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CHAPTER ONE

 


Zilch finished tying her black Fab sneakers,
grabbed the generic pillowcase stuffed with her clean laundry off
the bench, left the women’s locker room, and walked down the
hallway to the lobby of the Wells Fargo Water Center. Her long,
straight black hair, still wet from the shower, fell to the middle
of her back. She wasn’t going to pay to use a hair dryer with the
morning sun already hot enough to do the job. Zilch passed through
the lobby’s full-height turnstile, waving her National ID card in
the general direction of the radio frequency reader at the top of
the gate, which emitted a green light and a short high-pitched
beep, confirmation that Zilch’s name and the time had been
recorded. As she went out the automatic sliding-door exit, three
uniformed guards, each with a Glock sidearm on his hip, lounged in
their safe booth, paying no attention to her. Their priority: the
line of people waiting to clear security and gain admittance to the
center.

Two Department of Homeland Security soldiers
stood guard in front of the building. Since the prior week’s
discovery of the terror cell planning coordinated attacks on New
York and Chicago water centers, HS had added personnel at
high-target locales throughout the country. The soldiers wore the
typical city uniform: helmets, NanoFlex urban camo and knee-high
boots. Their Spartan machine guns seemed to grow out of them, an
unnatural extension of their bodies. They’d taken up position next
to an armored Humvee parked with two wheels on the sidewalk. A
third soldier, a copy of his buddies, manned the fifty-caliber
machine gun turret at the top of the vehicle, watching for anything
out of place.

As Zilch headed to the bike rack, she felt
the soldiers giving her the twice over. The eyeballs made her
uncomfortable, but she didn’t stress. They were just goons doing a
job, and Zilch reassured herself that though they were looking at
her, they didn’t actually see her. San Francisco had a surplus of
young, hot Asian women; nobody was going to remember the short one
with the gangly arms, pudgy nose, and endless forehead. To enhance
her invisibility, Zilch combed her hair around her face, never wore
makeup or accessories, and dressed to blend in: men’s Dexter
WorkWear cargo pants, and a plain light-blue Olympia T-shirt that
hung on her, a size too big, hiding her fit nineteen-year-old body.
Zilch passed the soldiers, keeping her head down. Although she’d
done nothing wrong, her instincts kicked in. Avoiding law
enforcement was simple muscle memory. She did not rush, but did not
move slowly either, and as expected, the soldiers let her go
without a word.

She dug an old-fashioned key ring from her
pocket, unlocked her Wingo bike from the rack, tossed the
pillowcase into the milk crate bungeed to the back, hopped on, and
began to pedal down Wells Fargo Howard Street. Abandoned,
crumbling, window-shattered warehouses dominated, dwarfing the
headquarters for the American Independence party, two halfway
houses, and the Sunny Day Residency Hotel. Pedestrians meandered on
the sidewalk, appearing lost or confused, but probably residents of
the Helping Hand Safe Center around the corner. The people who
looked like they knew where they were going moved fast, eyes
forward, alert.

Zilch joined the tight traffic. A handful of
cars fought for position, trying to use their size as an advantage,
while a group of suicidal skateboarders also got in on the action,
but scooters and bicycles ruled. The street’s white lane lines were
treated like a mere suggestion. Following distance became a space
to be filled in by merging vehicles; the steady stream of bells,
horns, shouts, and whistles created a symphony of aggression.

Zilch flew through the intersection at Target
6th Street, swerved around two cars turning southbound, and made
the light as it changed from yellow to red. She wove among other
bikers, passing them with ease, looking for a way to cut across
traffic, so she could turn north on Intel 7th. She spotted an
opening between a Zongshen scooter and Honda Current, and merged as
the car accelerated. The driver honked. Zilch checked over her
shoulder as the Current’s front bumper came within an inch of her
back wheel. A hand, middle finger extended, emerged from the open
driver’s side window. Zilch received a flash: pulling the person
from the car, and pummeling him to a pulp. She ignored the impulse,
continued to drift to her right, left the car behind, hit the
intersection as the light turned green, and coasted through the
turn, threading a group of pedestrians who’d had the audacity to
start crossing the street before the little white man told them
to.

