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CHAPTER 1
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Forty-Seven Dollars

T

hey give you forty-seven dollars when you walk out of Corcoran. Forty-seven dollars and a bus ticket and a plastic bag with whatever you came in wearing five years ago. My clothes don’t fit. The jeans hang off my hips like they belong to someone fatter and softer, which I guess they did. The shirt smells like a storage room—mothballs and dust and the faintest ghost of the cologne I used to wear, something expensive Celeste bought me at the Nordstrom on Crenshaw. I put it on anyway. You don’t argue with the only shirt you’ve got.

The guard at the gate doesn’t look at me when he buzzes me through. Five years I’ve been inside his house and he’s never once looked at me. I’m a number walking out the same way I was a number walking in. The difference is I remember being something else. That’s either an advantage or a curse, and I haven’t decided which.

Outside, the Central Valley sun hits me like an open hand. I stand there blinking in the parking lot of the California State Prison at Corcoran, surrounded by dirt and dead grass and a sky so wide it makes my chest hurt. Five years of ceilings. Five years of walls close enough to touch from your bunk. I’d forgotten what it feels like to have nothing above you. The openness is almost violent.

There’s a Greyhound station in the town of Corcoran, about four miles from the prison. Some guys get rides. Family, girlfriends, lawyers. Nobody’s waiting for me, which is how I want it. I walk. The road is flat and straight and baked colorless by the sun. Fields on both sides—cotton, I think, or maybe alfalfa. I don’t know farming. I know concrete and asphalt, palm trees and smog, the way Crenshaw Boulevard curves south past Martin Luther King. I know Los Angeles. Or I knew it. Five years is a long time in a city that reinvents itself every eighteen months.

I walk and I think about what’s waiting for me, which is nothing and everything. Nothing, because the life I had is gone. The apartment on Degnan Boulevard—gone. The money I’d saved, nearly forty thousand dollars in a safe deposit box at California Federal—gone, cleaned out by Vernon Landry three months after my conviction, using a power of attorney I was stupid enough to sign when I trusted him like a brother. The woman I loved—gone, because I told her to go. The reputation I’d built as a man who could solve any problem in South Central without firing a shot—gone, replaced by the reputation of a man who got caught.

Everything, because Vernon Landry is still in Los Angeles. Still breathing. Still getting rich off the neighborhoods he’s strip-mining. And I know things about Vernon that nobody else alive knows, except for one person, and I’m not sure she’ll help me.

The Greyhound station is a concrete box with a bench out front and a woman behind bulletproof glass who sells me a one-way ticket to Los Angeles for fourteen dollars. That leaves me thirty-three. I sit on the bench with my plastic bag between my feet and wait for the 11:40.

•  •  •
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The bus smells like industrial cleaner and the particular sadness of people going places they don’t want to go. I take a window seat near the back. There’s a woman across the aisle with a toddler on her lap, the kid gnawing on a rubber toy with the focus of a man defusing a bomb. Two rows up, a Mexican kid in a Dodgers cap sleeps with his head against the glass. I watch them because watching is what I do. Five years of watching. Who sits where. Who looks at who. Who’s carrying and who’s just scared. In prison, observation is survival. Out here, I’m not sure what it is. Habit, maybe. Or the inability to stop.

The bus takes the 99 south to the 5, and the 5 takes us over the Grapevine and down into the San Fernando Valley. When we crest the pass and the valley spreads out below us—that haze of houses and highways shimmering in the April heat—something clenches in my stomach that I haven’t felt in five years. It takes me a minute to name it.

•  •  •
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It’s hunger. Not for food. For the city. For the smell of it, the noise of it, the way it moves and breathes and lies to you with a smile. Los Angeles. The only place I’ve ever been that can make you feel like a king and a ghost in the same afternoon.

We pull into the downtown Greyhound terminal on Seventh Street a little after four. I step off the bus into the familiar soup of diesel and hot concrete and the sweet-sick smell of the flower stalls on the corner. Downtown LA in April 1992. I’ve been gone five years and the skyline has barely changed—the twin towers of ARCO Plaza, the Library Tower they just finished, City Hall’s white pyramid in the distance. But something else has changed. Something you can’t see in the buildings.

There’s a tightness in the air. A hum. Like the whole city is holding its breath.

I’ve been following the news inside, as much as the guards and the prison library let you. The Rodney King trial. Simi Valley. Four white cops on camera beating a Black man fifty-six times with metal batons while a dozen other cops watched, and the whole world saw the tape, and now a jury that’s got one Latino, one Asian, and zero Black people is about to tell us whether what we saw with our own eyes actually happened.

Everyone knows how this ends. The only question is what happens after.

But that’s not my problem. Not today. Today my problem is simpler: I need to get to Leimert Park, and I’ve got thirty-three dollars to my name.

•  •  •
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I take the Blue Line to the 105, transfer to a bus heading west on Crenshaw. The fare eats another dollar seventy-five. I watch the city scroll by through the window and try to read its face. Koreatown looks the same—the signs in Korean and Spanish, the swap meets and the churches and the liquor stores with their steel roll-down gates. But there are more gates than I remember. More razor wire. More of those hand-painted signs in the windows that say WE ACCEPT EBT. The recession hit while I was inside. You can see it in the empty storefronts, the FOR LEASE signs yellowing in the sun.

