy, even though Manes was gone. But it didn’t. He wanted his money back.”

			You pay a bribe, you expect a service. Ask anybody. “Who got the envelope?”

			“I don’t know. But he didn’t get a cable contract. And he wanted his money back. Ned filled a briefcase with what he had in the safe. They were arguing. And the guy shot him.”

			“You didn’t mention the briefcase.”

			“I didn’t.”

			“Because you took it.”

			“Yes.”

			“Where is it now?”

			Robert retrieved the brown leather briefcase from under the bed. He struggled with the snaps. It popped open.

			Carney made a quick guess: hundred grand. All that cash, on top of being a witness to a murder. “They’ll be mighty sore you took their money,” Carney said. He waited.

			“Everybody’s doing something,” Robert said. “Chipping at it—trying to find a way in for themselves. It was sitting there.” He cupped his elbows and hugged his chest as if taken by a chill. Like a little kid.

			“You saw a man get killed over that money and you took it?”

			“It’s ill-gotten money.”

			“That’s why you took it?”

			“No, but looking back it was a good reason.”

			They were going to come for him. Robert had made it about more than shutting him up. A bribe betrayed was justice delayed. Carney was acquainted with that particular injury, and how far a man might go for a remedy

			Robert set the briefcase on his lap and held up a brick. “With this, I could leave New York and start over. California.”

			“Ellen will have a fit. Why California?”

			“It’s not here. That’s the thing—it’s not here.” He grimaced. “The city stinks. Everybody’s angry. Why? At what? Like, everything.”

			Carney rubbed his eyes. California. Freddie had tried to leave the city. He set off with Linus Van Wyck and made it all the way to Florida. They escaped for a time. Then came back—to pull the robbery that got them both killed.

			Maybe it was the correct instinct. Maybe father and son were not meant to be here. The city thwarted and stunted them in ways other people couldn’t see. Someplace else was better.

			“What was my father like?” Robert said.

			Robert saw it, the look that crept into Carney’s face when he thought about his cousin. The big flashing sign. “You take after him,” Carney said.

			“He was a fuckup.”

			“No—”

			“That’s how you talk about him.”

			“He was difficult. He went his own way. Since we were kids. I was careful. And he was fun. I stuck to the rules. And he thought rules were for squares. Which they are.”

			“Me and Ramona have been talking about Los Angeles. She’s been there twice.”

			“What’s she like?” Carney asked.

			“What’s she like? She likes everything,” his nephew said, misunderstanding the question. “That’s what I like about her. She’s really down.” He caught himself, embarrassed.

			If you weren’t interested in all that much, basking in the light of an enthusiast was calming. That’s how Carney used to be about Elizabeth. When they were both young. He had lived like he was figuring his way out of a cave. Stumbling into sunlight one day, onto the knowledge that there was a different way of being in the world. And now? Hers was the last face he was going to see on his deathbed. He was sure of it. Unless he, you know, was hit by a truck or stabbed in the neck by some old criminal bill finally come due. He didn’t worry about dying because they’d be together when he kicked the bucket. In the most common version, he suffered a heart attack in the kitchen while he was reaching for his favorite mug—zip! and his heart is flopping in his chest like a fish on a dock. He croaks. His hand scrabbles on the floor. Elizabeth comes running. He says—well, he had a variety of Last Words, they depended on the day, his mood, his interior weather. But Elizabeth was the constant. His constant. Hang on, Ray, I’m calling 911. 911 never sounded sexier. She runs to the princess phone on the wall by the fridge—the last thing he sees is her angelic face, and then her angelic ass. Not a bad way to go.

			He’d die for her. For the kids. What do you value? Uncle Rich had asked him back in the hideout during the Waldorf Job, What do you value? If you’d die for it—that was a good indicator. At one time he thought he’d do anything to save Freddie. But that wasn’t true, was it?

			The brown briefcase full of money sat on the bed. Carney wanted to get his nephew out of trouble, but there comes a point when you have to let people do what they’re going to do. They’ve made it happen and you can’t stop it.

			The building shuddered. Robert grabbed the bedspread anxiously until it finished.

			“Was that the train?” Carney said.

			“That happens from time to time. It’s like the hotel is sick.”

			Or trembling in fear. Scared of the immensity of the question: How do you escape from this place? A New Yorker was kidnapper and hostage in one, setting the impossible ransom for their own deliverance. “I’ll fix this,” Carney said.

			From his expression, Robert found the words as unconvincing as Carney did.

		

	
		
			SEVEN

			Until he got smithereened by a Sunday-morning pipe bomb in his carport, Mickey Manguso supplied the Rabbit with all his household furniture. Two huge sofas over the years, a DeMarco dining set, a Brazilian cowhide rug, and versatile lighting solutions, courtesy of Mickey’s man inside Meadowlands customs. The last time the Rabbit had been in a furniture store was in 1956, when he and Gabe Reggio torched Levinson’s on Church Avenue in an insurance play. That dry spell ended tomorrow, when he dropped in on Carney’s Furniture to brace the driver’s uncle.

			He was jazzed up—the idea of sleep was mad—so he decided to case the joint.

			Midnight on 125th Street. When he and the boys used to check out those jazz guys at the Palm Café, you’d walk out to the sidewalk and there’d be a million people on the street, carousing, making a ruckus. Hustling from hot spot to hot spot, taxis honking at them as they darted between. Music burst from nightclubs in hot gusts. It wasn’t dead like this, everything closed. Creeps and crackheads roaming like cockroaches. He bought jewelry for his girlfriends at Fabrizio’s; Fabrizio gave the Rabbit a discount not to rob him. The Rabbit got a little sad, seeing it boarded up when he drove by.

			The Rabbit was parked across from the furniture store at the corner of Morningside, next to the pay phone. He got out to ring his nephew about how dinner with Carmine had gone and to get a reading on his mental state.

			Junior slurred hello. As he ran down who had attended dinner, this lean nigger in a red leather jacket walked toward the Rabbit, too casually for it to be anything but a move. The Rabbit poked his head out of the booth and stared him down. The man veered off, rubbing his face. Coming up on him like he was some kind of fucking mark.

			“After dessert,” Junior said, “he pulled me aside.”

			“Yeah?”

			“His lawyer told him the Feds were poking around cable franchises now. Wanted to know if I had any business with anyone that could get the family in trouble.”

			“What’d you say?”