Traffic thinned. Most of the day, cars
weren’t allowed north of Wells Fargo Howard, so Zilch had more room
to push it. She pedaled harder, trying to concentrate only on the
action in front of her. The neighborhood began to blur. She barely
noticed the mounds of garbage stacked curbside, and shot past the
XXX movie arcade, vaguely aware of the woman standing in the
entryway who talked to each man as he went in, attempting to
convince even just one a real woman’s touch could better meet his
needs. Zilch ignored the packs of men hanging outside the residency
hotels looking for a soft target or quick fix and dodged the
overturned shopping cart that had spilled its contents onto the
street. The maneuver was simple, unconscious, so the black Biobags,
empty glass bottles, and torn clothing strewn about hardly
registered in her mind. She cruised through the intersection at
Intel 7th and Google Mission streets, past the flea market that had
sprung up in front of the Genentech Federal Building and the suits
hurrying up and down the AT&T Courthouse stairs. She made an
effortless, natural move around an electric InstaPost delivery
truck double-parked in her lane and continued on, paying no
attention to the dirty, gray-bearded hunchback who clung to an old
leather duct-taped generic suitcase while looking for an
opportunity to jaywalk.

The sights and sounds around Zilch became
nothing but a blur of noise and color, there and gone, except one
unrelenting aspect of the neighborhood, the EZVs. 72” screens were
mounted on light posts. Smaller ones flickered in the windows of
businesses. The AT&T Courthouse had a huge television embedded
in the wall above the front doors, video billboards adorned several
rooftops, and the Genentech Federal Building outdid them all. The
side facing the street had been given over to televisions that
could broadcast one giant image or break it into dozens of blaring
rectangles.

Speeding up Intel 7th, with the wind in her
ears and traffic noise around her, Zilch could not discern the
audio coming from the EZVs and caught only snatches of video in her
periphery. But the content remained recognizable, the messages too
numerous and insistent to be ignored. The EZVs demanded to be
watched, as they did in all the commercial and tourist areas in the
city, playing a loop of advertisements, highlights of hit shows,
news, webcasts, program and movie promos, government announcements,
and viral videos.

People were forever on the lookout for new
and interesting EZV content. Sometimes, they stopped, as if they’d
forgotten where they were going and what they were doing, and
watched. When juicy events broke on television and the casts,
groups formed around the EZVs to share in the experience, send out
a link via text, Yawp, or a post on LiveConnect. Yet, people who
did not instantly give in to the siren call missed nothing. They
simply pointed their phones or tablets at the screens, opened the
syncing applications, and matched the EZVs’ content to their
devices. They then had the options of watching the footage on the
go, saving it for later, linking to websites related to the
content, scanning items on the EZV available for purchase, and
sharing memorable discoveries with their social network.

At the corner of Intel 7th and Apple Market,
Zilch stopped near Cheers Convenience, one of the few
establishments in the neighborhood that didn’t use EZVs to
advertise. Instead, barred shatter-proof windows dominated the
front and side of the store, but most of the dark and dirty glass
was covered with LED signs: “Gold Coast Cases,” “Marijuana – Local,
Organic, 7 Varieties,” “Snacks and Treats,” “Fresh Sandwiches Made
Daily,” “EZID Credit/Debit Cards and Cash Accepted.”

Zilch locked up her bike, grabbed the
pillowcase, and approached Cheers. She smelled a panhandler a
moment before she saw him standing in the shadow of the entrance.
His hair looked like it hadn’t been washed in weeks. Dark dirt
spots and something resembling a beard clung to his face. He wore
blue Decathlon sweatpants with holes in both knees and, despite the
heat, a brown FUBU winter coat. He was barefoot, but held an old
pair of black WorkTuff orthopedic shoes in his left hand. His eyes
found Zilch and he said, “Lady, do you have a drink, or a smoke? I
can trade for it.”

The man held the shoes out to Zilch. She
noticed dirt from his hands had rubbed off on them, gripped her
laundry bag tight, and took a quick look. The soles were full of
small holes, the ends frayed. One shoe didn’t have any laces. Zilch
said, “Nope,” and moved past the man.

“Chinese are always stingy.”

Zilch stopped and glanced back as she grabbed
the door to Cheers. “I’m American.”

“You look Chinese.”

“You’re all wrong. Mongolian.” She yanked the
door open and entered the store before the man embarrassed himself
further.