I get off at Crenshaw and 43rd and stand on the corner of my old neighborhood. Leimert Park. The Black Greenwich Village, John Singleton called it, and he wasn’t wrong. Degnan Boulevard runs south from here, lined with two-story Mediterranean buildings the color of sand and terra cotta. The Brockman Gallery used to be at 4334—I don’t know if it still is. The World Stage, where Billy Higgins played drums on Tuesday nights and my father sat in once, before the heroin, before everything—that’s down the block. The Vision Theatre, Howard Hughes’s old movie palace that Marla Gibbs bought and turned into a community space. The park itself, that little triangle of grass at 43rd Place where the old men play chess and the drummers gather on Sundays.

This is where I grew up. Where my mother sewed dresses for quinceañeras and proms to pay the rent on our apartment above the fabric store. Where my father played jazz until the jazz stopped and the needle started. Where I kissed my first girl behind the Vision Theatre and got my first beating two blocks east, on Crenshaw, from some Rollin’ 60s who didn’t like my face. This neighborhood made me. And then I left it, and then I came back, and then I went to prison, and now I’m here again, standing on the same corner with less money than I had at sixteen.

I walk down Degnan. The late afternoon light slants golden through the palm trees and the jacarandas that are just starting to bloom, those purple flowers that fall like confetti and stick to everything. The storefronts have changed. Some I recognize—there’s Eso Won Books, still in business, a good sign. There’s a new coffee place I don’t know. Africa by the Yard is still selling fabric, the bolts of kente and ankara bright as shouts in the window display. But there are gaps, too. Dark windows. A barbershop that used to be a record store. The slow bleed of a neighborhood that’s been fighting for its life since before I was born.

My old building is at the corner of Degnan and Vernon. Two stories, stucco, the color of weak coffee. I had the upstairs apartment—one bedroom, a kitchen the size of a closet, a window that looked out on the alley where the cats fought at three in the morning. I’d lived there for six years before prison. I climb the stairs out of instinct more than anything and find a new lock on the door and a welcome mat that says BLESS THIS MESS. Someone else’s life in the space where mine used to be.

I stand there for a moment, hand on the railing, and let it wash over me. The vertigo of displacement. Five years ago I walked down these stairs with my hands cuffed behind my back and two LAPD detectives on either side. The neighbors watched from their doors. Mrs. Patterson, who made sweet potato pie at Thanksgiving. Mr. Okafor, the Nigerian who ran the convenience store downstairs. Mama Jean, who lived in the ground-floor apartment and had known my mother since they were both young women new to this city. They watched me go and I told myself I’d be back. I didn’t know it would take five years. I didn’t know everything I owned would be gone when I got here.

I don’t knock on the new tenant’s door. What would I say? I used to live here. I used to be someone. Instead, I go back down the stairs and knock on Mama Jean’s door.

•  •  •
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She opens it on the chain, one eye in the gap, suspicious the way old women in this neighborhood have every right to be. Then the eye goes wide.

“Marcus?”

“Hey, Mama Jean.”

The chain comes off so fast I hear it rattle against the wall. The door swings open and there she is—Jean Baptiste Toussaint, seventy-three years old, five feet nothing, a Haitian woman from Port-au-Prince who’s lived in Leimert Park since 1964 and has buried two husbands and raised four children and survived the Watts riots and every other thing this city has thrown at her. She’s smaller than I remember. Her hair is whiter. But her eyes are the same—dark and sharp and full of a warmth that could break you if you weren’t ready for it.

She grabs my face with both hands, the way she used to do when I was a boy, pulling me down to her height so she can look at me properly.

“Let me see you.” She turns my face left, then right. “You’re thin.”

“Prison food.”

•  •  •
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“You’re gray.”

“Prison stress.”

“You’re home.”

She says it like a fact, not a question. Then she pulls me inside and the door closes behind me and I’m standing in a living room that smells exactly the way it has for thirty years—lavender and cooking oil and the faint sweetness of the vanilla extract she puts in everything, even her coffee. The furniture hasn’t moved. The same couch with the floral slipcover. The same portrait of Jesus above the television, the white Jesus she won’t replace even though her pastor told her to. The same photos on the wall: her children, her grandchildren, and—I stop.

There’s a photo of me. High school graduation. Seventeen years old, cap and gown, grinning like a boy who thought the world was waiting for him. Next to it is the photo of my mother that I gave Mama Jean after Elena died—my mother young, maybe twenty-five, laughing at something off-camera, her black hair falling over one eye.

“Sit down,” Mama Jean says. “I’m making you food. Don’t argue with me.”

I don’t argue.

She makes rice and beans and fried plantains and griot—that Haitian fried pork that my mother used to say was proof God loved the Caribbean more than anywhere else. I eat like a man who’s been surviving on mystery meat and canned vegetables for half a decade, which is exactly what I am. Mama Jean sits across from me at her small kitchen table and watches me eat with the quiet satisfaction of a woman who believes food is love and hunger is a sin.

•  •  •
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When I’ve cleaned the plate and she’s refilled it without asking, she folds her hands on the table and looks at me with those sharp eyes.

“So. You going to tell me why you’re here, or you going to pretend you just came for my cooking?”

“Can’t it be both?”

“Marcus.”

I set down my fork. “I need a place to stay. A few days, maybe a week. I’ll sleep on the couch. I won’t bring trouble to your door.”

“Trouble,” she repeats, tasting the word like she’s checking for poison. “You came out of Corcoran today and you’re sitting in my kitchen telling me you won’t bring trouble. Boy, you are trouble. You’ve been trouble since you were twelve years old and your mama, God rest her, would say the same thing.”

