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TROUTMAN IS A ONE-WAY STREET THAT RUNS FROM NOWHERE TO nowhere, from Metropolitan and Flushing Avenues at the north end, to Bushwick Avenue at the south, in between Brooklyn and Queens, in between neighborhoods, unwanted and unclaimed. It is not really Bushwick, not really Ridgewood, not industrial and not residential, not a desirable place to live and without the character of Harlem or Bed-Sty. It is a street of failures. Fall through the cracks of a better or kinder world, and you find yourself on Troutman Street. Dreams of a new world die in her sweatshops, cars and trucks die in her chop shops and junkyards, children die in her vacant lots, shooting one another for the right to sell crack on the two or three big intersections, junkies die wherever they happen to be when they shoot up—hallways, alleys, parking lots. Even the whores who work Troutman Street are failures, too homely, too scarred, too emaciated and wasted, too obviously addicted to be of much use as generators of profit. Even for endeavors such as prostitution and drug sales, there are better and more profitable places to do business. People who live on Troutman Street, businesses that locate there, and even the street people who make it their home stay because all of their other choices are exhausted. Troutman Street is a place of end games. From beginning to end, it is one of those places where whores, junkies, businesses, cars, and dreams go to die.

GOD, STONEY THOUGHT, must be like one of those kids who likes to catch flies and pull their wings off so that he can watch them crawl around and suffer until they die. It was the only possible explanation. The thought made Stoney’s hangover even worse, if that were possible, each throb God’s way of saying, Take that, you punk.

The brightly colored cars roasted in the sun, almost motionless on the New Jersey Turnpike, a long line inching to the north through the Jersey Meadowlands. He looked eastward across the ruined marsh, to where the bright towers of Manhattan rose over the low hills of the Palisades, a woman standing in a breeze to avoid breathing her own stink.

The bleat of a horn roused him, and he eased his car forward another six feet. He began to turn to give the driver behind him a one-finger salute, but he felt a sharp, stabbing pain shoot from his neck up through the top of his skull as he twisted in the seat. Grimacing, he turned front again, not even lifting his eyes to the rearview mirror, and for a second he thought he would pass out. Jesus, he thought, just kill me, don’t torture me like this.

He reached under the seat for the bottle, and for one panicky moment he couldn’t find it, but then there it was, stuck under the rear corner of the floor mat. He hefted the dark brown pint bottle, comforted by the familiar shape, slightly curved in his hand, full and heavy. Holding it below window level, he twisted the top off, listening to the crackle of the metal cap tearing loose from its retaining ring. He wanted to lift it to his nose, smell the smoky aroma, but he didn’t. Everybody’s a cop, he thought, everybody has a cell phone. He fished a paper cup out of the trash on the floor and poured three fingers into it. A snort, that’s what his old man would have called it, not a drink, really, just a snort. He recapped the bottle and replaced it under the seat.

He took a swig, just a small hit from the cup, and his body rebelled. His stomach rolled, suddenly he felt dizzy, and he started to retch, but he fought it, muscling the bile back down into his stomach, gritting his teeth and gripping the steering wheel hard. He knew that if he kept the first one down he’d be okay, but if he lost it . . . He didn’t even want to think about it. One more DWI and he’d do time for sure, and he was in no shape to handle it. His partner, Tommy, would run the business into the ground inside of six months or else he’d make them a fortune. No way to tell which, but he’d roll the dice, no question. Donna would divorce him, he’d lose the house, the kids would hate him even more than they did already. He took another sip and it went down a little easier, and he felt that spreading warmth, the throbbing in his head began to fade, and he leaned back into the corner of the seat. A year in the can, he thought. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe it would be just what he needed. He loved his wife, but lately he could only make her cry. He tried to love his kids, but they were terrified of him. Even the cat hated him. If he walked into a room where the cat was sleeping, it would wake up, stare at him, and then get up and leave. He felt powerless to change any of it, other than to yield to the self-destructive impulse and just burn it all down. Donna and the kids would be happier, once they got over the initial shock. Donna would find another guy, easy, she still looked fine, and she could be so funny and sharp . . . His eyes began to burn, and he looked down into the cup to see how much was left, briefly considering a refill. No, he thought. Don’t get started. He drained off what was left and crunched the cup into a ball and pitched it into the backseat. He had been able to do it so easily once, find that cruising altitude and hang there, never quite drunk and never quite sober. Happy, or as close to it as he figured to get. He had lived in that zone for so many years, he couldn’t understand why it now eluded him.

