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I to my perils
Of cheat and charmer
Came clad in armor
By stars benign
Hope lies to mortals
And most believe her
But Man’s deceiver
Was never mine.

The thoughts of others
Were light and fleeting,
Of lovers’ meeting
Or luck or fame.
But mine were of trouble,
And mine were steady,
So I was ready
When trouble came.

A. E. Housman


PROLOGUE

Land Park was an upscale neighborhood in Sacramento. It was a serene area, lush, mature trees, green spaces and a jewel of a lake. The houses were expensive, with wide lawns, manicured gardens, luxury cars in the driveways. Nobody was at home at 344 Laurel Drive, a charming two-story traditional. The owner of the house, Dr. Greg Crocker, was an MD who’d made a career out of writing Oxy, fentanyl and Dilaudid prescriptions to anyone who claimed to have pain. Crocker and several cooperating pharmacists illegally dispensed thousands of pills. They were busted in a sting operation. Crocker served sixty months of a seventy-two-month sentence and was currently on parole. At the moment, he was doing his community service time at the free clinic over in Placer. His wife, Lulu, who wore her Fendi tobacco and black 100 percent mink coat whenever the temperature dropped below sixty degrees, was reduced to hawking overpriced makeup at Macy’s. The house was up for sale.

Harrison Pearce had informed Crowe about all this and much more. Pearce had been there several times on unannounced visits. He knew the layout of the house and the alarm code, and he’d given Crowe a key to the back door. As part of his restitution, Crocker paid the state a high seven-figure fine, lost most of his possessions, and had to sell the house. But hidden away were Lulu’s Fendi, a real Chagall, a seven-hundred-year-old samurai sword, a 1919 D Walking Liberty half-dollar worth nearly two hundred grand and a stamp collection worth double that. Crowe found them all, he was good at that. He wouldn’t tell Pearce about the haul. This time he’d keep everything. He kicked the door down from the outside, setting off the alarm and left.

The California Department of Probation and Parole was housed in a beige, featureless office building near the Capitol State Building. Crowe sat in reception, thinking, this is the last time. Crowe was on parole, not probation. People got the two mixed up. Probation was part of a sentence, an alternative to jail time. Serving, say, ninety days of supervised freedom for a first-time B&E instead of thirty days in jail. Parole was early release, a privilege that came with conditions because you were still the property of the California Department of Corrections. Things like regular meetings, urine tests, mandatory employment, an ankle monitor, restricted movement, no intoxicants or guns, and no hanging around with your fellow felons. Break the conditions, and you served out the rest of your sentence plus a little extra for being stupid.

Harrison Pearce was a devious, pockmarked, midlife asshole who wore short-sleeve white shirts and cheap ties. He had a creepy, self-satisfied smirk, like he’d peeked through a hole and saw you boning your aunt. That Crowe was a suspected serial killer amused him.

“I’ve seen all types of criminals,” Pearce said. Whenever he talked to Crowe he leaned back in his chair with his hands behind his head, his feet up on the desk. “And you’re not the type.”

“Then what type am I?” Crowe asked.

“An ordinary thug. AMSAK is smart, clever, thinks ahead, and that’s definitely not you.” Pearce gave Crowe info about rich parolees like the Crockers. Crowe would break in and steal the valuables. Pearce would sell the loot and give Crowe a commission, never more than a few hundred dollars. If Crowe didn’t play along, he’d go back to the joint.

“The Crocker job is done,” Crowe said as he sat down.

“Good. I want to talk about the next job. Should be a good one.”

“Hold on. I want to talk about something else.”

Pearce huffed. “Sorry, my friend. I set the agenda here and I said we’re going to talk about—” It took a moment for Pearce to recognize his own voice. Crowe had his phone out and was playing a taped conversation.

“I’m running the show, okay?” Pearce said on the recording. “You get what I pay you and nothing more, is that understood?” There were more clips of Pearce specifying names and dates and giving instructions about who to rob, how and when. Pearce put his feet down and cleared his throat. He shook his head sympathetically, like this was a big mistake.

“That was not a smart thing to do, my friend. I’ve dealt with a lot of jokers like you who think they can—”

“Shut up,” Crowe growled. “And if you call me friend again, I’ll tie you to that chair and beat you to death.” Pearce was the color of cornstarch.

“You’re the one who committed the robberies,” Pearce said, his voice rising. “Turn me in and you’ll get charged with all of them.”

“I was under duress. You weren’t. You’re a trusted employee of the government. If this comes out your whole life will turn to shit. Do I have to tell you about what happens to assholes like you in the joint?”

Pearce started to push back but deflated. “No, I guess you don’t.” Circles of sweat had appeared under his armpits. His tie looked too tight and his shirt looked too big.

Crowe said, “To the outside world, we’re exactly the way we are. Case officer and parolee. The terms of parole are the same on paper but now on I do what I want. As for the robberies? Starting today, you’re doing them.”

“What?” Pearce said. He looked like he’d swallowed a spider or a spoiled egg.

“I’ll sell the loot myself to the people I know,” Crowe went on. “You might get a cut. It depends on how I feel.” Crowe stood, put his arms in a Y and stretched. “I’m going out of town for a few days, and if for some reason somebody calls about me, you’re going to say what?”

“That you’re a model citizen,” Pearce said, staring off. “The best parolee ever.”

Crowe moved to the door.

“Come to my house and take this monitor off me—my friend. And do it fucking today.”