Cheers Convenience was a typical market. On
the wall close to the door, the EZID radio frequency reader, a
silver box about the size of a pack of cigarettes, linked all the
RF chipped items in the store and customers’ debit/credit account
to the nationwide EZID radio frequency network, allowing government
registered companies to track every individual unit they produced
at any point from factory to waste management plant.

Customers loved the EZID network because it
meant almost never waiting in line. Instead, shoppers picked what
they wanted to buy and on the way out of the store, walked by the
RF reader, which instantaneously processed the RF tags on the
chosen items, read the encrypted information from the customer’s
credit/debit card or tag, totaled the amount owed, and charged the
account. People also enjoyed the special attention they earned from
buying tagged products. At the point of a credit/debit sale, the
buyer’s name became connected to the product in the EZID network,
enabling companies to collect endless data on their customers, and
take advantage of the power it gave them by creating direct,
efficient, personalized marketing, tailoring unique deals to
individuals based on the customer’s buying trends. People were made
to feel like valued consumers, and they bought the idea that giving
companies an in-depth look into their shopping carts, homes, and
garbage cans was so worth the preferred treatment they
received.

Zilch moved into Cheers. She expected to find
Ali, the owner, behind the counter, protected by the transparent
bulletproof oxynitride “glass” that, aside from a sliding drawer
front and center, surrounded the entire area. He wasn’t there, but
the market itself was small, so he had to be around. Three rows of
parallel shelves ran from the front of the store to an empty cooler
and the deli counter in the back. Behind the deli was a short
walkway to a tiny stockroom, and a tinier space that had once been
a bathroom.

Ali had explained to Zilch that when the
crooks in Washington had rammed The National Urban Water Act into
law, they stuck the Bay Area with some of the toughest provisions.
He’d filed datawork with the local government to install a Sloan
waterless toilet, and applied for a preexisting business waiver to
allow basic water service to the sinks in the bathroom and deli.
For two years, Ali fought against mountains of red tape, but never
quite figured out who to pay off and for how much, so his requests
ultimately got denied, though the city did get the okay from the
feds to sell him a monthly business ration. The water was pricey,
and alone not enough to keep the deli open, but Ali supplemented it
with a reasonable black-market connection. Illegal water supposedly
carried some risk, so he always tested it first and had yet to find
a tainted batch. Selling food increased his otherwise slim profit
margins enough that he didn’t worry about going out of business,
unlike so many failed restaurants, bars, coffee houses, and delis,
losers who couldn’t adapt after the water got turned off.

Zilch saw Ali stocking a shelf in the middle
of the first aisle, oblivious, bobbing to whatever music he piped
into his wireless AuralFix earbuds. She moved to the head of the
aisle and waited for him to notice her. He had a generic apron tied
around his waist and wore a plain white Hanes T-shirt, Husky blue
jeans and a well-worn sturdy pair of brown BuiltSolid work boots.
He wasn’t tall, but was taller than Zilch, and older too. Ali was a
solid connection for Zilch. He made a delicious tuna melt and had
some habits that required discretion, so he was always willing to
accept—and was a good source of—old cash, the untagged, no RF chip
kind.

Zilch couldn’t remember Ali not owning
Cheers, or a day he hadn’t been at the store. The story went that
his family had moved to San Francisco from Jordan at the turn of
the century when Ali was small. They bought Cheers soon after; Ali
quit school to work, and apparently never looked back. Where his
family was now was a mystery—at least to Zilch, but for her, Ali’s
tact was one more positive. In all her years of selling drugs for
the Polack, Ali had always kept his dealings with Zilch purely
business, and she returned the respect by not prying about his
life. Even when Zilch had told Ali she was quitting, he didn’t ask
why, wondering only who was going to sell him his weekly tabs of
black-market Somnus.

As Zilch watched Ali, she realized waiting
for him to spot her might take a while, so she said, “You’ve got
panhandlers again, Ali. . . . ALI.”

Startled, he turned, and seeing it was her,
relaxed, giving a quick wave before removing his earbuds. “Zilch.
How you been?”

“You’ve got panhandlers again.”

“Yeah, if by again, you mean always.” Ali
went back to stocking the shelf. “Give me a second to finish up
here.”

“No rush. It’s my day off.”