Last night it had happened again. He’d gone into Manhattan on a Sunday afternoon to go over some business with Tommy. They met in one of Tommy’s hangouts down in the Village. Stoney couldn’t understand why Tommy liked that neighborhood, maybe he had something going down there, Tommy always had something going. Stoney could remember the bar; kind of place, your shoes stuck to the floor if you stood too long in one spot, some kid playing a steel guitar. He hadn’t meant for it to be anything more than that, just a few pops with Tommy and straight home again, but it had happened. He didn’t remember leaving the bar, didn’t remember drinking that much, one brief moment of awareness, hammering across the lower level of the George Washington Bridge, nothing else, then, waking up this morning on the cellar floor. Puking blood into the toilet bowl. Donna crying, slamming doors, hustling the kids off somewhere . . .

He’d never intended it to be this way. Who would choose this? Oh, yeah, I’m gonna go into the city, get blind fucking drunk, blow six hundred bucks that used to be in my wallet and ain’t there now, drive home blasted, already on the revoked list. Pass out on the floor. Really impress the old lady.

Jesus.

Stoney just wanted to do what he’d always done. Have a few, just to take the edge off, go home, get up, go to work. That’s all. He just couldn’t seem to manage it. It was like someone else would flip a switch in his head, take over his body and his life, and he’d wake up the next day and have to face the wreckage. He had tried everything he could think of to get a handle on himself. Only drink wine, only drink beer, only two drinks a day, only drink on Fridays, smoke dope instead, only drink bourbon, don’t drink at all. The last one had been a real trip, by the end of the first week he’d been so savage, Tommy, Donna, the kids, even the cat probably wanted to buy him a drink. So he’d started in again, carefully, oh so carefully, but then it had hit him, like he’d known it would, and that was the worst part, knowing, and being unable to hold it off.

He finally made it up to the tollbooths, and once through, traffic opened up a bit. When he got to where Route 80 splits off to the west, he had to fight the urge to turn off, head out to some new place. It wouldn’t matter, he knew that, but God, the thought was seductive. Someday I’ll do it, he told himself. Fuck everything and run. But this one morning he stayed in line for the George Washington Bridge, on his way to Troutman Street.

TUCO KNEW THAT they were both dead. How, specifically, he knew that, he couldn’t have said, but he was sure of it the second he saw the two of them lying in the alley at the far end of the junkyard, past the parking lot, where, last summer, he and Jimmy the Hat had screwed galvanized metal sheets to the outside of the chain-link fence so that no one could see through. The girl was facedown, naked except for a T-shirt pulled up around her head. The boy was wearing jeans, too big and too long, expensive basketball shoes, Oakland Raiders jacket. His sunglasses lay broken a few feet away. Tuco looked around for the boy’s hat, he had always worn a hat when Tuco had seen him in the past, but it was gone. Blown away, maybe.

Tuco sat on his heels feeling sad and sick. What is it, he wondered, what is it that goes away? He pictured the girl lying in a hospital bed, hooked up to all the machines to do the breathing, circulate the blood, to carry on all of the body’s business, but it would not matter once that particular something was gone, taking her with it, leaving behind just this . . . Tuco, awkward and unskilled with women, was immensely sorry that they had stripped her of her clothes and her dignity, angry that he had to wonder if someone had done things to her, if they had forced the boy to watch before killing them both.

He had already seen enough of death in his short life. There was the guy, rolled up in a rug and dumped next to the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway last year, and the guy stabbed in the hallway outside his mother’s apartment just months ago. His buddy had done it, guy lived on the same floor, the two of them were drunk and got into an argument, and the dude went and got a kitchen knife and settled it, stabbed his buddy thirty-seven times, went back in his apartment and passed out, blood all over him. Left the knife in the kitchen sink. When the cops had taken him away, he’d been crying for his dead friend. Hadn’t remembered a thing.

Tuco stood up and backed away. If she were alive, he thought, she’d never let me see her like this. She would find me unattractive and uncool, she’d laugh and go find somebody better. It was okay with him, he’d gotten used to it. He was a Nuyorican, born in Puerto Rico but raised in Brooklyn, at home in neither place. He was just short of five-ten, broad, with a boxer’s build, dark, wiry hair, heavy eyebrows, not much forehead. He turned away from the girl lying in the alley. It bothered him that she couldn’t get up and get dressed, that he had to walk away and leave her there. He went around the corner and up the block, into the office.

The metal grating was still down over the office window, but the door was open. Inside a large and muscular black man with tips of gray in his hair was washing a coffee pot. He turned and looked at Tuco.

“Hey, ugly.”

“Hey, dickhead.” It was their habitual greeting. “Listen, Walter, there’s two dead kids out around the corner, in the alley by the fence.”

“You kidding?”

“No. Should I call the cops?”

“Tuco, listen to me. You ain’t seen a t’ing, you don’t call nobody, you don’t know shit until Stoney get ‘ere. You understand?”

“Yassuh, boss.”

“Go on back and open up.”

“Yassuh, boss.”

