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New Orleans Detectives Gustavo Guerrera and Toby Barrineau were tasked with the unenviable duty of questioning one of the Crescent City’s more notorious gang lords. Specifically, they were to inquire of Pedro ‘Pistola’ Montoya if he had any idea how the severed head of his younger brother, Julio, found its way into the city landfill.

Detective Gustavo Guerrera was a broad shouldered, fifty-one-year-old Hispanic with a push broom mustache, half-a-head of slicked-back, black and gray hair and a hefty paunch. His partner, Toby Barrineau, was two decades younger than Guerrera, black, slender of build and he sported a wafer-thin afro with a stylish trio of grooves shaved from the top of his small ears to the back of his head.

The detectives didn’t have an address for the El Salvadoran Pistol Pete, but they knew the Central City neighborhood they drove through was his territory. Half of it, at any rate. Montoya’s crew, the illegal-immigrant-laden Latin Aces, were in an on-again-off-again turf war with the Ghosts, their main rival street gang of native blacks.

The detectives were grateful they were driving down Simon Bolivar Boulevard during an off-again season. The current cease-fire did not tempt them to lower their guard, however. They kept their heads on swivels and returned the predatory scrutiny of every pair of eyes that sized them up with stony insouciance as one dilapidated street after another rolled past their windows. The bright sun from a cloudless spring day illuminated every bleak detail of the surrounding urban blight.

Detective Gustavo Guerrera, squeezed uncomfortably into the passenger seat, grunted as he adjusted his girth. “Whose idea was it to drive through the hood in your Prius, anyway?”

“The decision was ours,” answered Toby Barrineau.

“Well, I’m suddenly having second thoughts about the call.”

“Why’s that?”

“Besides the cramped accommodations?’

“Cut out the fried foods and Hostess cakes from your diet and you’ll fit in all comfy-like.”

“And the department Charger is plated against small-arms fire,” Guerrera offered up instead of acknowledging his partner’s dietary advice. “I don’t think this plastic shell we’re in could stop a lawn dart.”

“If we took the Charger, we would’ve been made for cops the moment we crossed I-90.” Barrineau said.

“Maybe,” Guerrera conceded half-heartedly. “But I don’t think a Latino and a black guy driving together in this neighborhood could be confused for anything but cops, regardless of what they’re driving.”

“A Latino and an African-American.”

“That’s what I said.”

“You did not say African-American.”

“And you didn’t say Latino-American.”

The hand radio between their seats loosed a short burst of static followed by the voice of their commanding officer. “Cut the crap, guys. We show you crossing Felicity Street. You’re entering the heart of Ace territory, so stay sharp.”

“Copy that,” the detectives said in unison.

“You still want to play it straight, Guerrera?” Their commanding officer asked over the radio.

“I think it’s our best play, boss.”

“Very well, then. Proceed. We’ll be listening.”

They drove for a few more blocks before spotting the first street dealer. The gangbanger was young, no more than fifteen or sixteen. His lanky form was rendered cadaverous by the oversized, low-hung jeans and tank top he wore. Crude tattoos covered most of his exposed flesh. His head was shaved and ringed with a black bandanna. Three-hundred-dollar high top sneakers completed the outfit.

Barrineau swerved smoothly into the curbside entrepreneur’s corner spot. Guerrera lowered the passenger window and, holding up a folded hundred-dollar bill between his fingers like a cigarette, he called to the boy, “Oye, bravo!”

The young street dealer raised his eyes from his smart phone’s screen. His face morphed through three distinct looks in the space of as many heart beats. He was initially amused by the sudden appearance of the bright, cherry-red Prius. The sight of the C-note then quickly drew a look of wide-eyed interest which, just as quickly, narrowed to a feral wariness. After a moment of frozen hesitation, greed won out and the boy sheathed his phone in his back pocket and took a step towards the car.

“Y’all looking for something?” Every other tooth in his mouth was gold-plated, giving his ‘grill’ a checkerboard pattern.

Guerrera nodded. “Information.”

The gangbanger closed another step. “Do I look like four-one-one, to you?”