			“I said, fucking no, what do you think?” The Rabbit pictured the watering eyes and quivering lip.

			The Rabbit let the moment sit.

			“You always look after me,” Junior said.

			Yes, he’d do anything for his nephew. Junior didn’t have to say it—he was talking about that damned cat. Carmine’s goomar, whatever her name was, gave him that cat so that whenever he looked at it, he’d think of her pussy. “It’s a—what—a pun.” What’s a mob boss going to do with a kitten? Junior got attached to it. Slept with it at night. Chasing it around that house they used to have on Eighty-Fifth Street. The boy didn’t have a good reason for why he strangled it. Just whispered to his uncle Carlo about what he did and asked him to get rid of it.

			He did. He was still cleaning up for his nephew, even though he was a grown man. If Carmine found out, or the other families got wind that Junior was sending up smoke, he’d be the one getting cleaned up. With a hose. Off the sidewalk.

			The Rabbit told Junior about the driver’s uncle. “I’ll be back tomorrow to see this man.”

			Junior cleared his throat. “You understand what I’m trying to do, right Uncle Carlo?”

			Referring to his business venture. The Rabbit paused. “It’s a good thing.”

			When they got off the phone, he spied the NO RADIO sign in the red Chrysler next to him. It made him want to smash the window, slash the tires, and piss in the glove compartment on general principles. Some uppity mamaluke telling him what to do. I set the vig. You pay it.

			The Rabbit got started on the drive back to Ozone Park. Installing cable. What was that? The old-timers used to tell stories of the first crews in America and the men who wanted to modernize. Like Lucky Luciano, who had an idea to move beyond shakedowns and bootlegging and expand into gambling, racketeering, and prostitution, to join up with the Irish and Jewish gangsters so that everybody got a piece. It was his idea to form the Commission, the organization of all the big crime families into one national group. Dutch Schultz saw how much the niggers were pulling in with their numbers rackets and took them over. Twenty million dollars a year. Bugsy Siegel found a run-down dump in the middle of the Nevada desert, opened the Flamingo, and invented Las Vegas.

			People were always coming up with big ideas of how to hit their jackpot. They ended up paying bad. Dutch shot down over prime rib in the Palace Chop House, Bugsy gunned down on his living-room couch by a sniper. The Rabbit’s furniture guy Mickey Manguso, who’d hit upon a foolproof system of getaway routes for hijacked Meadowlands semis, got blown up by one of the Genovese boys for skimping on tribute. They were smart men. Smarter than Junior. And look what it got them.

			The Rabbit had made it to retirement by keeping his head down and his ambitions lower. The business about the witness had to be put down, toot sweet. He had no intention of letting his nephew’s big ideas fuck with his pension. After decades of stuffing cash into his mattress, he had opened a brokerage account with Smith Barney. He kicked a little into it every week, made an indication in the passbook. You have to think about finance for your sunset years. On this matter the retirement magazines were quite clear.

			

			***

			If earlier visitations were the Past and Present, this must be the Future, fashioned from glass and unyielding steel. The windows stretched from floor to ceiling, pressed against white clouds that swirled like turbulent surf. Carney was high up, he sensed it, higher than the upper levels of the Twin Towers.

			He took this place for his home. There was no furniture. He waited for Freddie to shamble in wearing future garb—a tunic or an asexual, neutral-toned jumpsuit, like in the movies. Our people gave up strife and war eons ago. We no longer have a use for money. Carney himself wore a fuzzy white robe. Barefoot, comfortable, relaxing on a Saturday morning. Or whatever time of day it was beyond the glass.

			“Hey!”

			No answer. There was no guide; he was in the ghost itself.

			The black marble tile was cool on the feet, the white walls glinting with a glossy plastic sheen. This main room he had been deposited into was part of an open-design kitchen with shiny, curvilinear fixtures on the cabinets and sink. The refrigerator hummed when he opened the split door onto its empty shelves.

			There was one bedroom, also devoid of furniture. Where were the kids going to stay when they visited? Where do they live now? If this was Elizabeth’s home as well, there was no sign. The metallic dresser was empty, as were the closets. Clouds writhed against the windows.

			The intercom buzzed. Carney located it by the front door. It was a high-tech job with a video screen. The tiny buttons were unmarked. He fumbled with them and Freddie appeared. His cousin was outside on the sidewalk, staring up at the camera.

			“Let me figure out how to buzz you in,” Carney said.

			“I’m not coming up,” Freddie said. “I just wanted to say…”

			“What?”

			“About Robert.”

			“I’ll save him.”

			“I don’t even know him. I wanted to say, Save yourself. No one else is going to do it.” He looked down. “I’m proof.”

			The screen went dark.

			Carney returned to the main room. No one was coming. It was just him, like in the old days on 127th Street. The city was laid out before him somewhere below, but he couldn’t see it.

			No Elizabeth to love and love him back, no mother who died so young that she had been reduced to snapshots in his mind, and no father who pressed down like a lid that kept him in a box. No Freddie to blame, or kids to steer away from his missteps. Nobody but him, and what he did, who he was. This is where we all end up, he thought. If you told him it was heaven, he’d believe you, and if you told him it was hell, he’d do the same. Up there in the clouds.

			When he opened his eyes he was in their bedroom, Elizabeth’s side of the bed cold to his touch.

			

			***

			Once Ellen realized Pepper couldn’t move, she laid off haranguing him about what had just transpired in her apartment. It hurt him to talk; every expenditure sent another flare of agony up his back to detonate in his skull. She rallied her downstairs neighbor, the wife, and they got him out to the street. Pepper held his whimpers and moans inside as they gingerly made their way down the stairs he had vaulted up minutes before.

			The wife—her name was Delores—waited while Ellen flagged down a livery car at the corner. “Ain’t no taxi coming down this street,” Delores said. She lit a Merit and exhaled a jet of smoke.

			They eased Pepper into the car service. Delores begged off accompanying them to Carney’s. “I got cookies in the oven.” She waved robotically when they pulled away.

			Pepper settled into his bed in his old room upstairs. They hadn’t moved a thing. On his back like Frankenstein, legs straight, arms out. Ellen told him the doctor he wanted was on his way. In his helpless state he had to submit to Ellen and Elizabeth’s hysterical interrogation. Was Robert okay? Where was he? Who was that man and why were you watching the house? The kid was afraid to go to the police, Pepper said. He had witnessed a murder, a Mob murder, and wasn’t safe. Carney was lining up a lawyer to smooth it all out. The women found it fishy but fixated on his assurances that Robert was safe. Carney had asked him to watch over Ellen, Pepper told them, after her neighbors said a strange man had come by the house.