“She’d say it in Spanish.”

“She’d say it in three languages and she’d be right in all of them.” Mama Jean studies me. “You’re going after Vernon.”

It’s not a question. I don’t insult her by pretending it is.

“Yes.”

“Vernon Landry has gotten bigger since you’ve been away, Marcus. Much bigger. He’s got his name on buildings now. He’s got a seat at the table with the mayor’s people. He gave money to Councilman Stokes’s campaign, and Stokes won by thirty points, and now Vernon gets whatever he wants in this district. You know what they call him? The Architect.” She says it without admiration. “He came to my church last Easter. Gave ten thousand dollars to the building fund. Pastor Williams nearly kissed his hand.”

“Vernon always knew how to buy a room.”

“He bought more than rooms. He bought people. Good people who should’ve known better.” She pauses, and I can see her deciding whether to say the next thing. She says it. “He bought Dwayne.”

That one lands. I feel it in my chest, a dull thud like a door closing. Little Dwayne. The kid I pulled off the corner when he was sixteen, skinny and smart and headed straight for the Rollin’ 60s or a coffin. I taught him how to read a balance sheet. How to think two moves ahead. How to be useful without being owned. And then I went to prison and left him with nothing, and Vernon picked him up like a dropped coin.

“How deep?”

“Deep enough that he drives Vernon’s car. Deep enough that he was at my church on Easter too, standing behind Vernon like a shadow in a nice suit.”

I push the plate away. The hunger’s gone, replaced by something heavier.

“Mama Jean. I need to ask you something else.”

“You’re going to ask about the girl.”

I look at her. She looks at me. This woman who has known me since I was a boy in this neighborhood, running these streets, sitting at this table eating this food while my mother worked late and my father played sets at the World Stage and the world hadn’t yet shown me its teeth.

“You know about her?”

“Everyone knows, Marcus. Denise had the baby. Cute little thing. Then Denise died, God keep her, and Lorraine’s been raising her over in Baldwin Hills. The girl’s name is Amara. She’s nine. She goes to the school on Coliseum Street.” Mama Jean’s voice softens, which is rare for her. “She’s got your eyes.”

My eyes. I think about the photograph I carried for five years, the one Denise sent to Corcoran—a snapshot of a baby I’d never held, taken by a woman who was already dying and didn’t know it yet. That photo is in my pocket right now, creased and faded, the only thing I own that means anything.

“I want to see her.”

“I know you do. But listen to me.” Mama Jean reaches across the table and puts her hand on mine. Her skin is dry and papery and warm. “Lorraine doesn’t trust you. She thinks you’re what the police said you are. And she owes Vernon money—something about the house, the mortgage. So if you go over there making noise, you’re going to scare that woman and that child and you’re going to bring Vernon to a door where your daughter sleeps. You hear me?”

“I hear you.”

“Do you? Because the Marcus I remember heard a lot of things and did whatever he wanted anyway.”

I almost smile. Almost. “That Marcus went to prison. This one’s trying something different.”

Mama Jean studies me for a long time. The kitchen clock ticks. Outside, I can hear the neighborhood settling into evening—a car stereo playing something with heavy bass, the distant bark of a dog, someone’s screen door slapping shut. Sounds I haven’t heard in five years. Sounds that used to be the background noise of my life, so constant I didn’t hear them until they were gone.

“You can stay,” she says finally. “The couch pulls out. There are sheets in the closet. Don’t track dirt and don’t bring women and don’t get killed in my apartment. I’m too old to clean up that kind of mess.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And Marcus?”

“Yes?”

“Whatever you’re planning, be careful. This city’s about to break open. You can feel it. That trial up in Simi Valley—whatever they decide, it’s not going to be what people want to hear. And when it isn’t, this neighborhood, this city, everything—” She shakes her head. “It’s going to burn, chè. I can smell it coming the way I could smell the rain in Port-au-Prince when I was a girl. Something bad is coming.”

I look at this woman who survived a dictatorship and an ocean and the Watts rebellion and thirty years of a city that has never once made it easy for people who look like her. If she says something’s coming, it’s coming.

“I’ll be careful.”

She nods, not because she believes me but because she’s done what she can.

Later, after she’s gone to bed, I pull out the couch and lie on sheets that smell like lavender and stare at the ceiling. Mama Jean’s apartment is quiet except for the tick of the clock and the hum of the refrigerator and, far off, the wail of a siren heading somewhere urgent. The ceiling has a water stain shaped like a fist. I stare at it for a long time.

I think about Vernon Landry in his big house in View Park, sleeping in a bed bought with the money he stole from me, protected by cops he owns and politicians he feeds. I think about Councilman Stokes and his thirty-point victory and the rezoning approvals that followed like dominoes. I think about Little Dwayne in his nice suit, standing behind Vernon like a shadow, and I wonder if there’s enough of the kid I knew left inside the man Vernon built.

I think about Celeste. Three years we were together, and she was the only person who ever made me feel like I might be more than the sum of my angles. She’s somewhere in this city right now, in Pico-Union probably, doing the work she always believed in while I was doing the work that paid. I told her not to come back to Corcoran. Cruelest thing I ever did, and I did it because I loved her, which is the kind of logic that only makes sense when you’re sitting in a cell and the woman you love is standing on the other side of the glass with mascara running down her face.