CHAPTER ONE

Rush Creek

I saiah drove north on Interstate 5, out of LA, through the brown, brushy foothills of Southern California, housing developments on either side, their Spanish tile roofs like a field of umber Lego. Flocks of people moved out here despite the two-hour commute to LA. Nothing like affordable housing for 650 grand, but your own home was one of the few freedoms left in modern life. Twenty-five-hundred square feet to do anything you wanted.

Isaiah turned off the eight-lane 5 onto the two-lane 395, the towns smaller and farther apart, the foothills flattening into scrubby, monotonous desert. He’d been chased out of LA by a multitude of gangs and there was a bounty on his head. There were other reasons he’d fled too. He was exhausted, mentally and physically. His soul was bleeding. He didn’t want to be IQ anymore. He didn’t want to see any more suffering, injustice and cruelty. He didn’t want to hear any more victims sobbing and grieving or be around any more gangsters, killers, sociopaths and lunatics. He didn’t want to be someone who sought out the cesspool, swam in it, made a living from it and nearly drowned in the shit and stink and filth of it. He was done. There had to be something else for him somewhere. He got text messages and voice mails from Dodson, Deronda, TK, Mrs. Marquez, a number of ex-clients but not the one he wanted. He’d get back to them at some point. He also got threats from Manzo, Hugo, Ponlok and a variety of other haters and would-be bounty hunters.

The 395 gradually ascended, through Lone Pine, Independence, Big Pine and Bishop. Grace’s car performed well. The ’68 Mustang GT was over forty years old, but she’d lovingly restored it in memory of her dad. This would be the last car he’d ever own. He got another call from Dodson, and this time he picked up.

“Where the fuck are you, son?” Dodson demanded. “You got every G’d-up muthafucka in America lookin’ for your ass. You better be hidin’ up on Jupiter ’cuz there ain’t no place around here where you won’t get your damn throat cut. Are you listening to me?” Before Isaiah could answer Dodson went on. “And you know what else? Manzo knows me and you is tight so I got muthafuckas following my ass around. I hope them goddamn Cambodians don’t remember me. That’s all I need, buncha’ crazy niggas from TEC on my trail. You fuckin’ up my future, Isaiah. What if I want to go to Cambodia someday? You ever think of that? I’d have to get off the goddamn tour bus and walk my ass to the Philippines.”

“The Philippines are islands,” Isaiah said. He knew this was Dodson’s way of caring about him.

“You don’t think I know that? I can read a goddamn map and by the—”

“Would you shut up for a second? I’m on the road now, somewhere between Bishop and Lake Crowley.”

“That’s smart. Not too many gangstas are into fresh air. Where’re you going?”

“I don’t know. I’m making it up as I go along.”

“You gonna do the PI thing?”

“Not in this lifetime. I’m done with it,” Isaiah said. “Too much evil. Too much death.”

“I hear you,” Dodson said. “I was wondering when you was gonna get tired of dealing with criminals every day. You got potential, son. All kinds of other shit you could do that don’t involve getting killed going to the supermarket.”

“Have you heard from Grace?”

“No. Want me to reach out?” Dodson said. Isaiah thought a moment. Dodson could relay news to him, but news would be nothing but chest pain.

“No, that’s okay.”

“You coming back?” Dodson asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Ease on down the road, Q.”

“I’ll try.”

He drove on, climbing into the Sierra Nevadas. There were pine forests, spectacular views and cool, sweet-smelling air. It was a revelation. There were actually places in the world that weren’t all dirty streets, traffic noise and tall, ugly buildings. He could see blue sky and the chop on Lake Crowley and green ranchland dotted with cows and horses and sheep. He thought about Grace all the time. It went beyond missing her into some other category of loss and pain. They’d parted by mutual heart-wrenching consent. If they were together, she’d be risking her life, and she wasn’t going to live on the road. She was an artist. She needed a place where she could paint in peace and privacy.

Isaiah took a detour off the highway and around the June Lake Loop. He stopped at the roadside and walked down to Rush Creek. He was astounded. It was the kind of thing you see on postcards. Fresh, clear water flowing and riffling over mossy stones, sunlight shimmering off reeded pools and shadowed with overhanging trees, birds darting through the branches. A weathered picnic bench listed on the bank, inviting you to sit, read, fish or do nothing at all. He chose the latter. He sat down and did nothing. Isaiah. Did nothing. There was no one around, not even a passing car. The quiet and utter peace were dumbfounding.

For the first few minutes, he was tense, waiting for a guy with headphones to appear and tell him he was in the middle of a movie set. It didn’t happen. He watched water spiders skate in the shallows, swallows skimming and spiraling through a scattering of golden dust motes. After a while, he felt funny—well, not funny exactly. He felt—relaxed. He’d almost forgotten the word. He tested it, sitting there a long time, but the feeling persisted. His shoulders eased, his neck and back uncoiled. And then, with no warning or premeditation, he smiled, big and wide with a laugh behind it.

“I’ll be,” he said.

He got a room at the Aspen Lodge, a gradual feeling of dread bearing down on him as he walked through the door. He’d been okay until now, distracted by the newness of things. The flashbacks came in rapid succession, like a slideshow created just to terrorize him. He remembered Chinese gangsters beating him to the ground and Clarence Novelle hugging his dead girlfriend. He remembered the screams of the dying in the industrial zone and a white nationalist named Jenn shooting her boyfriend with an assault rifle. He remembered Flaco, a ten-year-old with a bullet hole in his skull, and a girl named Bridgette who’d been whipped by her pimp and his brother’s murderer, Seb Habimana, slashing at him with a cane made from a human tibia. He saw his brother, lying broken on the asphalt. He saw himself hung in a stress position wearing a hood soaked in hot sauce and knowing he was going to die. He saw himself hog-tied by the Starks and a Cambodian gangster named Guda, pushing his head underwater, and Gahigi, a refugee from the Rwanda genocide, aiming a gun at him and the giant pit bull named Goliath with its jaws at his throat—and knowing he was going to die.