			“You?” Ellen said. “You’re a, a—” She wanted to say old man.

			“Oh, he’s very capable,” Elizabeth said. She looked him over. “Usually.”

			Carney was checking in on Robert in Newark. He’d get an earful when he got home.

			After he was arrested for selling unregulated medical supplements, Dr. Rostropovich handed his practice over to Dr. Jasikevicǐus. Pepper distrusted sickly looking doctors as a general rule, and Dr. Jasikevicǐus’s yellow pallor alluded to some variety of organ malfunction. “In my country, I was director of hospital. Look at me now. America!” New disposition, same pills, although the replacement had switched to the standard orange plastic containers. “Take four of these every four hours and don’t do anything. Don’t even think!” He said he had been smuggled through the Iron Curtain in a rusty oil drum, and knew from back trouble.

			The green pills kicked in half an hour after the doctor left. One second Ellen and Elizabeth were anxiously conferring in the hallway, and the next he was out.

			He slept for twelve hours. He expected one of the kids to pop in and see if he wanted to play Crazy Eights, or Spit. Pepper remembered they didn’t live there anymore. There was a weak spot in the mattress at the bottom of the bed where you could feel springs with your foot. A scandal for a man who sold furniture. Pepper had never mentioned it. Feeling those pointy ends meant Uncle Pepper was staying over, like that time he fell asleep at Thanksgiving. Carney was delivering one of his boring furniture lectures, about the birth of the convertible sofa—“It was a shot heard around the living room”—and Pepper was out, like he’d taken knockout pills. John and May led him upstairs to his room. Elizabeth had made the bed. He could’ve gone home to his apartment over the funeral home. He didn’t want to. There was no one there for him.

			Pepper was not the kind of man whom other people took a shine to. It suited him fine. He didn’t have a lot of room for other people and their attendant weakness. Except for the Carneys. Blossom. Church Wiley and a few others. He hadn’t looked up LJ since last summer. She was young and had much better things to do than hang out with a geezer like him.

			He was happy to stay here, and grateful for their kindness, yet it seemed so small now, the way he used to live. Before Blossom. What did he have to show for fifty years of busting heads and broken safes? He had her. And he was still alive, even if his body creaked. He had to call her. He moved a leg, and his spine ignited again. Pepper cursed and sank down. Elizabeth or Carney will call her and she’ll drive up and he can recuperate in his own bed.

			He wanted to go home.

			Carney came up later in the afternoon with a sandwich and told him what he was going to do. If Pepper had been able to sit up properly, he would’ve slapped some sense into him. It was no use. Carney was as thick-headed as his old man. He’d always had his father’s eyes, especially when they went cold after he got some crooked angle into his head. That night he was his father all over, the spitting image. On the outside.

			What was the word for when you’re going a hundred miles an hour, no brakes, no stopping, straight into that thing that’s coming for you?

			Preordained

			When he heard the front door shut Pepper realized that Carney had shared his plan so that if he didn’t come back, someone would know what happened to him.

			

			***

			Carney read the letter. Read it twice. Huntley & Higginbotham didn’t represent one of the Dumas factions—they worked for Van Wyck. They wanted to buy his buildings.

			He brought the lawyer’s letter home by accident. Carney had been toying with switching Living Room with Dining now that fall was coming up with its change in foot traffic. He’d doodled a showroom redesign, where the Argent sectional would go, DeMarco’s new Savant line. It was relaxing. Some people did drugs. Carney plotted customer trajectory and traffic flow. He must have snatched up the lawyer’s letter with the sketches when he left work.

			After all this time, on today of all days, to get a message from Van Wyck Realty.

			Carney couldn’t get a fix on it. Was it for real? What was the angle? It would have to wait. There was more pressing business. He had always been the pragmatic sort.

			He wasn’t going to the store today. Too much to do. He had the larger vision, but not the specifics. It would take all day to figure it out, and things had started on a sour note with Elizabeth, who disapproved mightily of Pepper’s activities.

			“I didn’t want to worry you,” Ray had told her when he returned from Newark. “From the cops, it sounded like Robert had gotten mixed up in something. You know Pepper has a background in security.”

			“Jesus Christ, Ray. He can’t even walk.”

			Sadly true. Carney didn’t think they’d be back. The visit itself was the message: Watch your step. Elizabeth wasn’t satisfied. They slept with their backs turned and when he woke she’d already gone to work.

			Pepper was asleep when he checked on him. Carney and Elizabeth had debated renovating the room—home offices were the new thing according to the Times Magazine—but had never gotten around to it. “It’s Pepper’s room,” Elizabeth declared, even if he stayed with Blossom’s niece these days. She was right. The old crook was still part of their family, with crashing rights on demand.

			Old crook. That applied to Carney, too. He’d aged into it.

			Carney grabbed a pepperoni slice at Big Italia and walked over to Riverside Park to get his brain going. The polluted river gurgled past, suffused with lethal pathogens and intermittently decorated by floating debris. The residential fortifications of Riverside Drive formed one of Manhattan’s walls, keeping the world away. When Ray was younger, the dignified line of monumental prewars, odd mansions, and water-view tenements had inspired him to feats. Work hard, play it straight, keep his unruly parts in check, and he might live there one day. On the fourth floor of 528, with a sight line over the trees to the Hudson, or in one of those squat and pretty limestones. Eventually his family ended up in that lovely apartment at 547 Riverside. Carney thought he’d be cured if he finally escaped the dark and mortifying places of the past, those crucibles. Be fixed. But there was no fixing him. He kept churning.

			That was the rule. That was the system: constant, turbulent change. When he was young, churn was the word he put to the dance of stolen objects, and after things fell apart in the ’70s he recognized it in a new way, in the life of the city, the dynamic processes of destruction and renewal. Now here he was, trying to come up with a plan to get someone out of trouble, and he had to face his own personal churn. Take off the mask and look in the mirror. For so long he had tried to evict this or that part of himself—the lonesome child, the crooked striver, the vengeful wraith—to make space for the good husband, the caring father, the upstanding businessman. When they were all his tenants, on their different floors, with their specific arrangements, creaky floorboards, and top-notch views. Not crooked or straight, bent or square, but simply neighbors, coming and going, up all night and sleeping in and taking the stairs and standing on the roof on a hot summer night, that tar beach, to look at the stars.