I think about Amara. Nine years old. My eyes, Mama Jean said. I pull the photograph from my pocket and hold it up in the dark, but I can’t see it. Doesn’t matter. I’ve memorized every pixel of it. The curve of her cheek. The way her mouth is open, mid-laugh, like someone just told her the funniest thing in the world. She was three months old in this picture. She’s nine now. I’ve missed her entire life. Every birthday. Every first day of school. Every nightmare. Every scraped knee. Every bedtime story.

Vernon Landry took that from me. Not all of it—I take my share of the blame. I was the one who chose the life. I was the one who trusted a man I should’ve seen through. But Vernon swung the hammer, and I’m the one who’s been nailed to the floor for five years.

Not anymore.

I have a plan. It’s not a good plan—it’s got too many moving parts and it depends on people I haven’t talked to in five years and it requires a city that’s about to lose its mind to lose it in exactly the right way. But it’s what I’ve got. I’ve been building it in my head for three years, lying on a bunk in Corcoran, staring at another ceiling, running the scenarios like a chess player who’s already lost his queen and is trying to figure out if the pawns can still take the king.

Tomorrow I start. Tomorrow I walk these streets and see what five years has done to the world I used to own. Tomorrow I find out if the people I need are still the people I remember, or if Vernon’s changed them the way prison changed me.

But tonight, I lie on Mama Jean’s pullout couch in the apartment where my mother used to drink coffee on Sunday mornings, in the neighborhood where my father used to play saxophone until the music left him, in a city that’s holding its breath and waiting for a verdict that everybody already knows.

Tonight, for the first time in five years, I’m home.

And I’m hungry.
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CHAPTER 2
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The Lay of the Land

I

wake up before the sun because prison doesn’t leave you. Five years of a guard’s flashlight at 5 AM, the thud of a baton on a steel door, the shuffle of two hundred men moving toward breakfast they don’t want—your body learns that rhythm and it doesn’t unlearn it just because the walls are gone. I lie on Mama Jean’s pullout couch in the dark and listen to the city breathe. A rooster somewhere—there are always roosters in South Central, nobody knows where they come from, nobody can make them stop. A garbage truck grinding through the alley. The first bus on Crenshaw, its air brakes sighing like a tired man sitting down.

I get up and fold the sheets the way my mother taught me, which is the way the Army taught her father, which is tight enough to bounce a quarter. Mama Jean is already in the kitchen. Of course she is. She’s standing at the stove in a housecoat the color of a bruised plum, making coffee in a percolator that’s older than I am. The kitchen window is open and the April morning air comes through smelling like jasmine from the hedge in the courtyard and exhaust from the street. Los Angeles mornings always smell like a promise the city has no intention of keeping.

“Sit,” she says without turning around. “Toast is coming.”

I sit. She puts a plate in front of me—toast, butter, a smear of guava paste that she gets from the Cuban grocery on Western. A cup of coffee, black, with that vanilla she puts in everything. I eat and drink and feel something loosen in my chest that’s been clenched since before I can remember.

“What’s your plan today?” she asks, sitting across from me with her own coffee.

“Walk. Look around. See what’s changed.”

“Everything’s changed.”

“That’s what I need to see.”

She nods. She doesn’t ask more. Mama Jean understands the value of reconnaissance even if she’d never use the word. She survived Port-au-Prince under Papa Doc. She knows that before you move, you watch.

I finish breakfast, wash my plate—another prison habit, you wash your own or you lose it—and step outside into the morning.

•  •  •
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Leimert Park at seven-thirty in the morning is a neighborhood between shifts. The night people are gone—the jazz heads who stumble out of the World Stage at two AM, the young bloods who cruise Crenshaw until the cops tell them to move. The day people are arriving—the shopkeepers unlocking their gates, the mothers walking kids to school, the old men settling into their chess game at the park on 43rd Place with the gravity of diplomats taking their seats at the United Nations.

I walk Degnan Boulevard south to north, taking inventory. This is what I do. This is what I’ve always done. Before I was a fixer, before I was a criminal, before I was a convict, I was a boy who watched. My mother used to say I had ojos viejos—old eyes. Eyes that saw too much. She meant it as a worry, not a compliment. She was right to worry.

•  •  •
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The Brockman Gallery is gone. Closed, from the look of it—the windows are papered over and there’s a FOR LEASE sign that’s been up long enough to yellow. That’s a loss. Alonzo and Dale Davis opened that gallery in ’67, right after Watts, when everybody else was running from South Central. They stayed and they made something. Now the space is empty and the something is somewhere else.

But the World Stage is still alive. I can see through the window—the tiny room, barely bigger than a living room, with folding chairs and a small platform for the musicians. Billy Higgins started this place in ’89, him and the poet Kamau Daaood, and on any given Tuesday night you could hear some of the best jazz on the West Coast in a room that holds maybe forty people. My father sat in here once, 1984 or ‘85. Played alto sax on a Coltrane standard—“Naima,” I think. I was fifteen and I sat in the back and watched him play and it was the last time I ever saw him do something beautiful. Six months later the heroin had him full-time and the saxophone went to a pawnshop on Vermont and I never saw it again.

I keep walking. Eso Won Books has a window display about the trial—a stack of books on police brutality, civil rights, the history of the LAPD. There’s a handwritten sign that says KNOW YOUR RIGHTS and another that says STAY INFORMED, STAY SAFE. The owners are getting ready for whatever’s coming. Smart people.

