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 CHAPTER 1: THE DEVIL CREW

 


It was a rare cold morning for summer in East Los Angeles
and his breath running slow and cool up in white smoky puffs
between his cupped, tattooed, dark skinned hands was the only heat
that kept William James warm as he waited. The two block stretch of
central Chandler had exactly two pedestrians - a set of pensioners
who were probably a couple - and one of them was leading a
black-gray mastiff that was hobbling on arthritic knees on a tight
five foot of leash in front of its equally elderly male owner, who
was likely in his 80s and who also had knees that
weren’t much
better than his pet’s. These two kept a slovenly pace in the frigid
morning air and, true to the unspoken rules of the neighborhood,
didn’t pay Will in his black hoody with only his hands bare to the
world any mind.

Around the corner came the sedan.
Standard, boring, nondescript: That was how he thought of the car
and also how the two Mexicans in collared shirts pulled up high
over their neck tattoos with their ties knotted passably right
wanted the vehicle to look, even though anyone in the know - and
most were in this area - knew exactly what this car was about at
this time in the morning.

They stopped, got out, looked him over to check he was ‘the
guy’ and then walked off like two Mormons doing their rounds. Will
got in. The car smelled of cigarettes. Strangely, they were menthol
and there was one still smoking in the ashtray positioned between a
CD player that didn’t work and the glove compartment where the key
to the padlock that kept the stuff in the trunk inaccessible was.
Will thought this was odd because he’d never met a real Mexican,
the kind that actually came from south of the border, who liked
menthols. Generally speaking, they were all rolling-their-own kind
of guys. In hindsight this should have been his first tip that
something was wrong.

Depressing the accelerator and fiddling with the buttons
that brought the window up but turned out to not work, Will pressed
on with the journey that had started at 4:30am with a hasty bowl of
two mini-boxes of bargain bin $1.50 cereal that had been slightly
tangy when he’d added milk and had him now heading on towards outer
central and onwards to a destination he’d only know when the call
came.

Time passed slowly for Will as he drove. He was hyper-aware
of his surroundings, but still a little groggy, being a morning
person, and not truly aware of the danger following a good half
mile back with the GPS beacon that Will and the sedan had become
firmly in the fresh set of eyes of Lt. Dan Anderson, a veteran
member of LA’s finest.

The call came exactly two minutes after the first sluggish
push of the car moving forward towards the unknown. Will liked to
pretend he was into current hip hop and so the ringtone was “Baby,
Baby, Work Dat Back.” The bass beat hit hard when he picked up and
answered with, “Yeah?”

“South Chandler. 3rd house down on
Green Road. Look for the red ride.”

Beep-beep-beep. The call was over. It’d been a black woman
this time. Her accent felt a little Jamaican. He’d have to tell the
Devil Crew she sounded hot in that kinda salty but sexy way some
women who held onto their foreignness after immigrating to The
States did. They’d eat that up and it’d keep up the cover that he’d
been sternly holding up since junior high when his dick had first
wiggled on seeing his white friend Carlos’ tight ass in the showers
that time after PE.

Green Road came into view several minutes later. There was
sewer smog rolling up in slow tendrils from the grates embedded
along the cracked curve. Will hated driving Green because there
were pot holes everywhere. The Greater City Of Los Angeles didn’t
care much for Chandler. It was an eyesore filled with houses that
looked the same inside and out and was 20 years past needing
gentrification from the white folks. Only blacks and Mexicans lived
in Chandler. Will wasn’t sure if it was racism, poorism or what,
but they hadn’t filled a pot hole on Green in his 25 years of life
and he figured that, until the whites came anyway, it’d be like
that for the rest of however long he had living here.

The door to the house was opened by a black woman with her
weave off center, make-up half done and a bagel hanging out of one
side of her mouth with cream cheese still stuck on the lower right
side of her lips. She had to be 200 plus pounds and filled out the
doorway so much that he couldn’t see inside.

“Why you gonna go ringing my doorbell
at this time of the morning?” the woman started out in a voice that
hissed like a rattle snake about to bite.

“Royce sent me. I gotta deliver that
ride.”

Her eyes squinted at the
vehicle.

“Well, why didn’t you say
that?”

This right here was why he didn’t like women. Too sassy and
not anything worth putting up for for the amount of unneeded drama
they produced.

“Here’s the keys.”

He handed them over. Her hand was slightly wet like she’d
been gripping something hot for a long time. There was this aroma -
something like sweat and perfume and sugar popping out of pours -
that hit his nostrils. He wondered for a second if she’d been in
the middle of something filthy before he came.

“Later.”

Will started walking. His black hoody and blue jeans
weren’t great for the weather. Many years back he’d been fast in
track and field class. Nowadays he didn’t run because his knee
wasn’t good, but he had the leanness of someone who did and the
bulk of someone who lifted. Having less than adequate body fat due
to that didn’t make too well for a morning where the temperatures
had to be a little under 50.