			He was exhausted. When he got home he collapsed on the Argent sofa in the parlor. Their Metropolitan line had always been good for pondering, with a cushion density that stimulated blood flow and higher thought. At least in his experience.

			The Van Wyck letter. Of course they were still out there, plotting; they owned half the city. Money and power. The names of the villains changed, but the brute fact of power remained. Chink Montague took over Bumpy Johnson’s rackets, and Notch Walker grabbed Montague’s operations. The neighbors gambled, screwed, escaped through booze and drugs, generation after generation, even if the faces of the vendors changed. Old man Van Wyck was dead—front-page obit in The New York Times—but the family business continued, carving out chunks of the city and erecting high-rises in the craters. Before there was Manes, there was Boss Tweed and Robert Moses and ten thousand cops with their hands out. Corruption proceeded without end, in a constant loop through the city, like the IRT rumbling twenty-four hours a day from Flatbush to 241st Street, Brooklyn to the Bronx, picking up anyone who wanted a ride. Who was the conductor of the envelopes now that Manes was out of the picture? He’d never know his or her name because they weren’t a person but a force, an agent of money itself, and because Carney was one of the little people. The little people, the victims—Freddie, Robert—only see their small piece of the Big Con. Victims like his former tenant Albert, who had been hospitalized in a high-stakes arson scheme. They know they’ve been ripped off even if they don’t know the full picture.

			A couple of years ago that asshole tagged up the wall on the side of the store, the one where Carney had once fantasized about putting his special Spirit of ’76 mural:

			Schist Is The Rock That Holds Up Manhattan

			He knew what schist was. But why’d that cretin pick his wall? Carney had to hire two Rastafarian guys to paint over it. He was pissed at the time. Today he took it as some kind of message from the nameless, mischievous god of the grid. Money and power held up the city—foundation, philosophy, and fuel.

			Uncle Rich knew it. He saw how it all worked. The next thing coming down the road, the next version of the city. There are hidden lines of energy under the city. Water. Phone. Electricity. Cable TV now—pure information. And the subways. Everything connected, invisibly, under our feet. You can’t see it, but that’s where the true power lies—everywhere, below. The Meadowlands Job had been a robbery of millions of dollars of coaxial cable. The big score. It got Uncle Rich to a beach somewhere, where he circled real estate ads under a bent palm tree. Patchy shade, no doubt. But the money was not the jackpot. He had put the question to Carney in the hideout on Ninety-Ninth, Fox’s: What do you value? What’s really worth stealing? The money score paid the bills—the real prize was Jesse Owens’s Olympic medal.

			“It doesn’t matter what line you’re in,” Uncle Rich said, “we all have that moment when you have to face yourself. Who are you now and who do you want to be? How are you going to live your life? What’s next?”

			

			***

			The setup required running around. It was like the old days, when it was just him and Rusty, and he drove his father’s pickup up and down the island, grabbing dining-room tables for resale, or bringing huge RCAs and Zeniths down to Radio Row for Aronowitz to tinker with. He didn’t know where he found the energy back then. When he got to Queens that afternoon, he wanted to close his eyes but still had a lot of work ahead. He toiled on his pitch between tasks.

			Elizabeth was meeting Linda and Althea for drinks after work. He hated that she’d left the house pissed at him.

			Eventually Carney got back to Strivers’ Row. The heat grew ruinous over the afternoon but he didn’t turn the AC on. Like when he was young, bent over his economics textbooks or store accounts, and working up a sweat just thinking. When he had more of the pitch down—the words dangled in his mind on fine wire, dazzling shapes of a mobile—he went upstairs to tell Pepper his plan.

			Pepper’s face was a stone block. He said, “Carney.”

			“It’s the holy code of the envelope. The murder’s only part of it. They’re not going to rest. You disrespect the envelope, you break the order.”

			Pepper scratched his neck. “Whenever I tell Blossom stories about my work, about some of the scores, she gets this look on her face like I’m the dumbest motherfucker on the planet. But I’m not, Carney. You’re the dumbest motherfucker on the planet.”

			“You told Blossom what you did for a living?” Carney’s brow knit. “About our business?”

			“I live with this woman. I’m not going to lie.”

			Carney rocked. The old rocking chair was a family heirloom, from Elizabeth’s great-great something or other, hand-carved by a master woodworker in Seneca Village, the black settlement they razed to make Central Park. He rocked. It creaked.

			“Communication is important in a relationship,” Pepper said. “Blossom’s seen everything. She worked at Harlem Hospital.” He sat up, wincing. “You’re going to walk in there. They’re waiting for you. No gun. If I could move, I’d smack some sense into you.”

			“You need me to help you to the bathroom?”

			“I can get to the bathroom,” Pepper said. “Taking these fucking pills. You need to wait until I can walk before you do this thing.”

			Carney drummed the arms of the rocking chair. “You remember the first time you saved my life?” It was the voice he used to beguile customers. He clicked it on without thinking.

			“I don’t know. It’s been a lot.”

			“It was after you guys hit the Hotel Theresa. Miami Joe took off with the haul and he came for me. Freddie had dragged me into it and this nutjob was going to kill me. I was mad.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Miami Joe, he’s in my office. He has a gun on me. Fucking with me. And he says sometimes you’re better off if you cut your losses. He had a cousin who was strung out on drugs. He shot him. To put him out of his misery. I was sitting there, listening to him. I’m so ashamed. I thought, maybe that’d be best for Freddie. To—let things happen. These things he set in motion.”

			Pepper narrowed his eyes.

			“It was just a second,” Carney said. “You popped up out of the basement and killed Miami Joe. That was the first time you saved my life. And the first time I had to get rid of a body. I had this idea—you put a stop to what Miami Joe was saying. If you hadn’t come—”

			“You’d be dead.”

			“—the thought might have taken root. I don’t know. When Freddie got arrested with Biz Dixon, I thought maybe this time he’d learn his lesson and straighten up and fly right. Like he was some little kid and not a grown-ass man. But he didn’t. He came out of the Tombs messed up in his head. Then he got mixed up with the Van Wycks and I would have done anything to save him.”

			“You did what you could.”

			“There was still that moment, though, when Miami Joe said that thing, like a serpent, and it got in my head. Last night I was on the train coming back from Newark and I had this thought, for one second, one rotten second. I thought, if I made a call and gave an address, this would be over. A phone call and a room number.”