“No,” Detective Guerrera said. “You look like five-seven, maybe five-eight.”

“Huh?”

Guerrera flashed him a smile. “Never mind. We need to talk to Pistola.”

“Who that?”

“You know, your boss.”

“Are y’all like five-0?” the boy asked, taking another step towards the car.

Guerrera nodded, finally noting the distinct shape of a pistol grip under the tank top at the youth’s right hip. “We are, but we’re not here to jam anyone up. All we want is to ask Pistola a couple of questions.”

“I don’t talk to no five-0, bro,” the boy said and then leaned in for seeming emphasis. “Nobody round here gonna talk to you, five-0. Nobody.”

The young street dealer made a sudden swipe at the bill in Guerrera’s fingers. Anticipating the move, the detective was able to flick the bill onto his lap and clasp his meaty fist around the boy’s narrow wrist. Guerrera pulled the kid in towards the car while simultaneously throwing its door open. The impact’s blow knocked the boy on his back.

Guerrera sprung clumsily out of his seat. Tripping on the curb, he landed on top of the street dealer as the young man scrabbled to his feet. The detective and the gangbanger rolled and wrestled amid grunts and traded curses.

“You have better not scratched the paint, Gus,” Detective Barrineau said as he nimbly exited his side of the Prius. He pulled out his gun with one hand and closed the driver-side door with the other. The sight of the detective’s gun startled three advancing youths who had taken an interest in the curbside struggle. They stopped suddenly in their tracks and then quickly scattered in retreat.

Detective Barrineau made a quick 360 degree sweep of the area to make sure no one else was approaching the scene. Ascertaining there was no immediate threat, Barrineau lowered his weapon. He came around the front of his car to see that Guerrera had the gangbanger pinned to the sidewalk by a knee to the back of his neck. One of the bravo’s arms was twisted behind his back and cuffed.

Once Detective Guerrera got the bracelet clasped round the boy’s second wrist, Guerrera took his knee off the dealer’s neck and pulled the gun out from beneath the jeans’ waistband.

“What do you think the odds are that Einstein here has a license for this rod?”

“About as good as the odds of Einstein rising from the grave to dance us a jig,” Barrineau answered.

Guerrera handed his partner the revolver, who bagged it and placed it in his jacket. Guerrera began rifling through the gangbanger’s pockets, immediately fishing out the boy’s cellphone.

Meanwhile, Detective Barrineau ran his palm across his car’s door.

“It’s fine, Toby,” Guerrera said, pulling a folding knife from the second rear pocket.

“Lucky for you it is.”

“It’d be no big deal if it was scratched anyway,” Guerrera said. “My wife’s got nail polish in that exact same color.”

His partner snorted in response and picked up the one-hundred dollar bill which had fallen and come to rest against the curb. “I’ll hold onto this.”

“No ID, but lookie here,” Detective Guerrera said displaying ten small vials of pinkish, crystalline powder he pulled from one of the gang-banger’s front pockets.

“A fistful of Barbie Glitter,” Detective Barrineau said, identifying the pseudoephedrine-tinted meth made popular of late by the Latin Aces.

Guerrera handed his partner the vials, pulled several crumpled bills out of the last pocket, counted out sixty-eight bucks and returned them to the pocket. The detective then hauled the gangbanger up off his back and down onto the curb into a sitting position.

“Just so you know,” the gangbanger said, adding an expletive which accused the detectives of practicing the sin of Oedipus. “I ain’t talking. I ain’t afraid of going to prison.”

“Why should you be?” Guerrera asked. “You Latin Aces practically run the joint.”

“That’s right,” the street dealer said and repeated the expletive.

Detective Guerrera slapped him across the face.

“I love my sainted mother, but not like that. I’m sure my partner feels the same way about his mom. Accuse us of having carnal relations with our mothers again and, you’re going to need a whole new grill. Ya feel me, bravo?”

The youth stared daggers at them but kept his mouth shut.

“Now, as we were saying,” Detective Guerrera continued after a pointed pause. “We need to talk to Pistola. If you help us
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