He had PTSD. It had changed him, distorted him like a funhouse mirror, but nothing about it was fun. He was alternately depressed and anxious, he couldn’t take frustration, his temper was a land mine. He’d always told people who had the condition that they should seek help, that they couldn’t get through it alone. Yet here he was, going through it alone.

He was groggy but hit the road anyway, continuing on 395 to Indian Hills, climbing a windy mountain road to South Lake Tahoe, a ski village and gambling mecca. Randomly, he took the 185 north into Pumas County, drove for a few hours, he wasn’t keeping track. He reached a bridge that went over the Coronado River into Coronado Springs. It was a quaint, charming town. A main street of shops and brick office buildings, a Spanish-style city hall with a fountain and a courtyard. That seemed a good enough reason to stop, rest up, experiment with this relaxation thing. He got a clean, pleasant room with a kitchen at the Woodside Motor Lodge. He did his laundry, bought some groceries and scouted around.

Trim, nicely kept neighborhoods radiated from the town’s center, dwindling to scruffy houses, trailers and isolated commercial buildings, a lone shopping mall at its edge. Coronado Springs was neither big nor small, affluent nor depressed, with just enough traffic to know you were in the twenty-first century. The great outdoors was a short walk away. Everyone had a forest in their backyard.

Isaiah had four thousand dollars in a rainy-day account, a few hundred in cash and a credit card in his wallet. He phoned Tudor and told him to sell the house. He’d take less for cash and a quick sale. Tudor made it easy and bought the house himself. He always had an eye for a bargain. Isaiah didn’t worry about having too little money. He worried about not having cash when he needed it. He kept an emergency fund in his shoe. Under the left sole, there were three damp one-hundred-dollar bills.

He established a routine. Rising early, eating breakfast at the Coronado Springs Family Diner and reading e-books on the banks of the river. He never had the time or the interest to read fiction but he surprised himself. Toni Morrison, Cormac McCarthy, Isabel Allende, Kazuo Ishiguro, Colson Whitehead and others. He drank the stories like water from Rush Creek and they quenched a thirst he didn’t know he had. He stayed away from crime novels.

By nature, Isaiah was brooding, worrisome and withdrawn. The PTSD brought these qualities to new levels. His mind was a cauldron of self-reproach, self-doubt and dread. He was convinced something bad was going to happen, but it had no shape or voice, nothing to tell him what it was or when it would strike. He kicked and punched himself for a thousand things he’d done or done badly or shouldn’t have done at all. He avoided mirrors, even when he was brushing his teeth. He inadvertently caught his reflection in a store window. What struck him was his face, beset with worry and uncertainty. He looked lost, afraid to be found.

And beneath it all was anger, bubbling like boiling tar. He was angry at himself for standing in front of an unstoppable tide of evil and being pretentious enough to think evil would even notice him. He was angry at himself for leaving Grace. The love of his life. Sometimes, when the demons were still and his eyes were closed, he saw himself onstage at the Hollywood Bowl, blowing Dizzy’s horn, tender and plaintive, and looking up at him from every seat was Grace.

Isaiah explored. He found hiking trails, bike trails, deer paths and logging roads, memorizing where they were and where they led. He did the same with the town. After two weeks, he knew the layout in detail and the name of nearly every street. The walking and hiking did wonders for his cardio; he worked out at the local gym too. Despite his mood and weight loss, he was in the best shape of his life.

There were gang tags near the outskirts of town. PN 14, or Pumas Nortenos 14. N is the fourteenth letter of the alphabet, a sign of allegiance to Nuestra Familia, the infamous prison gang. The gangs that chased Isaiah out of LA were Sureños, fierce enemies of the Nortenos. They had to be separated in the joint.

He rented a guest house in a quiet, threadbare neighborhood. It was a small one-bedroom, clean and minimally furnished. It was set back from the main house and surrounded by shadowy woods. His landlords, Mr. and Mrs. Ortega, were a warm and friendly couple with two young daughters. Mr. Ortega was a plumber. Mrs. Ortega worked at a bakery.

It was eleven o’clock in the morning. He went to the 24-hour laundromat and paid the attendant to do his laundry. A small luxury. He’d come back for it tomorrow. He walked through town and into an upscale neighborhood called Ridge Tree Heights. He was trying to reach the national park and this was the closest route. A police car pulled over in front of him. An officer got out in that slow, deliberate way cops have. He could feel the cop’s eyes behind the aviators, examining every aspect of the newcomer. The officer was six foot, the same height as Isaiah but thicker. A two-by-four to Isaiah’s two-inch dowel. His khaki uniform was crisp and taut, his tactical belt shining like a polished shoe, the holstered Glock mute and ominous.

“Good morning, sir,” the cop said. “Could I see some ID?” Isaiah knew better than to ask why. He handed it over. “It’s Isaiah Kin-tay-bee?” the cop asked.

“Quintabe.”

“Any warrants for your arrest, Mr. Quintabe?”

“No.”

“If I call that in, will it check out?”

“Yes, it will.”

The officer wore a sheriff ’s badge. His name tag said r cannon. He breathed a deep sigh and looked around at the mountains as if he owned them. “What are you doing here, Mr. Quintabe?”

“Just walking.”

“Just walking. To where?”

“The national park.”

“It’s a long walk.”

“That was my intention.”