			“Some people, they’re a pain in the ass.”

			The chair creaked. “That’s family for you.”

			“When I took that job with Patterson,” Pepper said, “looking for that mask. I saw something.” He strummed his stubble with his knuckles. “I put the mask on, and I could see something through it. You know what it was?” He adjusted his body—and lost the thread. “These pills.” He shook his head. “It’s done. It’s been done, all that’s left now is to do it.”

			Carney stood. “Maybe this time I can make it right.”

		

	
		
			EIGHT

			The storage company across from Junior’s installation company closed at 9:00 p.m., putting an end to meddling foot traffic on that misbegotten stretch of Twelfth Avenue. The Rabbit had driven a hijacked truck down Twelfth more than once, and hauled chopped-up corpse pieces too many times to count. If you wanted to slip through the city unseen, Twelfth Avenue under the elevated roadways was a cop-free route. It was a catalog of expired factories, defunct warehouses, and every once in a while an ill-fated new business with the balls to think it was an exception.

			Viso-Tech was one such upstart, taking for its headquarters a converted sewing machine factory with a large parking lot. At the end of the day, the fleet of bright yellow installation vans filed in, crowding behind the chain link. The Rabbit shook his head. The logo was stupid. The words VISO-TECH—what did that mean?—arced over a clumsy illustration of a big console TV with wood paneling, rabbit-ear antennas sticking out of the top with little lightning bolts erupting from them. If you had cable, why did you need an antenna? Junior had probably sketched the TV himself; the Rabbit realized it was the one the Lombardis had at their Eighty-Fifth Street house.

			He tucked his shoulder in the front door’s shadow and lit a new cigarette with its predecessor. The visitors should be along directly.

			He had to give his nephew credit—the installation company was a legit business. He bet if Uncle Sam gave it a good shake nothing would fall out. The Rabbit was accustomed to the half-assed fronts of yore. Like Pinch’s “shoe repair” back in the ’70s. Pinch picked up a hundred pairs of dead men’s shoes from the Salvation Army and put them on shelves in front of the store, threw in some rusty equipment—and in the back room he and Bo Peep played poker all day in their undershirts, farting and drinking beer.

			When Junior told them he wanted to go into cable, everybody laughed. The Rabbit included. They couldn’t see it—until they got wind of how much money was in it. It was like Bugsy Siegel conjuring up Vegas. No one else saw—and then it was like it had never not been there. Junior overhauled the sewing machine factory, made it spiffy, even hired an actual architect for the office suite on the second floor.

			It was a legit business—stuffy and stuck-up. Everything was getting like this, yuppified, putting on airs. All the sharp edges in this town were getting sanded down—and the Rabbit considered himself one those sharp edges. This was the future, all this boring shit. He didn’t want any part of it.

			Every other business on this block was a run-down hulk, with boarded or grime-fogged windows, exteriors thoroughly mortified by graffiti. Rats running around inside no doubt. Viso-Tech stuck out like a beacon. That was the problem right there—the new ways didn’t fit in with the old ways. On the one hand, Junior wanted to settle this matter of the driver “like businessmen,” like the money and the dead lawyer were fine print on a contract. On the other hand, the old rules demanded that the furniture salesman and the driver were not going to walk out alive. It was all for show. How did Junior figure it was going to go down? The Rabbit would do anything for his nephew, but the man had never been cut for the heavy stuff. Was he violent? Sure. But the cold cunning of a real killer was lacking. Even when he tried to play it straight, it ended up half crooked. The ex-con lowlifes Junior hired to install the wires, the kickbacks to Manes, clipping the lawyer—he wanted to leave the family business behind, but it was in his blood.

			A gray van cruised down Twelfth Ave. It slowed as it passed the Rabbit and continued on. The street was quiet again. You could carry out one body, two bodies, without anyone seeing you. His favorite kind of weather.

			

			***

			Carney was early. At 133rd and Broadway he circled the block to kill time.

			Halfway down to Amsterdam, a Toyota bleated out NO RADIO from a handwritten sign on the dash. He shook his head.

			He checked his watch and circled the block once more. The Toyota emerged from the darkness again, with its sad request. Carney squared his shoulders. He had a sign on his own dash tonight. It said, YES RADIO. I DARE YOU.

			Broadway bustled with New Yorkers tunneling home or taking flight for the night. It all went hush as he pushed west, to a land beyond NO RADIO signs, because only a moron would park their car there. Benzi Box. Benzi was either the name of the guy who came up with the anti-theft portable radio or an Italian word for chickenshit. The straight world will go crazy trying to keep ahead of the criminal sciences. Take bulletproof plastic—it was a wild world where electronics stores and chicken joints alike kept the goods behind inches of plastic.

			Bulletproof reminded him of his destination; he nudged the thought away.

			Crime transformed the city by degrees. He thought of what John told him about rap music, where it came from. Rap was part of the New York environment now, barging from boom boxes and windows. They created something new from the spoils, the theft of turntables from record shops, the rip-off of a musical line or riff from another song—a crooked art.

			Certainly Uncle Rich took crime as his medium; he saw the future and cooked up forward-looking scores. Carney was out tonight because the man’s bet on coaxial had paid off. It was big business. Lombardi’s technicians and their tribe swarmed over the boroughs, neighborhood by neighborhood, drilling into walls, installing boxes, slinging cable to row houses and tenements. Every inch was cash; it was miles of money. In photographs of old New York black telephone, telegraph, and power cables strangled the city in a merciless web, flying from utility poles to apartments. They put in wires, took them down, drove them under the sidewalk and put up new kinds of wires. Shedding the obsolete parts like dead skin, over and over.

			Carney remembered the cars of the Ninth Avenue El and the Third Avenue El rattle-banging above, before they demolished the elevated trains and shoved them into tunnels, connecting the far-flung corners of the city underground. There was probably some guy thinking up another wire to put in, to string everybody together in a new way, and it will start over again.

			Carney rehearsed his pitch once more. When he finished, he had arrived at Viso-Tech. The building across the street had been the Liberty Biscuit Company, now a storage facility. Which was what he and Pepper had used it for, actually. He couldn’t remember the name of the guy—Hickel? Hickey?—they’d snatched up and stashed there. The guy squealed on his boss, that was the important thing. Had they remembered to release Hickey after the whole thing was over? He thought he remembered Pepper mentioning something about that, but he might be wrong.