Walter looked down at the kid. “What’s the matter? They friends of yours?”

Tuco sighed. “Couple of kids from the neighborhood. Yo boys.”

“Yeah, well. They in what you call a high-risk line of work. Maybe you don’t enjoy getting your hands all dirty, but not too many people lookin’ to shoot your ass ‘cause you doing it.”

STONEY WAS IRRITATED before he even got his car into the parking lot. The gate to the lot was open. Chain-link fence, concertina wire, closed-circuit TV camera, everything but a guard tower, and they leave the gate open. He had seen, over the years, every conceivable human activity take place in this parking lot, from conception to death, with the single exception of a live birth, and he hadn’t given up hope on that one. Sure enough, there was an old white guy in the corner behind the cars, preparing to shoot up.

“Hey, buddy, you gotta find another place to do that.” The old man stood up, sticking his works in one pocket and some small bluish plastic bags into another. He had white hair, a short growth of white beard, and startlingly blue eyes. He half-grinned at Stoney.

‘“S’okay,” he said, “I’m gone.” He walked out, not stooped over or beat-down looking, like most junkies, and he didn’t watch Stoney like Stoney expected him to, the way you watch a dog if you’re not sure whether or not it bites. He just walked out through the open gate and headed off down the block, with that street-dude lilt in his step. I oughta know this guy, Stoney thought, I must have seen him around somewhere. He couldn’t place him. He closed the gate and snapped the padlock shut.

HE COULD SEE Walter watching him through the window, shaking his head. Walter would look at his hands when he got inside to see what kind of shape he was in. Mornings like this, Stoney thought, everyone’s judging you, trying to decide if you’ve lost a step. The truth was that he had, and he knew it. He had started to get that Elvis-in-Vegas look, face all puffy and pasty white, muscle tone not what it was, belly starting to push against his shirtfront.

Walter, who was from Barbados, never seemed to change. The years had added a touch of gray to his hair, but that was about all. He was still hard as a rock, still had a grip like you got your hand caught in a car door. The thing about Walter was he had a round and open face, and he smiled easily. He seemed to have a gift for putting people at ease, off their guard. It was a gift that had proved useful, over the years. Same people look at me, Stoney thought, right away they wanna call the cops.

Stoney banged through the front door.

“Do I talk to myself?”

“Hey, boss—”

“Do I talk to myself? Does anybody listen to me?”

“Hey, boss—”

“Who left the goddam gate open again?”

“Boss, we got a situation.”

“Why is it so fucking hard—” He stopped in mid-rave. “What situation?”

Walter explained about the dead kids in the alley. Stoney stuck his head through the back door of the office and bellowed, “Tuco, up front!” He turned back to Walter. “Anybody we know?”

“I ain’t been to look. Tuco says they’re neighborhood kids.”

“Tommy’s container still out back?” He wondered what difference it would make, either way, but when cops are coming, you have to cover your ass.

“Nope. Went out last Friday night, after you left.”

“All right, call it in. You got the precinct number?”

“I dunno. Shouldn’t I call 911?”

“It’s no emergency, Walter, they’re not going anywhere.”

THE COP DIDN’T look like the ones that Tuco was used to seeing on TV. He was a big white guy, obviously worked out. He was almost as taut as Tuco. He wasn’t wearing a suit and tie, either. He wore jeans, running shoes, and a Mets warm-up jacket. He had an automatic pistol strapped to his belt.

“So you were coming to work when you found them?”

“Yeah.”

“You walk to work, Eddie?” He had read the name from Tuco’s license.

“Yeah.”

“And you live up on De Kalb?”

“Yeah, up by the hospital.”

“And you came up Troutman from this direction?” The cop pointed with his chin.

“Yeah.”

“Why were you coming this way? How come you didn’t just walk down St. Nicholas?”

Sharp guy, Tuco thought. Be careful, tell the truth. “I don’t go on St. Nicholas.”

“Ah.” The cop rubbed his chin with a big paw. He knew all about the street gang that worked out of one of the row houses on St. Nicholas.

“Dr. Jack,” Tuco said with a touch of bitterness.

“Call them what they are, Eddie. Drug dealers, pimps, criminals. They got a beef with you?”

Tuco sighed. “One of them.” My fucking cousin, he wanted to say. My friend, that I grew up with.

The cop regarded Tuco with renewed interest. He hated gangs, and he had a particular distaste for dealers and pimps. “What’s the beef over?”