Isaiah said nothing more. People with something to hide talk too much, give a lot of details or a complicated narrative. Cannon looked at the license again. “You live in Long Beach, California, is that right? What are you doing here?”

What am I doing here? Isaiah thought. You mean what is a nigger doing here. “Road trip. Thought I’d stop for a while.”

“Where are you staying?”

“A guest house on Kenmore Street.”

“Who does it belong to?” Cannon asked. Isaiah wondered if this asshole asked everyone who their landlords were.

“Mr. and Mrs. Ortega.”

“I know Ortega,” Cannon said, like he knew everybody. “He’s a plumber, came out to the house a couple of times.”

Cannon sounded puzzled, like why would nice people like the Ortegas have a tenant like this? Weren’t there any other ethnicities available? The sheriff nodded as if there was much to be considered. There was a long moment of quiet. He’s waiting for me to say something more, Isaiah thought. Let him wait. Cannon huffed as if somehow he was conceding something. He handed back the license. “All right, you can go. Some advice, Mr. Quintabe?” Isaiah knew what was coming. Most black folks did. “Walk somewhere else.” Isaiah held his temper in check. It was banging against the bars of its cage.

Cannon drove away. What an idiot, Isaiah thought. He was glad he hadn’t started anything. Would Cannon have listened to him, recognized his own prejudices and apologized? Never mind, Isaiah told himself. You’re here for rest. You’re here for peace. He walked on.


CHAPTER TWO

Broke Will Be Good for You

Dodson was at the breakfast table, contentedly eating a bowl of Cocoa Puffs. He was thinking what a fine morning it was and how a big fat joint would be great right about now. Maybe he’d walk over to the park or shoot some pool or stay home and watch Judge Judy. Hard to believe she got the big bucks for being a crabby old bitch. They should give Cherise’s mother, Gloria, a show. If they ever had a confrontation, Judy would throw her gavel away, give her robe to the Goodwill and get the fuck out of town.

Dodson was thinking nothing but good thoughts until Cherise came in. Unfortunately, she had one of her familiar faces. The one that said, You and I are going to have a serious talk and it’s not about me. Dodson knew what the topic would be. His recurrent lack of employment. Isaiah had left him some money before he left town. Twenty-five K. That was running out or maybe it already had. Cherise handled the finances. She’d never explicitly said, I don’t trust you with money, Juanell, but that was implied and not unwise of her. She was hardly ever unwise.

He thought he could coast on the money at least six months but Cherise claimed a good chunk of it for Micah’s college fund. The boy better become a hedge fund manager for what it was costing his daddy. He knew Cherise was going to demand he go back working for Deronda. There were no other realistic choices; Dodson had nothing but criminal activity on his résumé.

Cherise surprised him. The first words she said were, “I got you an internship.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Laurie Singer was my best friend in college,” Cherise explained. “She’s a creative director at Apex Advertising. I told her about your situation and she offered you an internship. The company grants them to people who’ve been disadvantaged in the job market, and if that’s not you, I don’t know who is.”

“I don’t see what good that does,” Dodson said. “Far as I know, interns don’t get paid.”

“That’s not important right now. You need to get your foot in the door, Juanell. Any door. Maybe they’ll keep you on as a trainee or give you an assistant’s job. The point is, you can build on it. You’re a husband and a father, in case you’ve forgotten. You are obligated to contribute to the financial welfare of this family. It’s always been minimal and that has to change.”

“Like I said, you can’t force me to—” Cherise slammed her hand down on the table, the silverware jumped, milk sloshed out of the cereal bowl. It scared him.

“I am not fucking around, Juanell!” she shouted. He couldn’t remember the last time he heard her swear. She was really pissed. Extra pissed. He should have noticed that before. “I love you, Juanell,” she went on, a quiver in her voice, “and I’m going to say this because I love you.”

“Uh-oh,” he mumbled.

“If you don’t take this internship, stick with it and not mess up on purpose, you’ll have to move out.” It was like something heavy and solid had smashed into Dodson’s face. A wrecking ball or city bus.

“Move out?” The possibility had never occurred to him. He felt a single drop of sweat slide down his temple. The idea of leaving his home terrified him. Get your shit together, son. Fight back. “What’s this advertising company like?” he asked.

“What’s it like?” Cherise said. “It’s like any other business. You show up at nine, do your work, and go home at five.”

“What about the people?”

“The people? What kind of question is that? They’re like responsible adults everywhere.”

Dodson smiled inside. His argument was coming together. “Most of ’em is white and been to college, right?”

“What are you talking about?” Cherise said, exasperated.

“I’m talking about me being street. How’s somebody like me supposed to work in a place like that? Let me ask you. How many of them folks spent they whole lives in the hood? How many of ’em was a crack dealer and rolled with Crip Violators and ran a Ponzi scheme and sold counterfeit Gucci bags out the trunk of they cars? How many of them was locked up in Vacaville? I don’t belong in a place like that. I’ll stick out like Lil Wayne at Sean Hannity’s birthday party.”

Cherise sighed. “The cultural differences aren’t as big as you say they are, and believe me, you’ll learn.”

“Learn? Learn what? How to be white? You know that shit ain’t happenin’.”

“Nobody’s talking about you learning to be white. And for starters, stop swearing.”

“Stop swearing?” Dodson said, his voice rising a controlled octave. “Fuck, muthafucka, shit, nigga, bitch, and goddammit are like vowels to me. I’ll have to pretend I lost my vocal cords. Fact of the matter is this. You can take the brutha out the hood, but you can’t take the hood out the brutha.”

“This brutha takes the hood out of herself every day,” Cherise said.

Good point, he thought. Time to pivot. “All I’m trying to do here is save you some embarrassment.”