While Zilch waited, she watched the 48” Vista
television hanging from the ceiling near the front of the store,
positioned so customers could view it as they shopped. The audio
was muted, but the screen showed a handful of shots of a bombed-out
warehouse district followed by a close-up of a young man with a
red, white, and blue Mohawk talking to the camera in front of a
plain black background. His ears, nose, and left eyebrow were
pierced, and the white Mansman tank top he wore showed off tattoos
covering his huge arms and shoulders. He looked like his health
plan had provided him with steroids. Zilch knew she was watching a
preview for Find A Hero, the latest show from Jackie
Jensen.

She had no interest in reality competition
television, but anyone breathing had heard of Jackie Jensen.
Fifteen years earlier he’d burst on the scene with Hookups and
Breakups, and its success made him an instant star. Controversy
over the portrayal of teenage sex and sexuality fueled interest
before the show even aired, though it only helped ratings, and
anyway, Jensen had a winning formula for getting and keeping
eyeballs. First, he keyed in to the audience’s desire to watch,
talk about, and share footage of the show on the Internet. By
following Jensen and Hookups and Breakups on
social-networking sites, viewers gained perks like access to
additional uncensored clips, opportunities to meet the stars at VIP
events, and the chance to win an appearance on a future episode.
Second, the audience thought Jensen was the perfect host with the
prime ability to separate the truly talented from those merely
trying hard. Yes, he was tough and unyielding in his criticism,
callous at times, but his handsomeness made it difficult for
contestants to get angry with him, and although he was harshly
critical, he was never dishonest. He told people what they needed
to hear, motivated them, inspired them to compete and raise the
level of their performance. If they couldn’t take his constructive
criticism, he wasn’t sorry to see them go, replaced by more worthy
contestants.

Following Hookups and Breakups, Jensen
churned out hit after hit, shows like Hooker, Ho, or
Wholesome?, Grosser Than You!, Hotel Homeless,
and Kill A Terrorist. His creations rose above the endless,
indistinguishable content of the industry, making him the king of
reality competition TV. In his wake, he left the charred ruins of
hotshot producers who’d thought they could challenge him for the
top spot. Occasionally, a reality competition show not developed by
Jensen’s company, To the End of the Earth Productions, grabbed an
uncomfortable share of the ratings, but Jensen was always quick to
counter with something bigger and louder.

Zilch watched a shot of the Mohawk man
walking down a dank, concrete hallway with Lisa Valentine,
the reality competition TV star. Lisa had risen to fame a
few years before, during the midpoint of Jensen’s ongoing run of
hits. The American Dream picked a hundred young women from
all walks of life and locales around the country. No one knew for
sure how many auditions the lucky hundred had been chosen from,
though Jensen released an official number of 536,421, which didn’t
include those women rejected outright because of some technicality
such as being older than the 25-year-old maximum. Each wannabe
contestant contributed a three-minute video explaining her life’s
problems and her biggest dream. Jensen and his team worked for
months watching the auditions, rejecting losers and recommending
potential winners for a second look.

At the time Lisa sent in her clip, she lived
in Omaha. She was childless, sixty pounds overweight, a housewife
by default rather than choice, and in debt. Her husband was also
unemployed, a drunk who fancied himself a lothario, but who failed
in every attempt to impress anyone. Lisa told a run-of-the-mill
story compared to many of the other auditions, but Jensen had a
gift for creating the ideal mix of contestants: train wrecks,
potential train wrecks, crazy but ambitious, and future stars. And
his amazing radar spotted the celebrity power in Lisa Valentine.
Though she’d wallowed away her life in mediocrity, Jensen saw a
spark in the twenty-one-year-old. Many potential contestants were
willing to sacrifice relationships to get discovered, change
themselves at their core, body and mind, chase fame for fame’s
sake. Jensen recognized Lisa had that something extra. She could
hit the reality star trifecta: make the banal interesting, the
mundane important, and convince America she should be the center of
its attention. Lisa Valentine did not disappoint.