Tuco felt his face twisting up, wishing he could get that dead look that Stoney got when he was cranked, that look that told you nothing at all unless you’d seen it before and had learned to watch for it. He glanced at the cop, and wondered if he could ever know how it was, this big, rich, well-fed health-club white motherfucker from Long Island. How his best friend and cousin, Miguel, had joined and he had not, how they had hounded him and squeezed him and beat on him, even when they had known the whole time that he could never join, that he was different, set apart by his faith and by other limitations. He’d even wondered if they would take him at all, if he wanted them to. You can’t be alone, his cousin would tell him, you can’t live through it, and besides, you need us. We’re not what you think, we’re like a family. But Tuco had toughed it out, paying the price. A few scars, a nose not quite straight, a tendency to walk with his shoulders hunched and his fists balled, a bad case of nerves.

“Old news, man. Stuff from high school.”

The cop didn’t push it. “Are these two with the ones up on St. Nicholas?”

“No,” Tuco said, thinking, This guy has to know the answer to this one. “He don’t got their colors on.”

“Oh, that’s right. Green and gold.” He took a card out of his pocket, ran his thumb along the edge. “So what do you think happened, Eddie?”

He knows this one, too, Tuco thought. “I dunno. Maybe they got caught where they don’t belong.”

“Maybe. See, my problem is, I gotta figure out what went down here, Eddie, and I got fourteen other cases already. I can use all the help I can get.” He gave Tuco his card. “You hear any rumors, people saying this guy or that guy knows something, give me a call,” he said. “Or even if you just wanna talk.” Tuco took the card from him and looked at it. He couldn’t read the words, but he could handle the phone number okay.

TUCO AND STONEY watched as the EMS people zipped the bags shut and loaded them up. They both said a silent prayer to gods that they no longer believed in, Tuco more formally, the way his mother had taught him, Stoney more direct, no pleasantries. Jesus, God, he thought. Don’t let me die on fucking Troutman Street.
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THOMAS ROSSELLI, AKA TOMMY BAGADONUTS, AKA FAT TOMMY, pointed his Town Car uptown, two Styrofoam coffee cups beside him on the passenger seat, inside a cardboard box that kept them upright. He held a third cup in a massive left hand, drinking from it as he gunned the car up Hudson Street. Tommy hated foam cups, he much preferred paper, but if you wanted the best coffee in New York, you had to take the foam cups. It was just one of the little indignities that go together to make up the price you have to pay if you want the best. In a perfect world, his new favorite coffee shop would use paper cups, and Georgie’s Bakery, the best doughnut place in the known universe, would be a hundred blocks south, and Tommy would not have to drive all the way to buck-and-a-quarter street drinking coffee with no doughnuts. But Tommy was happy to pay the price.

He was a large man, of large appetites, a true gourmand, an epicure, a draft horse among fillies, the most improbably successful swordsman in New York City, and not necessarily just a big fat bastard whose heart must surely be ready to give out, as his partner Stoney unkindly referred to him.

Tommy knew the best restaurants in New York, and how much to tip the maitre d’ in each one. He knew the bartender who made the best martini, and the bars she worked in; he knew the best wine shop. He was on a first-name basis with the cop who sold the best dope this side of Big Sur. He knew where to buy the best Polish sausage, the best (and biggest) pastrami sandwich, the best homemade ice cream. He knew that the best chocolate croissants in New York were actually made in a little bakery in Hoboken, and could be had there at a substantial savings. He knew the best whorehouse in New York, and the best massage parlor. The bartenders at Lincoln Center knew Tommy’s favorite drink, and they knew it would be worth their trouble to have two of them at the end of the bar at intermission. He knew who to call if he really, really wanted you sleeping with the fishes in the bottom of Newton Creek. In short, Tommy Bagadonuts Rosselli was the sort of man who could show you the mistakes in both the Kama-sutra and in Zagat’s food sources guide.

Tommy had swum ashore from an Italian freighter coming into Philadelphia, a young man with no advantages and no prospects, speaking no English. He had gotten his green card by the time-honored method of buying it from a lawyer in South Philly. He learned some English, and not only survived, but prospered by the use of his native intelligence, quickness, and sense of humor. He never lost his accent.

Tommy owned a loft in Soho, part of a parking garage nearby, a piece of a used-car dealership in Jersey, a couple of horses that ate faster than they ran, a minority share in a massage parlor on Third Avenue just north of Fourteenth Street. He also owned, with Stoney, half of the junkyard on Troutman Street. It was the latest in a long series of enterprises that the two of them used to work the fringes of capitalism, those broad, gray areas where the rash and the unwary are prey to sharp teeth and sticky fingers. Tommy knew what auctions to go to and what auctions to go to a few days early. He knew who to see for theater tickets and for parking tickets. If you met Tommy, you’d remember him, but he’d remember you, your phone number, your wife’s name, and what his chances with her were.

Tommy could always, always get it for you wholesale.

THERE WAS A new girl working the street. Tommy eyed her on his way past, and she him. He’d gotten sort of used to them standing around, watching the men go by, some with resignation, some with hope, some with vacant eyes that said nothing at all. They had become part of the landscape, they along with the steelworkers, the trucks, the factories, the Dumpsters, the empty crack vials, and the tiny blue plastic bags with the grinning skull imprint, ripped open at one end.