5th Street Dick’s is new since I’ve been gone—a coffee shop run by a man named Richard Fulton who, according to the flyer taped to the door, used to be homeless on Skid Row and promised himself that if he ever got back on his feet he’d open a late-night jazz spot that served coffee instead of liquor. I stand outside and read the flyer twice. A man who was nothing, who made himself something, who kept a promise he made to himself when nobody was listening. I think about the promises I’ve made. Most of them were to other people and most of them I broke. The ones I made to myself—those I kept. That’s either integrity or selfishness, and I’ve never been sure which.

At the corner of Degnan and 43rd, I stop at the park. Leimert Plaza—a triangle of grass and benches and a few trees that don’t provide nearly enough shade. Three old men are already at the chess tables. I recognize one of them—Mr. Clarence Washington, who used to run a barbershop on Crenshaw and once told me that the secret to cutting hair and the secret to life were the same thing: steady hands and knowing when to stop. He’s older now. Thinner. But his hands are steady as he moves a knight across the board.

He looks up and sees me and his face does that thing faces do when they’re trying to place you in a context that doesn’t include prison.

“Marcus Cole,” he says. Not a question. Not exactly a greeting either. More like a man reading a name off a list and deciding whether to check it or cross it out.

“Mr. Washington.”

“Heard you were away.”

“I was. I’m back.”

He studies me the way he’d study a head of hair before the first cut—assessing the shape, the texture, the possibilities. Then he nods, once, and goes back to his game.

•  •  •
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That’s how it works in this neighborhood. You leave, you come back, people decide whether to let you back in or not. Mr. Washington just decided. It wasn’t warm, but it wasn’t a closed door either. I’ll take it.

I walk west to Crenshaw Boulevard, and this is where the real changes hit me.

Crenshaw is the spine of Black LA. It runs from Wilshire all the way down to the South Bay, twenty-three miles of boulevard that tells the story of this city’s Black community in storefronts and churches and barbershops and beauty salons and liquor stores and the empty lots where something used to be. When I was growing up, Crenshaw was alive—the Crenshaw Shopping Center with its Japanese-inspired architecture, the movie theaters, the car washes where people gathered on Sunday afternoons like it was a social club. Maverick’s Flat, the legendary club where the Temptations played on opening night and Norman Whitfield walked in and said, “Man, what you’ve got here is a psychedelic shack,” and then wrote the song.

That was before. Before crack hit like a bomb in ’85 and rewrote the rules of every street in South Central. Before the gangs went from fistfights to drive-bys. Before the LAPD decided that the way to police a Black neighborhood was to treat every young man like an enemy combatant. Before the recession closed the factories and the shops and left whole blocks looking like a mouth with half its teeth knocked out.

I walk north on Crenshaw and I count. I count the empty storefronts—eleven in the first six blocks. I count the liquor stores—five in the same stretch, all of them with iron bars on the windows and roll-down gates and bulletproof glass at the register. I count the churches—four, and every one of them has a marquee out front with some variation of PRAY FOR JUSTICE or GOD IS WATCHING. I count the new buildings Vernon Landry has his name on—two, and I’ll get to those.

The first is a strip mall at Crenshaw and Coliseum, the kind of development that looks good in an architect’s rendering and soulless in real life. Beige stucco, green trim, a sign that reads LANDRY PLAZA in letters tall enough to see from a moving car. The tenants are a check-cashing place, a Payless shoes, a Korean-owned wig shop, and a vacant unit with a coming soon sign for a Subway sandwich franchise. This is what Vernon builds—not for the community, but on top of it. He buys the land cheap, puts up something cheap, fills it with tenants who extract money from the neighborhood and send it somewhere else. And he calls it development.

•  •  •
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The second is bigger. South on Crenshaw, past Martin Luther King, there’s a half-block lot surrounded by chain-link fence and construction barriers. A sign reads: CRENSHAW COMMONS — A LANDRY & ASSOCIATES DEVELOPMENT — LUXURY APARTMENTS — RETAIL — COMMUNITY SPACE — COMING 1993. The rendering on the sign shows a gleaming complex that looks like it was designed for people who’ve never been to this neighborhood and never will be. Luxury apartments on Crenshaw Boulevard, in a zip code where the median income is twenty-two thousand dollars. Vernon’s not building for the people who live here. He’s building for the people he wants to replace them with.

I stand at the fence and look through the chain-link at the dirt lot and the skeletal beginnings of a foundation. This is Vernon’s crown jewel. His biggest project. The thing he’ll point to when he runs for office or collects his award at the Urban League dinner. I make a note of the address, the construction company name on the barriers, the security company logo on the fence. Everything is information. Everything is leverage.

A security guard in a blue uniform comes around the corner of the fence, hand on his belt. Young guy, Black, maybe twenty-two. He’s not armed—no gun, just a radio and a flashlight and the kind of authority that comes from a shirt with a patch on it.

“Help you with something?”

“Just looking. My grandmother used to live on this block.” I don’t have a grandmother who lived on this block. But everybody in South Central has a grandmother who used to live on a block that’s now a parking lot or a strip mall or a pile of dirt with Vernon Landry’s name on it. The lie is so common it’s practically the truth.

The guard softens a fraction. “Yeah, a lot of people say that. Whole block got bought out two years ago. The lady on the corner held out the longest—Mrs. Somebody, I forget. She was here like forty years.”

“What happened to her?”