At the start of The American Dream,
Jensen’s company gave each of the hundred contestants a million
dollars. They had ninety days to spend the cash as Jensen said
during the premiere, “on that which brings you closer to your
dream.” The results were mixed from the get-go. Several women took
the money and ran, trying to disappear from the TV crew. Many
others were set up to fail. They poured the million into already
existing drug habits, invited the world to lavish parties, or lost
control of the money to domineering, sometimes violent, husbands or
boyfriends. The majority of the messes were quickly voted off by
viewers. Only the most sensational of the train wrecks hung on,
proving too enticing to an American public who loved having an
intimate, while ultimately uninvolved, look at a woman’s life
circling the drain. Some of the losers even managed to spin their
disasters into reality shows of their own. Nevertheless, the
audience understood The American Dream ratings were driven
by one, and only one, contestant. Lisa Valentine. Her approach was
deliberate, over the top, and unquestionably effective.

She kicked her husband to the curb—he was
never heard from again—and moved from Omaha to Los Angeles because
she recognized the value of being close to the best doctors,
trainers, and stylists. Over the first eight weeks of The
American Dream, Lisa orchestrated a complete physical
transformation. Surgery helped her lose seventy pounds; she had her
breasts, nose, lips, chin, and butt done, got a tummy tuck,
bleached her hair, and added extensions. She hired an agent who
booked her on various TV/Webcasts, enough to give hints at how the
changes fit into the bigger picture, but not so many that viewers
stopped coming back for more. Other contestants took similar
approaches, though none managed to copy Lisa’s thoroughness, and
week after week, the audience made her the top vote-getter. They
were amazed by the aggressiveness and speed with which Lisa
succeeded in transforming herself into the ideal woman. The
American public became mesmerized by Lisa’s spell. Women claimed
they hated her, but secretly rooted for her. If she could improve
herself, why couldn’t they? For men, the appeal was simpler; she
was the contestant they most wanted to fuck.

The sex-video episode proved to be the
clincher. During the initial airing, the footage was alluded too,
brief, safe for prime-time clips shown, but the instant the video
became available for download on The American Dream website,
it went viral. Lisa cavorted next to a rooftop pool on a clear
summer day, the Los Angeles skyline in the background, the two men
with her mere props. Rumors spread Jensen had set up the whole
thing in attempt to fix the outcome of the show. No one cared. Fans
just wanted to watch the video, share it, and submit their analysis
to online forums.

Lisa was crowned The American Dream
champion by fiat and complaints were nil. Her transformation was so
fast, so complete, she spent the final week of the competition in
Hawaii showing off her new self and having her way with the male
(and female) fans who rushed to the islands with hopes of even just
a glimpse.

When The American Dream finished its
run, a few so-called pop culture experts predicted Lisa was at the
14:55 minute mark of her fame, but Jackie Jensen had other plans:
the host/judge of his new reality competition show, The Star
Next Door. By assigning Lisa a role he traditionally filled
himself, Jensen could focus his energies on 24/7/365.
Simultaneous hits were the inevitable result. 24/7/365 was
the ratings winner, but The Star Next Door finished a close
second, bolstered by the number of people who watched online,
paying for the unrated extras. Everyone except the most cynical
observers praised Lisa for her wit, grace, and keen eye for knowing
the hot from the definitely not.

Labels like most eligible bachelorette became
unshakable attachments to Lisa’s name. Calls for marriage soon
followed, and out of the noise, Find A Hero was born.
Jensen, Lisa, and the crew traveled around the country, often
broadcasting live. Hints of future locations got constantly updated
on Yawp and LiveConnect, so by the time Find A Hero arrived,
crowds of fans were already present. The show appeared anywhere men
congregated: sporting events, clubs, corporate boardrooms, golf
courses, casinos. No one was ignored, neither rich nor poor, young
nor old, down-and-out nor up-and-coming. Each contestant was given
an equal chance to win Lisa’s heart. Tasks were assigned to the
men, and the man who best completed the task won a date with Lisa.
If she and the viewers agreed the date had gone well, more dates
followed. New men from new locations replaced the failures voted
off. At a certain point (presumably known only by Jensen), the
American public would vote on the four finalists chosen by Lisa
with the winner becoming her husband.

Zilch continued to watch the Find A
Hero preview as it switched to a date montage. Mohawk and Lisa
eating. Mohawk and Lisa drinking at a bar. Mohawk in a Prestige
chair staring at Lisa doing a pole dance. Mohawk and Lisa making
out on a Sage couch. Lisa addressing the camera in the
“confessional.”