A few seemed to try to hold on to some vestige of normalcy, waving or saying hello to you if they were used to seeing you, as if to say, See, I’m not so different from you, good morning, how are you today. Some others always had their mind on the bottom line, Do you want a nice blow job, can you spare a dollar, how about a cigarette. They came in all forms, all colors, all shapes, having in common only that they were somewhat the worse for wear, like well-worn dollar bills. Some dressed up in traditional whore garb, short skirt, no underwear, high heels, scanty top of one kind or another, and a few would employ advertising of a sort, flashing the drivers who slowed down enough to seem interested. Others dressed in whatever, jeans or sweats, T-shirts and sneakers, and were generally less aggressive in pursuit of commerce, merchants content to open their doors and wait to see who comes in. On rare occasions Tommy would see one with a pimp attached, generally as run-down and as beaten as the woman.

Once he had noticed a girl who was all dressed up to look the part, but the clothes had looked wrong on her. She’d had the Irish look, painfully white skin, orange-blonde hair, pug nose. Tommy had guessed that she was a sister to one of the local dealers, there was enough of a resemblance. She’d had trouble with the role, only briefly making eye contact with the drivers going past, quickly looking down, turning away, the shame flaming brightly on her cheeks. She had walked the wrong axis of the corner, the accepted practice being to stick to the cross streets. He’d only seen her there that one time, and he had fantasized, since then, about her buying a pistol with the proceeds of her new venture, taking it home and blowing her brother’s brains out for what he’d forced her to do. Of course, he’d assumed a lot, in that particular fantasy, but he had a good eye, and he’d lay money that he was fairly close to the truth. There had been no desperation in her face, so it was not her desperation that put her out there.

The desperation was plainest in the whores who were the most far gone, those clearly addicted, the ones who no longer took even the most basic interest in themselves, those too dirty and unkempt to attract many customers, even on that sorry street. Some would accost anyone who was out, they no longer cared about anything but the drug, and they would bargain over their rates as though it were the difference between ten dollars and five, or three, that made you turn away.

Tommy often wondered how their customers could manage a hard-on in the face of so much human misery, but then he would suppose that the customer would have his mind on his own appetites. Tommy felt more than a little guilty, and even though he could never identify with the situation of a prostitute, he would think of desperate things he had done, in desperate times in his own life, in pursuit of what he thought he needed, and he knew in his heart that, at least in part, it was blind, stupid luck that he drove and they walked.

BY THE TIME he got the car inside the lot, the new girl he’d spotted was just down the block, and when he got the gate closed and locked, she was right there. She was too pretty for Troutman Street. It is amazing, Tommy thought, what happens when someone gives the gene pool a good stir. Sometimes children of interracial parents turn out to be almost painfully beautiful, as this girl was. She was a shade darker than white girls get, a shade lighter than black girls get, her body a gift from God, Eve’s face just after she met the snake, dark, dark eyes. She would not have looked out of place competing in a high school track meet, or as the mother of someone competing in a high school track meet. Tommy looked into her face and felt a bit of an urge. He silently lamented, not for the first time, the new age of AIDS, herpes, hepatitis, et al.

“Hey, sweetheart,” he said as she walked by. “Whattayou do, down here? This isa no the street for you.”

She smiled at him and he felt sad, knowing that if she stayed, soon enough there would be gaps in that smile, bags under those eyes, and that the bones behind that face would begin to show clearly beneath the skin. “You like to party, honey?”

“No, no. I’ma work here. This isa my corner,” he said, with mock severity. “Nobody’sa work this block but me.”

“Oh, look at you,” she replied, cocking her head and smiling at his little joke, “you with your suit and tie.”

“Maybe we alla prostitute, baby, but whattayou do, itsa no too smart. You gonna catch something bad, out here onna street.”

“Not me,” she said, turning her back on him, resuming her slow stroll. “I’ll be fine.”


ON THE OTHER side of the fence, Tuco watched. At times he felt so bad and so hopeless that he thought the blackness inside him would well up and swallow him whole. This vision, this beautiful angel appears on the sidewalk, and Bagadonuts, the fat bastard, he walks up so cool, so casual, so calm, while Tuco could only watch from behind the fence, palms sweaty, his heart thundering in his chest at the mere thought of speaking to her. And what would he say? He was too rigid to admit to himself that he wanted her, and he could think of nothing to say to her, nothing at all, except maybe, Go home, please don’t stay here, go home, because he, too, knew what a terrible price she would pay for staying. He knew in his heart that he would never be able tell her even that much.