			It was a gloomy pocket of Manhattan, carved out beneath the struts of the elevated section of Riverside Drive. Viso-Tech’s bright yellow vans offered a subversive eruption of life. A tall man with wavy gray hair leaned against the front door, smoking a cigarette—the Italian who’d tangled with Pepper.

			“Where’s the driver?” the Italian asked.

			“I’m alone.”

			“Yeah, I fucking see that.”

			The man opened the door and steered Carney to the small reception area on the right. He frisked him with efficiency, and opened the briefcase on the zebrawood coffee table. The Italian pursed his lips and looked at Carney, but didn’t say anything. They marched upstairs. The carpet was crisp and taut under Carney’s feet.

			Carmine Junior’s interior designer spoke fluent New Corporate Contemporary. Viso-Tech had surrendered itself to Covek-Heim, the Swiss manufacturer who was in the middle of a big U.S. push. The receptionist’s leather sofa, side tables, and desk belonged to Covek-Heim’s Moda line, and Lombardi’s office followed suit, heavy on the chrome. The broad leaves of the plastic plants blessed the premises with a hint of Miami.

			Lombardi posed before a wall map, hands on his hips, when Carney and the old Italian entered. The map highlighted districts of Viso-Tech influence; swaths of green marked inroads in north Queens. Next to it was a framed photo of Ronald Reagan. Second term, from the loose skin. The Gipper’s mug was a ghoulish red-pink.

			Lombardi retreated behind his executive desk. He was a squat man with two big hippo nostrils that perforated his face. The single long hair that wound around his pate created the impression of a Danish. “Raymond, is it?” He looked past Carney.

			“It’s just him,” the older man said.

			Lombardi gritted his teeth and plopped into the chrome chair. He introduced his colleague as Carlo.

			Carlo set the briefcase on the desk and withdrew. Lombardi gave him a look. Carlo sighed and moved to stand next to his boss in a right-hand man/vizier setup.

			Carney stood before the desk. The large canvas duffel bag on the couch distracted him—what was inside? He was not invited to sit. He felt like a junior employee called up to the front office. He reconsidered; Viso-Tech did not strike him as an equal opportunity employer. He cleared his throat. “You’re in the yellow pages.” Just like him. “So I called.”

			“You were supposed to bring the driver,” Lombardi said.

			“My nephew.” Carney arranged his voice and posture. He imagined himself metal being poured into a mold, bright and burning and powerful.

			A good salesman convinces the customer of a truth. It was that simple.

			He said, “A man offers another person something for sale, they enter into a contract. A binding contract. To say, this is an Argent sofa with a walnut finish and a flame-resistant core—I offer this thing in exchange for legal tender. U.S. currency. If you take this couch into your home and the legs are not level or the factory released cushions with inadequate fill, we have experienced a fracture. We have broken the covenant.”

			Lombardi thought hard, wondering where this was going. It was an act of exertion; Carney pictured medieval villagers in rags urging a laden cart out of the mud.

			“An envelope is an envelope,” Carney said. “Kickback, graft, greasing the wheels. Currency is proof of transaction, whether for a service, a house, or a couch. You, sir, you got a bum couch. And you require a remedy.”

			Lombardi opened the briefcase. Like Carlo, he was perplexed at the contents. He ran a finger through the stacks to check the denominations. The three men in the room differed in many ways, but each was adept at making swift estimates of paper currency.

			“What is this?” He looked at Carlo.

			Carlo produced a curt shrug.

			Step it up, Carney. “There’s another factor we must consider—family. You and I understand and respect the bond of the envelope, but there’s another connection that’s just as strong, just as ancient, just as binding—the blood tie. The contract we enter into even before we are born, with its own edicts and provisions that must be honored.

			“I love my nephew. He’s not perfect. Sometimes his legs are uneven. But our contract is written in blood. I’ll do anything for him. Today I walk into the proverbial lion’s den, without spear or sword, to prove that love by providing redress. The first thing I offer is fulfillment of that old salesman’s credo, Satisfaction Guaranteed or Your Money Back.” Carney achieved pure enunciation. “That briefcase contains the hundred thousand dollars that you paid for services unrendered. No reasonable person would call that a satisfactory outcome. To compensate you for your injury, I offer an additional hundred thousand dollars. That’s two—two hundred thousand dollars for inconvenience and mental anguish.”

			Junior looked at Carlo. “And I didn’t want to come in to work today.”

			“The second offer is the most sacred thing a furniture salesman has in his kit: a Lifetime Guarantee. I give you a Lifetime Guarantee that you will never see my nephew again. He’s gone. He’s never coming back. And if he does, that’s on me. I offer myself in his stead.” Carney straightened. “Everybody knows where to find me. I’m Ray Carney, owner of Carney’s Furniture, Quality Home Goods for Reasonable Prices for Over Twenty-Five Years.”

			The moment stretched. “Gone where?” Lombardi said.

			“Away. Far. He will not squeal, sing, or testify. He’s forgotten everything that happened that night. Forgotten your face and your name. All he remembers is that magic phrase, I didn’t see nothin’. And that brings us to the bonus part of our transaction today. If you act now, I’ll throw in a special gift, free of charge—all of Edward Garrity’s business records pertaining to deals, past or present, with the Viso-Tech Company. All the paper with your name on it, fresh from his office.”

			The kickbacks were not listed on those documents, but Garrity and Lombardi had generated ambiguously worded consultant agreements for tax purposes. Nothing that Uncle Sam could prosecute them for, but circumstantial evidence for a larger case. No reason it shouldn’t disappear.

			Carney had been all over the city that day. Jetting to Newark to inform Robert of how it was going to go down. Robert gave up the money without a fuss; perhaps he’d already reconciled. He was more concerned over Carney’s visit to Garrity’s office. What if the cops were there? They were not. With Robert’s keys and instructions, Carney was in and out.

			The second hundred thousand dollars was more difficult. Carney had gathered it over years, what remained of his extracurricular activities. It was cash from the Peabody Estates Job, that box of Cartier timepieces in 1974, a diamond necklace out of some old widow’s jewelry box. The money Green gave him for the Amici sapphire, and the work-for-hire payment for the Waldorf Job. So many valuables had come briefly into his possession amid their circuit of owners, churning. Three different banks held the cash, in Brooklyn, Bronx, and Queens. (Not Staten Island.) The first, Anchor Bank on Flatbush, was the hardest. Nausea gurgled inside him as he stared at the bills, which sat snug in the safe-deposit box he’d opened seventeen years ago. He was made a bystander; the bricks of cash floated into the briefcase as if by a ghostly hand.