“Moved to Moreno Valley, I think. Inland Empire. That’s where everybody goes.” He says it without sadness, because he’s too young to feel what that means—a woman who planted forty years of her life in this soil, pulled up and shipped sixty miles east to a suburb that smells like hot pavement and has no sidewalks. That’s not moving. That’s exile.

I thank the guard and keep walking.

•  •  •
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Four blocks north, I find what I’m really looking for.

The Greater Bethel AME Church sits on the corner of Crenshaw and 39th, a brick building with stained-glass windows and a white cross on the roof that’s been there since 1952. This is where Councilman Harold Stokes worships every Sunday. This is where Vernon Landry gave ten thousand dollars at Easter. This is where the community comes together, and that means this is where the community’s pressure points are visible.

I don’t go in. I stand across the street and watch. It’s a Wednesday morning and the church is quiet, but the parking lot has a few cars—staff, probably, or the women’s ministry that meets midweek. There’s a banner over the entrance: COMMUNITY PRAYER VIGIL — FRIDAY, MAY 1 — WHATEVER THE VERDICT, WE STAND TOGETHER. Friday, May 1. That’s nine days from now. They’re expecting the verdict this week or next. The church is already preparing for the aftermath, which tells me that even the people who pray for the best are planning for the worst.

Next to the church is a community bulletin board, and on the bulletin board are the layered, overlapping flyers of a neighborhood that communicates by paper: KNOW YOUR RIGHTS IF STOPPED BY POLICE. TENANT MEETING — CRENSHAW BOULEVARD DEVELOPMENT CONCERNS. FREE TUTORING AT THE VISION THEATRE. And, in the bottom corner, a glossy printed notice: LANDRY & ASSOCIATES COMMUNITY ADVISORY BOARD — NEXT MEETING APRIL 27 — ALL RESIDENTS WELCOME. April 27. That’s three days from now. Monday.

Vernon holds community advisory board meetings for his developments. Of course he does. That’s how you build the image—you let people feel heard while you do whatever you were going to do anyway. But the meeting is also information. It’s a place where Vernon shows his face, where his people are present, where the architecture of his power is on display. I want to see it.

I tear the flyer off the board, fold it, and put it in my pocket next to Amara’s photo. Two pieces of paper. One is the future I want. The other is the man standing between me and it.

By noon I’ve walked eight miles and my feet are on fire. Prison shoes aren’t made for boulevards. I stop at a taco truck on Western and Slauson and spend three dollars on two tacos al pastor and a horchata that tastes like every summer of my childhood distilled into a styrofoam cup. The woman who serves me is Guatemalan, and I order in Spanish because my mother’s language is still in my mouth even when everything else she gave me is gone.

I sit on a bus bench and eat and think about what I’ve learned. Vernon’s operation is bigger than I expected. The strip mall. The Crenshaw Commons project. And those are just the ones with his name on them—I’d bet my thirty-three dollars, now down to twenty-six and change, that he’s got shell companies and straw buyers doing the same thing across South Central and Koreatown. The real question isn’t how big Vernon’s gotten. It’s how dirty the money is that got him there.

I know some of it. I was there for the early deals, back in ’86, ‘87. I know how Vernon used gang connections to depress property values—a few break-ins, a shooting or two, and suddenly the old lady on the corner is ready to sell for fifty cents on the dollar. I know how he funneled money through a Laundromat on Florence—literally laundering money in a laundromat, which Vernon thought was funny until I told him it was the first place any halfway competent forensic accountant would look. I know about the Korean-American business association that fronted him capital in exchange for favorable lease terms. And I know about the cop—Sergeant Dennis Holloway, Rampart Division—who made police reports disappear and arrest records evaporate for a monthly envelope.

What I don’t know is what Vernon’s been doing for the last five years. What new deals, what new connections, what new bodies. For that I need sources. And the best source I’ve got is a twenty-six-year-old kid in a nice suit who calls Vernon “boss” and used to call me “unc.”

Dwayne. I need to find Dwayne without Vernon finding out. Which means I need to find someone who can get a message to Dwayne without it bouncing back to Vernon. Which means I need to find Ray-Ray.

Raymond “Ray-Ray” Augustin is not a serious person. He’s a forty-year-old hustler who runs a shoe-shine stand at the Crenshaw Shopping Center and sells bootleg cassette tapes out of the trunk of his Buick and knows every piece of gossip that moves through South Central because he sits in the middle of it all day long, polishing shoes and listening. Ray-Ray is not connected to Vernon—he’s too small, too disorganized, too fundamentally unserious for Vernon’s operation. But he knows everybody and everybody talks to him because he’s harmless and funny and has the memory of a court stenographer.

I find him exactly where I expect to—in front of the Crenshaw Shopping Center, the big mall at Crenshaw and Martin Luther King that used to be the pride of the neighborhood. It’s still standing, but it’s tired. Half the stores are closed. The anchor tenants left years ago and what’s left is discount clothes and a food court and the sense of a place that’s been holding its breath for so long it’s about to pass out.

Ray-Ray is set up by the entrance, his shoe-shine chair like a throne, working on a pair of wingtips while their owner reads the Sentinel. Ray-Ray sees me from thirty feet away and his face goes through a rapid sequence: surprise, delight, calculation, and then the wide grin that is his default setting and his most effective weapon.

“Now I know I’m hallucinating,” he says, loud enough for the shoe-shine customer to look up. “Marcus Cole. Marcus Altamont Cole. Walking down Crenshaw Boulevard like it’s 1987 and he’s still the man.”