Tuco thought back to a documentary he had seen on TV once, about a child whose parents locked her in a basement for the first ten or eleven years of her life. Social workers had finally discovered her, and they had taken her away. A team of doctors and scientists had slaved over her for several years, vainly trying to help her, to catch her up to where she should have been. But even though the girl seemed intelligent, they had only been able to make very minimal progress. By the end of the program, Tuco had guessed that it was hopeless, that when a child is at the correct age to learn to speak, to walk, to reach out to other people, there was only a limited window of opportunity, a brief span of life during which that child would have the necessary tools to learn those specific skills, and that once the chance was lost, it would never come again, and no matter how hard the doctors, the scientists, and even the little girl herself tried, it was no good. Too late. And so it was with himself, he felt. The isolation, the otherness forced upon him in childhood, the necessity of standing apart and being different had cost him some of those natural learning times, and he feared that it wasn’t just the world of reading and book learning that was closed off to him, but that this terrible loneliness that he felt, this enormous distance, was permanent. Where Tommy was so open, so natural, he saw only silence for himself, and where Tommy connected so easily and so well with nearly everyone he met, Tuco could feel only longing, unspoken and stillborn.

TOMMY B. SAW Stoney through the front window, at the counter talking to Walter with his back to the glass. Stoney was smaller than Walter, but not by a lot, and while Walter seemed to be the kind of guy you’d invite over to have a few beers and watch the game, people were generally a bit nervous when they met Stoney. It was as though he constantly suffered from migraines. Hangovers, Tommy thought. Pale skin, circles under the eyes, a face that hadn’t smiled in so long it had probably forgotten how. He wondered that Stoney had the constitution to stand up under what he put his body through and still show up every day, every day. He’d seen Stoney work like a dog when he had to be dying inside. Tommy, on those rare occasions when he did to himself what Stoney did routinely, would stay home and seek the comfort of bed and medicine, and hopefully someone nice to come make soup for him, but Stoney was merciless on himself, punishing, even, which Tommy B. did not understand at all.

Tommy was worried. He considered Stoney a friend, even if Stoney always seemed once removed, someone in the same room with you, but behind a pane of glass, so that you could converse with him, but never touch him, really, never really get a true smell of the man. Tommy had a difficult time not feeling bummed when he was around Stoney, because it seemed to him that Stoney never really enjoyed anything, never really jumped in with all of himself, and Tommy B. liked jumping in more than anything else in life. He liked to laugh, to have fun, to treat himself well, and he wanted Stoney to like those things too. He’d taken Stoney around a few times, together they’d gone to some of the places that Tommy would go to so much trouble to ferret out. Oh, yeah, this is great, Stoney would say, but he’d never go back, he wouldn’t even go two blocks out of his way for something extraordinary. Sometimes when Stoney got started drinking, something inside him would get loose, something Stoney normally kept chained up in the basement, and then there was no telling what would happen. He scared Tommy on those occasions, and Tommy would back off and let him go, and then spend the night worrying that Stoney might not survive the night. It had been getting gradually worse the past year, and Tommy feared for his friend, but he also feared for himself, for his business. He didn’t even want to consider the fix he’d be in if Stoney died suddenly. It was not something they had ever talked about. There should be contingency plans, Tommy thought. If the business ever went into probate, if Donna ever got a lawyer and started digging, God, the skeletons they would find! How could he ever make them understand how things were?

And still, he couldn’t bring himself to talk to Stoney about it. Once again, he’d hope that guilt would do its work, that Stoney would get hold of himself, that they would find a way to get by.

STONEY WATCHED FAT Tommy come through the front door. He was impeccably dressed, as always, smooth, confident, solicitous, buffed, combed, polished, the very picture of overweight continental charm.

“Hey, Stoney, how you feel?”

Stoney shrugged. It was his biggest rationalization; if he showed up for work every day, he was just like everyone else. “I’m okay.”

Tommy B. waved Stoney into his office. “We gotta few little problem. Maybe gonna turn into big problem.” Stoney followed him, closing the office door as they went through.

“Okay, what’s up?”

“Number one, Marty’s dead.” Marty had been their accountant, and he’d had that rare combination of technical expertise and street smarts.

“Holy shit! What happened?”

“I’ma no sure. The cops find him inna hotel room up inna Bronx, on White Plains Road. He wasa get shot, five, six times.”

Stoney sat down on Tommy’s couch. Tommy went on, telling him how one of Marty’s partners had called to tell him Marty was dead, but offering no details. Tommy, of course, knew some cops in a neighboring precinct, and they had supplied him with more information. Meanwhile, the books for most of Marty’s customers were in a state of confusion because his partners could not figure out his filing system or unlock his hard drive, and the end of the month, with its various tax-filing deadlines, was fast approaching.

Stoney did not care about taxes or paperwork. “Jesus. Do they know who did it?”