			It got easier after that. Or less painful.

			“A bribe is a sacred promise,” Carney said, “a bulwark against chaos. The independent shopkeeper plying his wares, the policeman looking the other way, the honorable gangster, the politician, the captain of industry—all are bound, pledged to the envelope. We need these sureties, these foundational truths, or else it all comes tumbling down.”

			“It’s generous, but,” Lombardi said.

			Carlo blinked.

			Carney didn’t like Lombardi’s posture. Nor Carlo’s. He’d know—before they did—when he’d made the sale. It hadn’t happened yet. “Do you ever think about coffee tables?” Carney said. “The perfect coffee table? I have a little saying—”

			Lombardi banged the briefcase shut. “What in the fucking world would possess you to come in here with all that, and not bring him?” he said. “There are things one does to protect one’s safety.”

			Carlo made his fists tight.

			“I’m not doing this to save him,” Carney said. “I’m doing this to save myself. His father was my cousin, but we were raised as brothers. He was a little crooked. He wasn’t cut out for anything heavy, but he thought he was. He hung out with the real thing, real tough men. I tried to save him. My whole life I tried put him straight. You know what that’s like?”

			Lombardi cocked his head and signaled Carlo.

			Carlo withdrew a pistol from his dark jacket.

			“Where is he?” Lombardi said. “Where’s he holed up?”

			No, Carney had definitely not closed the sale. “We got older and I realized I couldn’t save him, no matter how hard I tried,” he said. “We choose our own path through this life. Sometimes you have to step back and let your family, your cousin or your nephew, find their own way. Face the consequences of their actions. Family is an embrace—and a letting go. You’ll do anything for them, even when it seems impossible. Sacrifice everything, even if they don’t understand. It’s a love that can take you to some dark places. One time, for a second, I thought it would be better if my cousin were put out of his misery. I couldn’t believe I let that thought in my head.”

			Lombardi slapped the desk. “Where is he?”

			“You have to fight for those you love,” Carney said. “He’s my nephew. My flesh and blood. He fucked up. Maybe he got that from his father. Maybe he got it from—just being human. He took what was not his and he ran. I return it, with interest—the money. I have a friend who says I shouldn’t intervene. That my nephew should take his lumps. Some people don’t want to be saved. It’s best to cut your losses—”

			“Sold.”

			The gunshot reverberated throughout the Viso-Tech executive suite. The Covek-Heim carpet absorbed a percentage of the noise. Carney’s mouth fell open.

			

			***

			The slug zipped through Carmine Lombardi Junior’s skull and lodged in the second-term photograph of Ronald Reagan. The black circle was like a worm hole in the rotting red apple of Reagan’s cheek.

			The Rabbit looked down at his nephew. His face registered the briefest ripple of regret. The lawyer. The furniture salesman. Junior would have made him take out the driver no matter what this man paid. It was too many bodies and too much heat. There had to be an end to it, for everybody’s sake.

			He’d do anything for his nephew, but you should never fuck with a man’s pension.

			

			***

			“What you were selling there,” Carlo said. “I bought it.”

			Carney put his hands up. He had shared the address with Pepper, a crumb for the old crook to follow once he got on his feet. Pepper would hunt this man and take him apart. When he felt better, of course.

			The Italian regarded his nephew again, as one does at a viewing before they shut the casket. He frowned when he noticed Carney’s hands. He waved him off dismissively and pulled out a square of black plastic from the duffel bag on the couch.

			Carlo snapped it out—it was body bag. “Can you help me with this?” he said.

			Carney swallowed. He followed the Italian behind the desk.

			Carney took care of the legs. The Italian handled the trunk and the head. “This was supposed to be for you,” the man said.

			“Okay.”

			“Tell your friend he’s right. Sometimes you got to cut your losses.” He pointed the gun at Carney. “You can get the fuck out now.”

			“He’s not going to say anything, my nephew,” Carney said. “Me either.”

			The Italian grunted. “I don’t think a man who puts his name in the middle of 125th Street is that hard to find, do you?”

			It was time for a parting glance at the briefcase, to mourn the money within. The leather-bound tomb of his strivings and schemes.

			Carney ran once he cleared the secretary’s office and didn’t stop until he had been delivered to the banks of the River Broadway. The River Broadway! Giver of life, drowner of hopes, channel of dark lights and bright shadows, her potholed majesty whose ever-churning waters wash the sins of the day so you can start again tomorrow.

			YES RADIO. He closed the sale.

		

	
		
			NINE

			“What do you think?”

			They were having dinner at the Flash Inn, on Macomb by the bridge. The last time they ate there, Elizabeth recognized Langston Hughes at the next table over. She got his autograph for May, who had recited “Harlem” at the final assembly of fifth grade. He performed his duty graciously. He nodded at Carney. Carney nodded back.

			The poet wasn’t there tonight. Elizabeth ordered the sole, and Carney the veal piccata. The place was packed every night but Saturday nights imbued it with sprightly urgency. The waiters in their pink suits caromed around the dining room. They conveyed a small cake, hissing with sparklers, to an elderly couple in the corner. It was the wife’s birthday. She mashed her palms together in an idiosyncratic clapping gesture.

			Elizabeth smiled. She liked old married couples.

			“What do you think?” she said.

			The office tower Van Wyck Realty envisioned for the corner of 125th and Morningside Ave was modest compared to their other holdings, the buildings that had forever altered, some might say deformed, the Manhattan skyline in their ambition, scale, and arrogance. Built to last, built for the future. The Van Wyck board had balked at the Harlem idea. Eight stories, on a not particularly lovely stretch of that famous, if tarnished, boulevard. Their interest in numbers 381 and 383 West 125th Street, and the buildings adjacent going back to 126th, were an investment in Roger Kramer, the real estate conglomerate’s current whiz kid–wonder boy, whose computers penetrated space and time. He had a room on the thirty-third floor of their Park Avenue HQ where his IBM mainframes had crunched a hundred years of economic data and demographic projections, converted human activity and historical events big and small into numeric values using a proprietary system, and identified the parcel as a providential site. Quite promising. In approximately twenty-two to twenty-six years from now, the models assured, the property would prove to be a smart and forward-thinking purchase.