•  •  •
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“Ray-Ray.”

“Look at you. Skinny as a lamppost. Gray in the temples. Looking like a young Sidney Poitier if Sidney Poitier had done hard time.” He pops the shine rag against the wingtip for emphasis. “When’d you get out?”

“Yesterday.”

“Yesterday. Yesterday! And here you are already, walking the boulevard. Man can’t even take a day off.” He finishes the shoe, collects his three dollars, and waves the customer off. Then he turns to me with the grin still on but the eyes sharpened underneath. Ray-Ray is harmless but not stupid. He knows that when Marcus Cole shows up the day after getting out of prison, it’s not for a shoe shine.

“Walk with me,” I say.

“Oh, we walking now? Like old times.” He falls into step beside me. “What do you need, Marcus? And before you answer, I want you to know that I am a legitimate businessman now. Shoe shines. Cassette tapes. I’m also doing car detailing on weekends. Got a flyer and everything. Very professional.”

“I need to get a message to someone. Quiet. No trace.”

“Someone who?”

“Dwayne Carter.”

The grin flickers. Just a fraction, just for a moment, but I catch it because catching things is what I do.

“Dwayne,” Ray-Ray says, and the name comes out careful, like a man handling a glass he knows is cracked. “Dwayne’s in a different orbit now, Marcus. You know that, right? He’s Vernon’s boy. Goes everywhere Vernon goes. Drives the Lincoln. Wears the suits. He’s not the kid you remember.”

“Nobody’s the anything they remember. Can you get a message to him or not?”

Ray-Ray chews on this. We walk past the mall entrance, past a group of teenagers leaning against the wall with the practiced boredom of young people who have nowhere to go and know it. One of them has a boombox playing Ice Cube—“Steady Mobbin’,” the bass rattling the speaker like it’s trying to escape.

“I can get to his sister,” Ray-Ray says finally. “Tamika. She works at the salon on Vernon. Not Vernon Landry—Vernon Avenue. The hair place. If I tell her you want to talk to Dwayne, she’ll pass it on. Whether Dwayne shows up is another thing.”

“Tell her this. Tell her Marcus is at the old place. He wants to talk. No business, just talk. And tell her to tell Dwayne not to mention it to anyone. Especially not his employer.”

Ray-Ray nods. “I can do that. But Marcus?”

“Yeah.”

“You know what you’re doing, right? Vernon Landry—that man is connected like a switchboard. Police, politicians, gang leaders, church pastors. He’s got something on everybody and everybody owes him something. You go after him and miss, he’ll bury you so deep they’ll find you in China.”

“I know.”

“And you’re going anyway.”

“I’m going anyway.”

Ray-Ray looks at me for a long beat, and for once the grin is gone and what’s underneath is a man who’s survived forty years in this neighborhood by knowing exactly how much trouble to get into and when to get out. He’s measuring me, deciding whether I’m a man with a plan or a man with a death wish.

“Alright,” he says. “I’ll get the message to Tamika today. But you didn’t hear it from me, you never talked to me, and if anyone asks, I was shining shoes and minding my business, which is what I should be doing right now instead of walking down Crenshaw Boulevard with a man who’s about to start a war.”

“I’m not starting a war.”

“You’re standing in a room full of gasoline, Marcus. You don’t have to strike the match. Just being here is enough.”

He turns and walks back toward his shoe-shine stand, and I watch him go. Ray-Ray is smarter than he pretends to be. Most people in this neighborhood are smarter than they pretend to be. You learn to keep the sharp parts hidden. I learned that too, a long time ago. But prison gave me five years to sharpen the parts I’d let go dull, and now I’m standing on Crenshaw Boulevard with a pocket full of nothing and a head full of plans and the city humming all around me like a machine that’s running too hot and doesn’t know how to stop.

I walk back to Mama Jean’s as the sun drops behind the palm trees and the sky turns that shade of orange and purple that only happens in Los Angeles, the light filtered through a million particles of smog and dust until it looks like the city is burning from the inside. Which, in a way, it is. It’s always been burning. The fires just aren’t always visible.

Back at the apartment, Mama Jean has the television on. Tom Brokaw is talking about the trial. The jury has been deliberating for five days. Legal analysts are parsing every delay, every request for transcript review, every extra hour behind closed doors. The consensus is that the longer it takes, the more likely a conviction. But the analysts don’t live in South Central. The people I talked to today—the shopkeepers, the chess players, the guard at Vernon’s construction site, Ray-Ray—none of them expect a conviction. This city has been telling Black people for a hundred years that what they see with their own eyes doesn’t count, and nobody here believes this time will be different.

“You eat?” Mama Jean asks.

“I’ll make something. You cooked twice already.”

“You don’t know where anything is.”

“I’ll figure it out. I’m resourceful.”

She almost smiles at that. Almost. “There’s chicken in the icebox. Rice on the stove. Don’t burn my kitchen down.”

I heat the chicken and rice, eat standing at the counter while Brokaw gives way to a local reporter standing outside the Simi Valley courthouse, and think about what comes next.

The community advisory board meeting is Monday. Three days. I’ll go, sit in the back, watch Vernon work a room. I want to see how he moves now, who he talks to, how the people around him behave. I want to see if he’s still the same man I knew—charming, strategic, cold underneath the warmth—or if five years of unchecked power have made him sloppy. Powerful men get sloppy. They stop checking the locks because they’ve forgotten what it feels like to be robbed.