“All they tell me, he was there with another man, but they find him all alone. His wallet wasa still there, keys, car parked outside.”

“Someone he knew, then.”

“Maybe. But now, this bum he’sa work with, I never like that guy, he’s tella me, “Oh, I don’t know, we gotta figure out what’s what, Marty wasa do things his own way . . . .”

“Oh, really.”

“Yeah. He tell me they gotta spend some time, put everything together.” Tommy rubbed his thumb and first two fingers together, palm upward.

“Yeah, all right.” Stoney considered for a few seconds. “Okay, we’ll wait, see what he comes up with. Anything else?”

“Oh, yeah,” Tommy said. “Oh, yeah. We got a summons from the EPA.”

“Who?”

“The EPA. You remember that business we did with Freon?”

Stoney thought back to a year ago. The previous year, due to environmental concerns, production of a chemical known as R-12, widely used in refrigeration and air-conditioning, had been outlawed except in a few developing third-world countries. Overnight, prices for the chemical had skyrocketed and a lucrative gray market had sprung up. It was illegal, of course, to import into the U.S. any R-12 manufactured in those third-world countries still producing it, and it was also mandated by law that everyone who used the stuff had to recapture it instead of simply dumping it into the atmosphere, and either reuse it or sell it to one of the companies that specialized in reprocessing the stuff and then reselling it. It had not taken operators like Tommy B. long to figure out that you could buy a thirty-pound drum of R-12 in India for, say, thirty bucks, ship it to the U.S. as “reclaimed” refrigerant, and it would be worth more like seven or eight hundred bucks. Vast quantities of the stuff came flying in under the radar. For about a year it had been second only to cocaine as an illegal import. The federal government tried to stem the tide, passing floor taxes, licensing requirements, record-keeping rules, and so on. A few very unlucky stiffs had gotten crucified as object lessons, but what had finally killed the trade was the insane price level, which had made it profitable for chemical producers to come up with cheaper substitutes. But for a while, it had been prohibition all over again, and Stoney and Tommy had made a lot of money. “Yeah, I remember, all right.”

“You remember the freight company we wasa use?”

“Yeah.”

“They wasa get caught with R-12 from someplace in Africa, was supposed to be recycle, but wasa still in original cans. So, the EPA, they squeeze ’em, they start giving up everybody they know, including,” he said, “you and me.”

“So now what?”

“So now they want to see record, where you buy, where you sell, license number from everybody who’sa buy, resale number, why you no pay the floor tax, and like that.”

“Shit. So what happens now?”

“They gonna say, ‘Okay, we know you buy so many pounds of thisa stuff, every pound, you gotta have document, license, where it went.’ No papers, you geta fine, so much a pound.”

“How many pounds?”

“Thousands.”

“What’s the fine?”

“Depend onna judge.”

“So take a guess, for chrissake.”

“Could be anything. Fifty thousand dollar, quarter million dollar, no way to know.”

“Man, you’re full of good news today. So how do we play this?”

“What I think, this business is incorporate, don’t own much. They gonna try to get you anna me, we are officer of the corporation. I don’t know, they can do or no. Depend onna what they can prove. They just have some truck driver says thatsa the guy, we say, uppa yours. They got more than that, maybe we sign for something, we gonna get stung.”

“What kind of shape we in? We still flush?”

“I dunno. We could sell, you know, this and that. For now, we gotta wait, see what they got.”


WHEN THEY CAME out of the office, Walter was eyeing a blue rectangular piece of paper on the counter. “Stoney ain’t gonna like this.” He was talking to a guy who was known as Jimmy the Hat because he always wore a baseball cap to cover his bald spot. He was a bearish, barrel-chested man with thick arms and a double chin that he needed to shave twice a day. Black hair grew everywhere on him except where he wanted it to. He was sometimes called “Jimmy the Dope” by Stoney, who thought him dull and lazy. He had been hired by Tommy B. to buy used-truck chassis, a few to be repaired and resold, most to be broken into parts, containerized, and shipped to South America. Stoney thought that the only thing Jimmy had going for him was that he had connections inside a few big truck-leasing companies.

“Stoney ain’t gonna like what?”

“Jimmy picked up a check,” Walter said, “from that Italian ice cream guy on Staten Island.” He moved away from the counter, leaving the check lying there.

“He picked up a check.” Stoney walked over slowly and looked at the offending piece of paper. “Jimmy, what did Tommy tell you to do?”

“He said to stop and pick up the money on the way in.”

“This is not money. This is toilet paper.”

Bagadonuts insinuated himself between Stoney and Jimmy. “Stoney, he didn’t know.” He shot a look at Jimmy, hoping to keep him quiet. “We’ll go straighten this out.”