A mile down Green Lt. Dan Anderson pulled up. It was just
him, which wasn’t a good sign, and he was wearing his blues under a
thick black bomber jacket.

“Get in.”

There was no running and Will knew it. Lt. Anderson was a
old black cop with wrinkles so deep that they looked painted on.
The general rule about the Lt was that you didn’t put him through
his daily PT without damn good reason because he’d framed and shot
so many black folks that it was almost like he’d made the act a
sport of some kind.

“Alright.”

He got in. No one was around. Considering the situation,
maybe that was good; maybe it wasn’t. Only time would
tell.

“Look at this,” Anderson said as he
pulled off smooth and slow and rolled them down Green like a lion
strolling its territory. “We got you moving, what? 50 or 60 kilos
in that car.”

The old cop had pics on his phone. He held that up as he
wiggled left and right one handed on the steering wheel, avoiding
the potholes as if by instinct, and flipped through images of the
Mexicans’ sedan being run through by a gang of sniffer dogs and
portly white cops in the LA impound lot.

“You want me dead?”

Anderson glanced forward at the road
and back.

“You got a problem with my
driving?”

“Yes and no. I have a problem with
this, though. Isn’t this entrapment?”

The Lt found that funny. His laugh filled the cab of the
standard issue sedan with a gleeful, mocking sound that rang in
Will’s ears after because the blood was pumping in them - due to
fear or not, he didn’t know.

“This is what I make it to
be.”

“Alright. Then what is
this?”

“It’s some cops investigating
something.”

“Yeah? The Mexicans know, right? That
means their high-ups know and that means the Devil Crew
knows.”

“Sure. Sure. Everyone knows,” Anderson
cooed. “But we got the Mexicans. The nasty twosome have been
informing a long time. That’s how we know about you - the superstar
pickup guy who they always meet.”

“And? Why aren’t we going in? Chandler
precinct is the other way.”

“It is.”

That tone of his was dry and assuring.
Will knew in that moment that it was all over. They had him and
they had him bad.

“What?”

“What, what?”

“Tell me what you want me to
do.”

“How do you think I want anything from
you?”

“Because you are you and I have known
you my whole damn life. You want something. That’s the
price.”

“Oh? Someone’s been
talking.”

“Rumors get around. Now,
what?”

Lt. Dan Anderson pulled out of
Chandler and got on the highway west.

“The competition is getting a bit
wild. Those Ruby Skulls from the west side have been causing
problems.”

“For the law?”

“I am the law, boy. No, for everyone
else. The neighborhood tolerates a lot, but not them clowning about
beating up and extorting old men.”

“Mr. James on Brown?”

Anderson pulled down an off ramp. Traffic was light. They
edged behind a truck with “How’s my driving?” and a phone number
under it that someone had blotted out with graffiti.

They came smoothly into West Chandler and Anderson parked
in someone’s driveway. He pulled out a flask of something, offered
some to Will, who refused politely with a hand, and then looked out
front of the windscreen.

“The elders are important. They set
the flow of the neighborhood. Those Skulls went and busted out
James too well. It was too open. Too raw. The chief wants to see
blood run. You know we can’t put a Skull away without them putting
up a stink in court. It’s better if they go away or at least learn
their place.”

He reached over. The Lt smelt of
whiskey and cigarettes and age. There was a hint of tiredness in
his eyes that belied the wickedness of what he was about to suggest
next.

“There’s a kid named Aces down the
street. I need you to work him over. They need to see the look you
have. It has to be seen, known, that the Devils did it.”

The glove compartment was open now. In
it was a really long, wicked looking knife.

“No killing,” Anderson said firmly.
“Just pinch him a little so he has to go to hospital.”

“And that’s all?”

“No. Of course, it isn’t. Who do you
think you are talking to?”

Will knew and he didn’t like where this was
going.

“I’ll do it with my hands. No
knives.”

“Whatever you say.”

Will got out. He walked. There was a corner up ahead. A kid
was standing on it. He had his hand in his right pocket. There’d be
drugs there. He was out selling before school, if he went, and the
drugs would be for the functioning worker junkies and those looking
to score after a night spent drinking. The opposite pocket would
have his stack and maybe a weapon.

They became aware of each other - a malicious dog-like
instinct that didn’t at first involve seeing - and Ace, 14 years of
age, slightly stoned by the red-yellow of his eyes, afraid and far
too young for this, went for the left pocket.

Being fast had always served William
well. He pushed off, charged the distance and clocked Ace straight
in his chiselled teenage jaw with the hard middle knuckle on his
right fist.

Ace went down. A foot came down
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