The preview cut to an aerial shot of a golf
course followed by a mid shot of a man holding a putter on the 18th
green. He had to be pushing sixty, but looked like he was trying to
be thirty forever. Along with his pristine white Palmer golf shoes,
he wore designer CK jeans so tight they showed off his package, and
a Garth Lloyd farewell tour T-shirt tucked in. He had a braided
goatee and a pouf of reddish hair shooting up in three directions.
Zilch immediately pegged the disaster as a transplant, a procedure
much cheaper and less effective than the alternative drug
treatment. She imagined the man’s lack of finances, or stinginess,
would affect his chances with Lisa.

The golfer talked to the camera, switching
the putter from hand to hand, adding the occasional fist pump, a
few thumbs-up, and ending with a two-fingered salute. The image cut
to a wide shot of Jackie Jensen standing in a TV studio. He stood
grinning, talking to an unseen audience; he moved with wonderful
grace, poured into his Karl Hom suit. His deep tan, broad smile,
short-cropped black hair, blue eyes, and granite chin gave him the
look of a classic leading man. He was as handsome as ever, his age
a mystery, his agelessness a benefit of having the money to buy
everything needed to keep him in front of the camera. A row of
monitors played behind Jensen. The golfer and Mohawk again talked
to their respective cameras, a repeat of the previous shots, while
the other screens showed Lisa in scenes with various men:
skydiving, taking target practice, driving, dancing at a club,
drinking at a bar.

Zilch stopped watching the preview as Ali
came up next to her and held out a small square Biowrapped package.
“I figured you were coming, so I went ahead and made your tuna
melt.”

Zilch took the sandwich from him. “Shit. Am I
that predictable?”

“Only when it comes to tuna.”

“Good to know. Hey, I heard you’re buying
from Lin J’s boys.”

“Yeah, after you quit, I tried a legit
prescription for a while, but it was so expensive. J’s generic
stuff is a way better deal.”

“Well, be careful. Don’t let him scr—“

Two men wearing ski masks rushed into the
store, each holding a knock-off Beretta handgun. The first man was
short and circular. He waved his weapon back and forth between
Zilch and Ali, and said, “Be cool. Be cool. This’ll only take a
minute. Hands up.”

They raised their arms, but Zilch didn’t let
go of her laundry or her sandwich. The fat man stopped waving his
gun and pointed it at her. “Move slowly away from the counter.
Three steps to your right. Good. Cover her, Junior.”

Junior was taller than his accomplice. He
held his arm straight out, leveling his gun at Zilch’s forehead,
focusing his absolute attention on her. The leader continued taking
charge. To Ali he said, “Now, you, Mo. Are you chipped for the
front door?”

“No, it’s on a card.”

“Where is it?”

“In my pocket.”

“Keep your arms up. Don’t be getting any
ideas.” He stepped to Ali, didn’t take his gun or his eyes off him
as he patted his pockets, found the one with the keycard, fished it
out, and backed toward the door, not giving Zilch or Ali any chance
to make a move. The punk waved the keycard in front of the door,
activating the lock, and put the card in his back pocket.

In addition to their ski masks, the men wore
black shoes, dark jeans, and black hoodies. Zilch recognized that
the clothes were generic, cheap, without RF chips, probably gotten
for untagged cash at a flea market like the one across the street
at the Civic Center Plaza. The punks were smart enough to stay
invisible to the thousands of RF readers throughout the city, but
they were stupid to fuck with Zilch. The leader pointed his gun at
Ali, moved to him, and said, “Turn around.”

Ali did as he was told. The man pressed his
gun into Ali’s back and with a hand on his shoulder blade started
to push him to the other side of the counter area.

Junior barked at Zilch, “Drop the bag.” She
opened her hands letting the pillowcase and the sandwich slip out.
The laundry hit the ground with a thump. The leader had his back to
Zilch, and out of the corner of her eye, she noticed him flinch. He
spun his head to see what had happened, but when he realized Junior
had maintained control, he refocused before Ali could do anything
to take the initiative. “Shit, Junior, cover her already.”

“I got her, Mr. Big.”

“Yeah, well make sure.”