“I’ll go, you stay.” Stoney turned away, fighting to stay calm, but he turned back again. “You know what really bothers me about this? If we’da sent Tuco, who we pay squat, he’d have brought cash, or he’d have used his head and called in. But Einstein, over here, who gets big bucks, he takes a check.” He took a step in Jimmy’s direction. “What are you, a banker now?”

“Stoney, easy.” Bagadonuts glared back at Jimmy, making sure he stayed quiet. Stoney turned away again.

“Yeah, all right.” He folded the check and put it in his shirt pocket. “Get Tuco to come drive me to Staten Island.” He walked out the front door into the bright sunlight. Bagadonuts turned on Jimmy.

“Whassamatta with you? I told you, hundreds. Ben Franklins. You don’a hear what I’ma say?”

Jimmy spread his hands and shrugged. “But, Tommy, that’s a big place. They’re no fly-by-night company. Besides, have you seen that guy’s office? What was I supposed to say to him?”

Bagadonuts shook his head. “You think he’s mafioso because he’s gotta picture a Marlon Brando on his wall?” Sneering, he walked up face-to-face with Jimmy and grabbed the younger man by his crotch. “Maybe Stoney’s right,” he said. “Maybe you got nothing over here, you get scare off by a picture, fat movie star with cotton ball inna mouth.” He released his grip and turned away.

Jimmy’s face was beet red. “How was I supposed to know? That’s a big company over there. You think they’re gonna write a bad check? Jesus. I don’t know anybody that does business like you guys.”

“Big company my ass. They write more bad paper than the News and the Post combine. You better remember this,” he said, enunciating carefully, emphasizing each word. “Business isa no friends. Business isa enemy. They get a chance to fuck you, they gonna do. Go get Tuco.”

TUCO SLID BEHIND the wheel of Stoney’s Lexus. He adjusted the power seat and the mirrors, started up the engine, and backed out of the lot. Stoney had the passenger seat reclined and was lying back with his eyes closed. Tuco got out and closed the gate. “New car,” he said, sliding back into the gray leather seat.

“No,” Stoney said. “I got it coming off lease, or my wife did, actually. I think she was embarrassed by the old one, thought I needed something better.” Stoney was not into cars.

“Twenty thousand miles,” Tuco said. “That’s barely broken into.”

Stoney opened one eye. “Really,” he said. “You ever been out of Brooklyn?”

“I meant—”

“I know what you meant. Take the BQE to the Verrazano Bridge. Wake me up when we hit Staten Island.”

DAMN, STONEY’S A slob, Tuco thought as he piloted the car down Flushing Avenue. He could hear beer cans rolling around on the floor in the backseat when he made the right turn onto Morgan. He loved the car, though, loved how silent it was, the way it soaked up the ruts and bumps. He always felt a little odd when Stoney asked him to drive. He often wondered if Stoney was trying to teach him something on these trips, but it was useless to ask, Stoney was not given to explaining his motives. Not that he wouldn’t talk, sometimes they would have long conversations on their way to or from someplace. Tuco felt that Stoney moved through his world with a confidence that Tuco did not have. On his way to the BQE, Tuco would generally avoid Fifty-eighth Street, where the big cop garage was, because it was hard getting through, past all of the various cop vehicles, tow trucks, buses, vans, you name it, haphazardly double- and triple-parked on both sides of the street. Stoney invariably chose Fifty-eighth because it was shorter, and he would sit in the traffic honking his horn and cursing the policemen. “Why go this way,” Tuco would ask, but Stoney seemed to enjoy the adrenaline. “Hey, it’s a public street,” he would say.

On the BQE, traffic reached that peculiar density that demanded total awareness. Drivers dueled for position, seeking to cut into whichever lane was momentarily moving the fastest. Rarely did anyone leave more than a car’s length of space between themselves and the car in front. Tuco focused totally on the road and the cars around him, even though he was not in any particular hurry, because he knew that at any lapse of attention he would be cut off, forced to hit his brakes and pray the car behind him noticed in time. It was like everything else: If you did not safeguard what was yours, even your space, it would be taken from you immediately. It made Tuco wonder if there were, somewhere, open and empty highways, someplace where there were fewer people than there were trees and animals, where he could turn on the cruise control and lean back into the seat, drive with one wrist draped negligently across the wheel, like Stoney did. Going over the upper level of the Verrazano Bridge, at the top of the arch, he looked to his left, out to sea, and he got just a glimpse of what it might be like, looking out over the expanse of empty ocean to where the blue sea dissolved into blue sky. It would be like that, he told himself, except for the colors. He resolved to take himself there someday, just to see it.

Stoney came to when they hit the tolls on the Staten Island side. He directed Tuco off the highway, down through the local streets until they got to the waterfront. Not all that different from Brooklyn, Tuco thought. Still a nasty place to be, but with shorter buildings
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