“Embarrassment? What do I have to be embarrassed about?”

“Me showing up in an office full of white people as my natural self. I’m a nigga from the old school, hustler to the bone, and down for my hood. I’ll make both of us look the fool. You think Laurie Singer’s gonna appreciate you sending an uneducated ex-thug with no résumé and a criminal record to her place of business?”

“Yes, there are cultural issues, but like I said, you’ll learn,” Cherise said.

“From who?” He nearly laughed. She’d taken the bait. Time to end this and go back to your Cocoa Puffs. “Lemme see now, who would be my teacher? Not you, you’re busy. TK, maybe? He sees a few white people at the wrecking yard—oh, wait, I should have thought of this before. Deronda! Maybe she can teach me a few things while she’s twerkin’ and selling fried chicken.” Cherise had her arms folded over her chest, her mouth in a straight line. He went on, shaking his head. “No, that won’t work. She hates my ass—say, do you remember Antoine’s girlfriend, Felicia? That hooker who gave us a box of rainbow condoms for a wedding present and half of ’em was gone already? She’s white. Maybe I could ask her.”

Cherise’s face lit up. “Grace. She’d be happy to help.” Dodson was so ready for this he almost got up and danced.

“I don’t know if you heard, but she got her own art show in Ojai. She’s working round the clock. Call her if you want.” Cherise’s whole body went slack. He thought he heard her willpower break. Dodson couldn’t believe she’d even attempt something like this. What gave her the idea she could bully the hustler’s hustler? She must have bumped her head or taken too many allergy pills.

His mother-in-law, Gloria, came in. “Have you seen Micah’s brown sweater? I can’t find it any—” She saw Dodson, sighed disgustedly, and said, “Oh, it’s you.”

“Why is that always a surprise?” he replied. “I live here. You the one that’s trespassin’.”

“I’ll find him something else.” She harrumphed and left the room.

Dodson reached for the Cocoa Puffs and noticed Cherise looking at him, a slight smile curling the ends of her mouth.

In a pleasant voice, she said, “Did you know my mother was vice principal at Carver Middle School for twenty-five years? And when she wasn’t doing that, she was teaching English. She dealt with white students, white teachers, white parents and white bureaucrats all the time.” Something terrible began nibbling at Dodson’s gut, like those parasites that eat you from the inside out. Cherise went on, smiling nostalgically and shaking her head. “Mama was something. Everybody was afraid of her, students and teachers alike. She was a stickler for—what did she call it? Oh, yes, proper behavior.” Cherise chuckled. “Mama had so many do’s and don’ts, they wouldn’t fit on the notice board.”

Dodson was horrified. He nearly fell to his knees. “Please, no, baby.”

“You said you needed somebody to teach you. Well, you got your wish.”

“She’ll break me,” he said quietly.

“Broke will be good for you,” Cherise said. “It’ll let in the sunshine.”


CHAPTER THREE

Queen Booty Booty

Deronda’s father moved to Huntington Beach to be with his girl-friend. He left Deronda the house. She loved the extra room. It seemed to make the world bigger and Janeel’s ruckus farther away. Grace was living in Isaiah’s house. Tudor, the mortgage broker, told her the house had been sold and she had a week to move out. Typically, Grace hadn’t said anything about being homeless. It was just like her not to impose, not to be pushy; if the situation was reversed, Deronda would have showed up on her doorstep with suitcases and a lawn chair.

They were at the Coffee Cup in their usual booth. “Aren’t you gonna ask me?” Deronda said.

“Ask you what?” Grace said.

“Whether you can move into my place.”

“I wasn’t.” She shrugged. “Maybe you don’t want a roomie and I know you don’t want a dog.”

Deronda scowled, annoyed. “I don’t know if you remember, girl, but last time I checked, we was friends, and as long as that dog is house-trained and don’t eat little kids I’m cool with it.”

“This is a little awkward,” Grace said, “but, um—what would the rent be?”

“Rent? I’m mad at you now,” Deronda said. “Maybe you didn’t notice but I got bucks, and what are you gonna cost me? Four dollars on the electricity bill?”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“Say thank you and let’s go pack your shit.”

It was great having Grace around. She cleaned up after herself, did most of the chores, didn’t play her music loud, had one or two friends drop in and that was it. She also knew when Deronda needed company and when she didn’t. Ruffin turned out to be a good thing. The dog was a pussycat but nobody knew that except the two roomies. Everybody else saw a big-ass pit bull sitting on the steps.

A gallery in Ojai gave Grace her own show. She was out-of-her-mind thrilled. Deronda could relate, remembering her first food truck, how it felt to be in charge of your own fate, to be completely reliant on your own skills and intelligence. Scary too. The world would decide whether your fate was worth caring about.

Grace set up her easel in the backyard and painted whenever she had “the right light,” whatever that meant. Deronda didn’t understand her paintings. Most of them looked like a box of melted crayons thrown up in the air. Grace broke down a few times, not because of the work, but because Isaiah wasn’t there. He wouldn’t see the show. He wouldn’t see the best of her. Deronda would look out of the window and see Grace standing in front of a canvas, her face in her hands, weeping. Grace and Janeel got along great. They did puzzles and finger-painted. They went for walks and played games and sat on the back stoop singing Motown songs.

Deronda’s business was thriving. She’d added two more trucks for a total of eight. Her fan base was growing fast. The caps and T-shirts sold well, she was invited to speak to aspiring food truckers, and she was working with a company to develop her own line of hot sauce. The only thing that fizzled was her advice blog, “Deronda Knows What Your Mama Didn’t Tell You.”