Mr. Big and Ali stood at the far right of the
counter, in front of a nearly invisible door made from the same
aluminum oxynitride as the rest of the bulletproof encasement. Mr.
Big grabbed Ali’s left arm and buried the gun further into his
back. “Open it.”

“There isn’t much cash, and the owner’s the
only one chipped for the safe.”

Zilch kept her arms raised, palms open,
facing Junior, who held his gun steady, pointed at her forehead.
Her peripheral vision provided a glimpse of Mr. Big and Ali’s
movements. She needed a better view to be ready when Ali acted, but
she didn’t dare turn her head. She heard Mr. Big take a deep breath
before saying, “You think I’m an idiot? I know you’re the owner.
Now, open the door . . . slowly . . . before I cut your hand off
and do it myself.”

“I need to lower my right hand.”

“Do it, but don’t make me eject your
brains.”

Ali moved his hand down and close to the
bulletproof encasement, and the chip in his wrist unlocked the
door.

“Good. Now get that hand up again.” As soon
as it was raised Mr. Big let go of Ali’s left arm, pulled the door
open, and moved them both forward into the area behind the counter,
giving Zilch a much better look.

“You okay out there?” Ali asked.

Zilch stood motionless, eyes fixed on Junior.
“I’m good. You?”

“Don’t worry about me, I’m fine. Just be
cool. I’m sure they’ll be out of here soon.”

“Your boyfriend’s right dear,” Mr. Big
confirmed. His voice sounded muffled coming from behind the
bulletproof encasement, but the message came through loud and
clear. “We’ll be out the sec we got what we want. And if Junior so
much as suspects you of thinking of trying something, he’s going to
shoot you. Right, Junior?”

“Correct.”

Mr. Big gave more orders. “All the untagged
shit from the register and the safe, got me Mo?” He grabbed a
folded-up generic canvas bag that had been hanging out of his back
pocket, unfolded it with a few flicks of his wrist, and shoved it
into Ali’s hand. Mr. Big watched him closely, his gun
unwavering.

Ali opened the register and began emptying
cash into the bag. When he’d finished, he said, “I need to bend
down to reach the safe.”

“Do it already.”

Ali squatted out of view from Zilch. She
waited for a signal that he was going for the Smith and Wesson she
knew he had stashed under the counter. Mr. Big kept his eyes on
him, but reached up to his left to the cubbies filled with packs of
joints. He felt around until he found the pack Ali sold loosies out
of, grabbed two joints, stuffed them in his pocket, reached back up
and snagged two more.

Zilch listened for the first sound of Ali
surprising Mr. Big and got ready to dive behind the nearest shelf
in case Junior opened fire. She didn’t know what she’d do after
that, but imagined Junior would be distracted by Mr. Big and Ali,
and she’d have her chance. She looked from the barrel of Junior’s
gun to his eyes, which were moving back and forth between her head
and her right forearm. He said, “The face you got inked on your
arm. Who is she?”

Zilch did not respond.

“She looks kind of like you, if you were hot.
She your sister?”

Mr. Big yelled, “Shut up Junior. We ain’t
here to make friends.”

Zilch spoke to Junior. “Hey, shit for brains.
I got other tats you might be interested in.”

“Oh yeah?”

“You want to see the lion on the back of my
hand?”

“Don’t fucking move.”

“You’ll get a good look at it when I smash
your face.”

Junior started to give some lip, but Ali came
out from behind the counter, Mr. Big right behind him, pressing the
gun into his back, and holding the bulging canvas bag. Zilch
wondered what Ali’s problem was. Why hadn’t he gone for the Smith
and Wesson? Mr. Big said to him, “Stand with her and get those
hands up.” After Ali had obeyed, Mr. Big positioned himself next to
Junior. “No more talking. Don’t move. Don’t breathe. Junior will
shoot you. Right, Junior?”

“Correct.”

Mr. Big put the canvas bag into Junior’s free
hand and backed toward the entrance, his gun pointing at Ali and
Zilch. At the door he turned his back to them, removed a generic
screwdriver from his side pocket and went to work removing the EZID
RF reader from the wall.