			It was cheap, compared to the usual numbers they dealt with. A real bargain.

			Van Wyck Realty’s representatives at Huntley & Higginbotham were patient and solicitous as they explained their plans for the “Harlem Beachhead,” as they referred to the parcel more than once. “VWR doesn’t want to alter the character of this storied neighborhood, but bring out its latent virtues. This is New York City. We’re taking a bite of that Big Apple—with gusto!” The Van Wyck Method, which had served them well, was to cultivate property adjacent to impending large-scale development projects, in the theory that capital’s rising tide lifted all boats. This Harlem play was an extension of that strategy.

			They offered a ghastly sum. A jackpot. Carney choked when saying the numbers aloud—he had to show the letter to Elizabeth for her to read for herself. He’d met hundreds of characters who’d chased their dream scores. Petty thieves, crooked cops, master criminals. They’d always been so desperate and sad. Carney’s jackpot—if he agreed to sell—was bigger than all those jobs added together. The Van Wyck money was out of scale, Empire State Building size, Twin Towers size. Those bums had chased down some meager bungalow shit.

			When he first signed the lease at 383, before he bought the building, he had told himself that the property wasn’t much to look at, but it might make a man his fortune. Now here it was.

			The money would’ve come in handy when he saw Robert off at Port Authority. He was headed to California. “Maybe Ramona will join me out there. When I get settled.” Carney had told him that he’d paid off Lombardi and left it at that. How long it would take for the cops to ease off, Carney didn’t know. He gave him three thousand dollars, which wiped out his cash on hand. Carney had opened his store with thirty grand he’d gotten from his father; the cash was hidden in the spare tire of his truck. It would’ve been nice to give Robert the same kind of send-off. Then again, the hundred grand he cleaned out of his safe-deposit boxes had been quite generous. Carney got a ping! in his heart remembering those gleaming, empty boxes.

			“What do you think?” Elizabeth said.

			“I’ve been struggling with it,” Carney said.

			“There’s been a lot going on.”

			Elizabeth was frazzled from work. Carney Travel had upgraded their computer system that afternoon and everything was wonky, but she’d managed to make it to Marie’s farewell party in time. It was small—the store, Elizabeth, and Marie’s husband Dennis—but fun, despite Rusty’s sulking. The start of a new chapter. “It’s hard to say goodbye to you,” Marie said, sniffling. Carney gave her a new Toshiba VCR as a parting gift; her Betamax had finally given up the ghost.

			Carney said, “Everybody’s leaving.”

			Elizabeth sipped her wine. “I talked to her today.” Meaning Ellen. Robert had called his mother to tell her that he was safe, but had to stay away because he’d witnessed the murder, and knew the name of the man who had done it. That’s all he was willing to share as long as the cops wanted to talk to him.

			“She’s going to try to get him to talk to a lawyer,” Elizabeth said.

			“I’ll do whatever I can,” Carney said. Beg as she might, Ellen’s son was not going to listen. He was too stubborn. As his father had been. It wasn’t the trouble with the police that made him leave, Carney knew. It was the city. He wasn’t made for it. It was good that his nephew recognized that. Freddie had been lured back after he and Linus fled to Florida, but Robert was going to follow through.

			Six months later, the gun used to kill Edward Garrity was recovered from the home of a victim of a “gangland slaying.” Carney recognized Carlo “the Rabbit” Blasi from his mug shot in the Daily News. Ellen had to chase them down, but the police eventually informed her that Robert was no longer a person of interest.

			Robert told her that he wasn’t coming back. Ramona had joined him in San Diego, and they were going to make a go of it.

			Carney had never been to California. It seemed strange out there, shoddy.

			Elizabeth and Carney ordered dessert, the chocolate cake. Was John still coming home for the Fourth? He was, Elizabeth said, in time for the Cuffys’ annual barbecue across the street. “May is coming, too. With Jeff.”

			Husband and wife shrugged in unison.

			“I have to remember to open their bedroom windows,” Elizabeth said. “Air out their rooms. You know how stuffy it gets when it’s hot.” That must have got her thinking about Pepper’s room. She asked if Carney had heard from him.

			“Not since Blossom picked him up.”

			“I hope his back is better.”

			When Carney told him about that night at Viso-Tech, Pepper thought for a long moment and said, “That old Italian did look like a tough bird.” He scratched his neck. “The Biscuit Factory, huh? Whatever happened to that guy?”

			Another table celebrated a birthday over by the bar. The rest of the patrons applauded when “Happy Birthday” concluded, with diminished enthusiasm this time.

			Twenty-two to twenty-six years from now. The VWR project belonged to the next New York, the one after this one. Twenty-two years ago old man Van Wyck had Freddie killed. Van Wyck was dead, too, now. The only people who knew about that night were Carney and Pepper. Who knew where the two of them would be twenty-two years from now?

			“What are you thinking about?” Elizabeth said.

			“The buildings,” he said. What else? They had discussed it many times the last few days. It was a lot of money. You could do anything with that kind of money. Move the store somewhere to another location. Expand. Or quit working altogether.

			“You could retire,” Elizabeth said one day.

			Carney was fifty-five. He could retire and do the things he’d never permitted himself to do. Had forbid himself.

			He enjoyed the battle too much. He had been fighting for so long he didn’t know what he’d do without it.

			“We could see the world,” she said another time.

			That sounded nice. But he knew what the world looked like—it was blood and concrete, people and the buildings they heaped up to the sky and the tunnels they dug below. Hard to imagine there was much more to it.

			“We could live anywhere we wanted,” Elizabeth said. She was a sweet lady, the love of his life, but she didn’t get it.

			Parade ran one of those “10 Most Livable Cities” articles last Sunday. He felt ashamed for everybody involved. “Livable.” That was like saying a food item was “edible.” Anybody who grew up in a messed-up house knew livable wasn’t enough. “Good place to raise kids.” Then how will they be tested in the ways the world required? “Fresh air.” Fresh was nice, but so was the other stuff. Noise, dirt, and struggle. Give me noise, dirt, and struggle and I’ll be all right.

			Escape from New York. The question remained: Where do you go? There was no place else. It was like going on the lam from yourself.

			He had been suckered before and fallen for scams. Swindled himself when he let vanity or pride get the best of him. Same as anyone. But he’d never been so foolish as to fall for that long con, the biggest con of all, that there were other places besides New York City.
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