Dear Deronda,

My fiancé overspends. He’s maxed out my credit cards on clothes and shoes and partying. Collection agents are calling

and I can barely make the rent. I love him. What should I do?

Down to My Last Dime

Dear Last Dime,

I hear you, I truly do. Once I bought myself a pair of Jimmy Choos I couldn’t afford and ended up trading them for food stamps. You want some advice? Get your ass a new fiancé. You can’t eat love, spend love or drive it to work. Grow yourself a backbone, bitch. Throw the bum out or you’re as useless as he is.

Dear Deronda,

My girlfriend likes sex more than I do. She’s constantly nagging me to, as she puts, “give her the hard one,” but half the time I’m not interested. What should I do?

Low T

Dear Low T,

The fuck is wrong with you, boy? You ever heard the expression, “use them or lose them”? You keep on like this and your balls will get rusty and the next time you ejaculate, your dick will cough. The best thing you can do is break up with her. Let the poor girl have a life, you selfish motherfucker.

Janeel was still the engine of her life. He was in a private kindergarten and at the top of his class. At least that’s what Deronda thought. He was the best-looking by far. By comparison, the other kids looked like Beanie Babies or apple head dolls. Janeel definitely had the most style. A low fade, Kendrick Lamar T-shirt, neon-green Nike 720s, size 2C, and Armani Junior distressed jeans. Deronda believed he was the smartest kid there but it was hard to tell when the class was playing with alphabet blocks. The teacher didn’t appreciate Janeel singing “Let’s Get It On,” while the other kids were singing “I’m a Little Teapot.” Let her complain, Deronda thought. She’d get hip to it sooner or later.

Janeel was also Deronda’s biggest problem. She was driving home from work one night and got a call from a stranger named Bobby James. Years back, when she was president of the American Hoes for Freedom Association, she’d had sex with him in a bathroom stall at an underground club in Compton. She might never have heard from him again. But then an article about her and the food truck business appeared in LA Magazine. There was a photo of her and Janeel. Bobby said they looked like twins. He also knew a lot of details about that night in the bathroom stall. He claimed to be Janeel’s father, but worse than that? He wanted custody.

When she ended the call, she nearly drove into a fire hydrant. This bitch-ass, no-conscience motherfucker wants custody? Of her baby? He had no idea of the trouble he’d started or the trouble he was in. She’d burn up the food trucks and move to Zimbabwe before she’d let that happen. Her first thought was having Bobby killed.

Deronda had recently made friends with Michael Stokeley, former enforcer of the Crip Violators and the scariest muthafucka in the hood. Stokeley’s weapon of choice was a sawed-off Mossberg riot gun. Dodson said you could point that thing up at the sky and still hit the nigga you was aiming at. Stokeley’s aunt, Odeal Woodson, had fallen into a depression after her husband died. She had been a lively, capable woman who was always cheerful and ready to help. She was active in the church, volunteered at the food bank and was a docent at the hospital. Now she was wasting away in an old folks’ home. Reverend Arnall visited Odeal, saw her situation and called Deronda. Deronda gave Odeal a job at one of the food trucks. At the time, she had no idea Odeal and Stokeley were related. Almost overnight, the seventy-five-year-old dispirited senior citizen became a happy clam. Doing something useful and getting a paycheck did wonders for her health and spirit. She was one of Deronda’s best workers.

One afternoon, Stokeley stopped Deronda on the street. He didn’t have a shirt on. He looked like Popeye’s forearms had taken over the rest of his body, assuming Popeye had four or five bullet wounds and jailhouse tats everywhere but the bottom of his feet. Deronda started fumbling in her bag for money, but Stokeley said, “Naw, naw, it ain’t about that. Y’all helped my auntie out. She was the only one in my life that treated me good. You need something, you need anything, hit me up.” Maybe she’d ask Stokeley to fire the Mossberg into Bobby’s forehead and that sorry motherfucker could take custody of his tombstone. She seriously considered the idea for an hour or so until she stopped at a bar, had a double Royal Crown Reserve, no ice.

When she got home, Grace said Janeel was asleep. Deronda looked at the little miracle for a long time and thanked him like she did every day. If it wasn’t for him, she wouldn’t have worked so hard, fought so hard and struggled so hard to elevate herself from Miss Ho of the Universe to a successful businesswoman. Bobby James, she decided, wasn’t gonna get shit.

Deronda was sitting in a booth at the Coffee Cup, waiting for him. Bobby was fifteen minutes late. He was trying to make her sweat, but that wasn’t happening. She could just see him. One more street thug with his baggy shorts, white T-shirt, a cap with a C on it, a gold chain or two and DMX’s attitude. Yes, muthafucka, let’s get up in front of a judge and see what’s what. You can explain how you got your GED in San Quentin makin’ twenty cents an hour stamping out license plates, and I’ll drive my fleet of food trucks through the courtroom and show him my bank statements. The judge ain’t giving you custody of an apple pie.

There was almost nothing about Bobby on the internet except some old stuff from high school and family pictures. No social media either. A wise move, Deronda thought. What was he going to post? Pictures of his bong collection? Cellblock D’s ten-year reunion? An instructional video on how to make a shank out of a plastic cup? Bring it to me, homeboy. Deronda’s got something for you.

A man sat down across from her and smiled. “Who are you?” she said.

“I’m Bobby James.”

“You are?”

Bobby was wearing a dark gray business suit, a white shirt and a red tie. His hair was short, his nails were clean, and he looked a little like Drake. If Deronda didn’t have a boyfriend, she might have let Bobby buy her a drink. He had some game; cool, confident, relaxed, his arm draped along the top of the booth.