Before that, I need to find Celeste.

Celeste Dominguez. Even thinking her name does something to my pulse that I don’t want to examine too closely. Three years together, and in those three years she was the only person who made me believe I could be something other than what I was. She’d come home from a tenants’ rights meeting, fired up, talking about organizing and leverage and systemic change, and I’d be sitting at the kitchen table counting money from a job I couldn’t tell her about, and the distance between us was so vast and so invisible that neither of us saw it until it was too late.

She came to Corcoran once. One visit. She sat on the other side of the glass in a blue blouse with her hair pulled back and her eyes red and I told her not to come back. I said it flat, like a man stating a fact. Don’t come back. I could see the words hit her—the way her mouth opened slightly, the way her hand went to the glass between us like she was trying to push through it. I held her gaze and didn’t flinch because flinching would have cracked me open and everything inside would have come pouring out and I’d have begged her to stay and she’d have stayed and I’d have ruined her from behind those walls the way I was ruining everything else.

So I sent her away. And she went. And I’ve spent five years wondering if it was the bravest thing I ever did or the most cowardly.

Tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll go to Pico-Union and find her community center. Nuevo Amanecer. New Dawn. I looked it up in the prison library—they had a Los Angeles phone directory from 1991, and there it was, listed under nonprofit organizations. 2847 West Pico Boulevard. I memorized the address the way a sailor memorizes a star.

I wash my plate. I sit on the couch. Mama Jean has gone to bed and the apartment is quiet again, that deep neighborhood quiet that isn’t really quiet at all—the distant thump of music, a car alarm that rings three times and stops, someone laughing on the street below, the freeway’s endless white-noise roar. I take out Amara’s photo and hold it in the light of the television, where a commercial for Coca-Cola is promising happiness in a red can.

My daughter. Nine years old. She goes to the school on Coliseum Street. She lives in Baldwin Hills with her aunt Lorraine, who owes Vernon Landry money. She has my eyes.

I don’t know what her voice sounds like. I don’t know what she’s afraid of. I don’t know if she’s good at math or if she likes to read or if she has friends who make her laugh so hard she can’t breathe. I don’t know anything about her except that she exists and she’s mine and every day she’s been alive I’ve been somewhere else.

Vernon Landry took five years of my daughter’s life from me. He didn’t pull a trigger or swing a fist—he did something worse. He moved paper. He made a phone call. He let the system do what the system was built to do, and when the machine finished chewing me up, he collected what was left and added it to his pile. That’s how power works in this city. The violence is in the paperwork. The blood is in the fine print.

I put the photo back in my pocket. I turn off the television. I lie down on the pullout couch and stare at the water stain on the ceiling that’s shaped like a fist.

Tomorrow I find Celeste. Tomorrow the board starts to shift.

Six days until the verdict, and the city is already trembling.
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CHAPTER 3
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The Architect

T

wo days pass and I learn the rhythms of a free man. It’s harder than you’d think. In prison, every hour is accounted for—wake up, count, breakfast, yard, count, lunch, yard, count, dinner, count, lights out. The structure is the punishment and the salvation at the same time. Out here, the hours are shapeless. They pool and stretch and I find myself standing in Mama Jean’s kitchen at two in the afternoon staring at the wall like a man who’s forgotten what walls are for when you’re not locked behind them.

I fill the time by working. Walking routes through the neighborhood, mapping Vernon’s properties, timing the security patrols at the Crenshaw Commons site. I ride the bus to Koreatown and find Vernon’s office—Landry & Associates, suite 200, in a two-story building on Western Avenue between a Korean barbecue joint and a travel agency with signs in Hangul. The building is modest, which is smart. Vernon doesn’t need a glass tower. He needs an office that says “I’m one of you” to the community and “I’m serious” to the money. The front door has a security camera. The parking lot in back has a gate and a keypad. I note the make and model of the camera, the type of lock on the gate, the number of cars in the lot at midday. Two. A black Lincoln Town Car, which I assume is Vernon’s, and a silver Honda Accord. I write down the plates on a piece of paper I’ll memorize and destroy.

On Saturday, Mama Jean takes me to the Goodwill on Vermont and buys me two shirts, a pair of slacks, and a jacket that’s a size too big but clean and dark and respectable enough for what I need it for. I try to refuse the money.

“You’re not going to a community meeting looking like a man who just walked out of prison,” she says. “You’re going looking like a man who belongs there. That’s the difference between being seen and being invisible. Your mother knew that. She could walk into any room in Los Angeles and people would think she was supposed to be there because she dressed like she was supposed to be there.”

My mother. Elena Altamont, who sewed quinceañera dresses for other people’s daughters and made her own clothes from remnants and could turn a two-dollar piece of fabric into something that looked like it came off a rack at Bullock’s. She would’ve agreed with Mama Jean. She would’ve also told me, in Spanish, that I was a fool for going anywhere near Vernon Landry. But she’d have pressed my shirt before I left.

Sunday I spend on the couch, reading the Los Angeles Times that Mama Jean gets delivered. The front page is all trial. The jury is still deliberating. Legal experts are debating what the



[image: ]










[image: ]








[image: ]















[image: ]








[image: ]











[image: ]
























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SMOKE
OVER
CRENSHAW

A Hard:Boiled Noir Thriller...

B L

q | .
R

DICHBRUNG

A





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