“Are you surprised?” he said.

“Nigga, please,” Deronda scoffed. “You couldn’t surprise me if you had a gun, a roll of duct tape and the key to my house.” But she was surprised. Very surprised.

“I’ve cleaned myself up since the last time I saw you. I have a degree in finance, I work at Wells Fargo and by the way? I don’t have a criminal record.”

“Well good for you. Now what the fuck do you want?”

“I want joint custody.”

“Joint custody, my big brown ass,” Deronda said with a snort. “You can’t show up after all this time and ask for custody.”

“That’s because I lost track of you,” Bobby replied. “I barely knew your name and after that night, I never saw you again. What was I supposed to do? Go back to that bathroom and wait for you? I had no idea I had a son until I saw that article in LA Magazine.”

“How do you know he’s your son? You can’t tell no resemblance with a four-year-old child. You better have some DNA in your wallet.”

Bobby yawned and covered his mouth with his hand. “I’m taking you to court. I’m Janeel’s natural father, and a paternity test will prove that. My brother-in-law is an attorney and we’ll be serving you with papers very soon.”

“Serve ’em on up,” Deronda retorted. “I hope those papers are as soft as Charmin.” Something was wrong, she thought, something was underneath. Bobby had no idea Janeel was his son. This wasn’t his main play. He had a hole card. Deronda sighed wearily. “Look, I’m busy. Could we cut to the chase? What is it you want, Bobby James?”

“I told you what I want. Joint custody.”

“You said that. But what do you want?” She met his smug gaze with a steely one.

“Half the business,” he said.

“Only half?” She laughed. “You have lost your fucked-up mind, Bobby James. I’m not giving you half a baloney sandwich let alone half of a business you had nothing to do with.”

“If we go to court, things will come out that could ruin your reputation.” Bobby went into his briefcase and found a thick file folder. He brought out two photographs. The first was an ad for a chain of hamburger restaurants. The centerpiece was a giant triple-decker burger dripping burger juice. Deronda was standing next to it looking back over her shoulder. She was grinning seductively, her world-famous behind gleaming and split down the middle by a Day-Glo-pink bikini. The caption said:

THE BIG MEATY BURGER
LA’s Juiciest
You Know You Want Some

Before Deronda could reply, Bobby shoved another photo at her. It was an ad for a strip joint called the Kandy Kane. It said queen booty booty appearing this weekend! The picture showed her wearing a thong with her hands over her tits, eager men throwing dollar bills at her.

Deronda waved her hand dismissively. “Ain’t no judge gonna care about shit that happened ten or twelve years ago. Ruin my reputation with who? People who eat fried chicken?”

Bobby’s gaze got steely too. “No. I mean ruin your reputation with Janeel.” Deronda went still. She felt like a drain had opened and emptied out her insides. “Want to see more?” he said. He gave her more photos. Snapshots, freeze frames and old social media. Deronda, posing with some gangstas, everybody wearing colors and throwing up signs. Deronda in a tiny dress, bleary-eyed, holding a joint in one hand and a bottle of Chivas in the other. Deronda passed out on the floor, her dress hiked up to her panties, i’m a whore and good pussy here written on her face with a Sharpie. A shot of her fighting with another girl, wild-eyed and snarling, throwing a haymaker, her blouse torn. Deronda naked from the waist up, two handguns held across her chest like she was pledging allegiance to the NRA. On her twenty-first birthday she’d been arrested for DUI. Her mugshot was pitiful, like she’d been caught sleeping in a landfill. There were more but Deronda stopped looking.

“Be hard on a kid,” Bobby said with mock sadness. “Learning these kinds of things about his mother. It might permanently damage the relationship, maybe even cause a break.” He made a frown that was actually a smile. “I just had a terrible thought. What if things like this were circulated around the neighborhood? I don’t even like to think about it. Kids can be so cruel. The poor boy would never hear the end of it.” Bobby picked up the Kandy Kane ad, looked at it and sighed. “Queen Booty Booty. They’d stick this on his lunchbox, his locker, your front door and probably on the food trucks too. Sometimes you wish there was no such thing as Facebook. This will follow him forever and could even ruin his life. What a shame. What a tragedy.”

A sudden calm had come over Deronda. An acceptance. War had been declared so stop fussing and arm yourself.

“Aren’t you going to say anything?” he said.

In a quiet, even voice, Deronda said, “I’m gonna fuck you up, Bobby James.”

He raised his eyebrows and smirked. “Are you threatening me with bodily harm?”

In the same voice, she said, “I’m gonna come down on you so hard they’ll have to go frackin’ just to find your ass. You go public with any of this, and I won’t do nothin’ with my food trucks except run your ass over.”

“Is that so?” he said, stifling a yawn.

“You think you know me but you don’t,” she said in a casual way. “I will fight for my son in ways a scalawag like you can’t even imagine.” Her eyes narrowed into razor blades, her voice got low and ugly. “Here’s my lifetime guarantee, muthafucka. If my shit comes apart, I’ll pop you like a tick on a broke-dick dog. You’ll have a dedicated enemy forever. Are you hearing me, Bobby James? I’m talkin’ forever. You won’t go nowhere, do anything or be with somebody without these eyes in your rearview mirror. I’d think on that if I was you.” A spark of fear flashed across Bobby’s face but he covered it with a smile.

He slid the file over to her. “You can keep this. See you in court.”


CHAPTER FOUR

Blue Hill

Magnus Vestergard, aka Skip Hanson, had just been released from the Solano State Correctional Facility for Men, located in the nowhere town of Vacaville, California. He’d been sentenced to six years for assault with a deadly weapon. “Good conduct” knocked it down to five years and 1.2 months. As he took his first steps outside the prison walls, he didn’t revel in his freedom, lust for a Quarter Pounder or even a woman. The anger he’d been holding back made his blood congeal and his head spin with hate.

The prison bus took him to Sacramento. From there he took the train to Union Station in LA. Then another bus to Bus Stop G in Long Beach. He got off, hefted on his backpack and walked to the Crest Motel on Long Beach Boulevard, stopping once for beer, Cheez-Its and Neapolitan ice cream. The room reminded him of his prison cell except it smelled of Lysol and roach powder instead of bleach and human stink. He took a shower and lay on the bed naked, content with being clean. He ate his snacks, watched TV and rested until the next day. He bought a junker from an old man at a wrecking yard. A Nissan Rogue with a bashed-in side, a missing fender and a bent frame. The old man said it ran fine, just keep your hand on the steering wheel.

Skip took interconnecting freeways through Downey, Rancho Cucamonga, Hesperia and Victorville. He was in the desert now, everything familiar. The brown brush, brown foothills and billboards for strip clubs. He opened the window and breathed in the smells of dirt and sage. He was starting to get excited but it didn’t offset the dread. He reached Fergus. A one-block town with two gas stations, a motel and a diner. He was afraid it wouldn’t be there, the dirt road and the sign that said municipal landfill 6 miles. He drove slowly, gravel clattering against the undercarriage, dust clouding the windshield. He wanted to hurry. At the same time, he hoped he’d never get there.

He came around a bend and there it was. The wooden sign nailed to a dead tree, partially hidden by a layer of crud. blue hill pit bulls in dripping white letters. Skip couldn’t pay the property taxes and the state had claimed the place. But the state had no interest in a rectangle of dried-out acreage no different than the desert around it. Time, weather, and vandals had beaten the house into a ruin. The front door was missing, all the windows busted out.

Skip got out of the car and went inside. Everything was either broken, smashed or missing. Skip wondered if cobwebs could be used for something useful, knitted into scarves or fermented into alcohol. He bypassed the other rooms and went through the hall to the back door.

He stood on the stoop and looked at what had once been his private world, his kingdom. The pit bulls he’d bred here were his disciples, his children, and the only things he’d ever loved that loved him back. There was the exercise yard with a high chain-link fence he’d built himself. One side was flopped over, nearly touching the ground, the other three leaning in different directions. He remembered the dogs playing, sleeping, scrapping, digging holes, mewling and yapping, eager for his company. For his touch.

He went into the barn. He ducked his way through a jungle of cobwebs and looked up at the hole in the roof. The shelves were broken, wallboards missing, the floor a mess of stagnant water and muck. The kennels were wrecked, gates missing, the wood full of termites and stained with water damage. He’d made these himself too. He walked past them, remembering the dogs who had lived in them. Atilla, Butch, Reaper, Warrior, fifteen in all, counting Goliath.

Goliath’s kennel was at the end and twice as big as the others. Goliath. His champion. Skip’s monument to himself. It took years of breeding to create him, a pit bull as big as a Shetland pony and vicious enough to eat the pony and still be hungry. He loved that dog most of all. It was the only thing that could make him cry.

Skip saw a gleam of something under the dirt and dried dog shit. It was Goliath’s spiked collar, rusted and oxidized. He wrapped it around his neck and left the barn. He walked north into the desert. It was cooling off, the smells gaining density, the air crisper. The sun was going down, the light changing the brown hills blue. Skip had hunted here with his dogs, moving through the brush like fanged commandos scaring up birds and critters, Skip blasting them to shit with an assault rifle, the dogs fighting over the remains.

Skip arrived at the boulder shaped like a turtle. He went left and saw the flat rocks he used as stepping-stones so he wouldn’t leave footprints. For old times’ sake, he hopped from one to the other until he reached the special pile of boulders. There was no reason for anyone to have moved them, but he was surprised they were still there. The tangle of thorny acacia branches that guarded the hollow were gone.

Risking a rattlesnake bite, Skip got down on his belly, put his hand in the hollow and reached as far as he could. He grabbed the waterproof trunk by a side handle and dragged it out. Nobody but the dogs knew anything about his arsenal. He opened the trunk and laughed. There were guns wrapped in heavy plastic and metal boxes that held ammo, everything as before. Underneath the sniper rifle was seven thousand dollars in a Ziploc bag. Money he’d saved from his hitman jobs. He chose his favorite firearm. The Colt Delta Elite. It shot a 10mm FBI load that had a flatter trajectory and longer range than a 9mm. That’s all he needed for now.

He went back to his car, got in and sat there a moment. It was dark now, the house held in the headlight beams. With the door missing and the windows gone, it looked hollow and bleached, like a skull left in the sand. The wind whipped Skip’s anger into a dust devil that swirled and hissed through the dry brush. He’d come back here one day. He’d come back and rebuild the place and get new dogs and everything would be the same.

He returned to the motel, put the gun in the wastebasket and covered it with fast-food wrappers. They didn’t clean the rooms here until you left. He scrubbed the dog collar with a toilet brush until it was shiny again. He put the collar on and looked at himself in the mirror. He’d always looked boyish but not anymore. Like loss, prison sped up your birthdays. He hated that too. One day you wake up and everything you’d ever done in your life was right there on your face. All your fuckups, hard times and humiliation, drawn in lines and creases and the light that was no longer in your eyes.

Skip knew he wouldn’t live to old age. It was one of the reasons he was always anxious, always antsy, always in a hurry to get it done before death did him in. The dog collar
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