Zilch continued searching for her
opportunity. She and Ali were standing only a few inches apart, but
Junior kept drifting his aim back and forth between them, moving
his gun to the right, pointing it straight at Ali, then to the
left, covering Zilch, and again to the right, back and forth. The
motions were slight, Junior probably wasn’t even aware of them. If
Zilch started her move the moment he began to shift his aim to Ali,
by the time he realized she was charging, she’d be close enough to
disarm him. Then, using Junior as a shield, she’d tell Mr. Big to
drop his weapon, and order the two losers to get lost before
someone got hurt. If either didn’t play ball, she’d shoot them
both. She pictured the goofy expressions the punks would make
before she blew their faces off, and hoped they wouldn’t be that
stupid. Killing them would be a major complication to her day, but
she’d do it if they made her.

Mr. Big removed the last screw from the EZID
RF reader and pulled the box from the wall. He shoved it into the
pocket with the joints and said, “Junior, we’re out.”

Junior smiled at Zilch and Ali, a wide grin.
“Not yet.” He looked at Zilch. “Your cash too, any untagged
shit.”

Mr. Big had the front door open. He threw
Ali’s keycard on the floor, said, “Forget it Junior. Let’s go,” and
left the store.

Down one punk, Zilch had her chance. “There’s
a C in my front pocket. You want to get it, or should I?”

“A fucking C? That’s it?”

“Take it or leave it.”

“Give it to me, slowly.”

Zilch lowered her right arm, slid her thumb
and forefinger into her pocket, pulled out the hundred, and offered
it to Junior, but let the bill slip from her fingers.

“Fucking bitch.” Junior slunk forward, and
crouched to pick up the money. His gun and eyes stayed leveled on
Zilch while his hand reached for the C, but when he grabbed it, he
glanced at it as if he were verifying its authenticity. Zilch did
not hesitate. She stepped to her right, so she would not be in
Junior’s direct line of fire, and brought her fist down on the
elbow of the arm holding the gun. He dropped the weapon and started
to curse, but swallowed it when Zilch punched him in the mouth.

She bent down, scooped up the gun, lifted her
head, and saw a boot coming at her face. The kick caught Zilch
under the chin, knocking her back onto the floor and causing her to
lose the gun. Motes of light danced in front of her and her jaw
throbbed. She felt a pain in her mouth; she’d bitten her tongue.
She braced herself to get beaten or shot, but heard Mr. Big’s voice
instead. “What the hell, Junior? Let’s go.”

Zilch tried to stand; dizziness forced her to
a knee. She put her hand over her forehead, and found Junior. He
was booking out the door. She made herself get up. Ali was by her
side, asking if she was all right, but she pushed him away. She
also ignored the blood in her mouth. Zilch rubbed her jaw, hoped
she wouldn’t fall on her face, and rushed to the front of the
store. She saw the gun still lying on the floor, but did not pick
it up. Shooting the punks was out. Gunning them down in broad
daylight was too public to go unwitnessed. And worse, the risk of
getting caught on a public camera while chasing after the thieves
was way too high. All Zilch wanted to do was spot the losers with
their masks off, or put eyes on their getaway vehicle, anything to
help her ID them. She’d track them down and take care of them
later.

She looked outside through a small space
between two of the LED signs. The grime on the window obscured her
view, but she spied Junior hop on the back of a Honda VTX 2400
motorcycle that Mr. Big already had running. Neither man had
removed his mask, and Zilch didn’t recognize the bike. Mr. Big
peeled into the street, spinning a U-turn on Apple Market that
narrowly missed taking out a group of cyclists. He hit the
westbound lane, gunned it, and the punks were gone.

Zilch swore to herself and sat down on the
floor, her knees drawn up to her chest. She breathed hard, moved
the blood around in her mouth, lifted her hand close to her face,
and hawked a stringy red mass of spit. No teeth came out with it.
She wiped her hand on her shirt, and slid her jaw back and forth.
Nothing was broken, but soon she’d be showing off a pretty
bruise.

After she’d caught her breath, Zilch stood
up. Ali had disappeared. She spit into her hand again, the mess
more pink than red. She wiped it on her pants, called to Ali, and
heard his voice before she found him. He came from the back of the
store, holding an old, unlabeled beer bottle. His iPhone was
pressed to his ear, but when he saw Zilch, he cut the call
short.

“Who you talking to?”

“No one. You okay?” Ali handed Zilch the
bottle.

She took a sip. The water was good and cold.
She swished it around in her mouth; the taste of blood was already
faint. She swallowed, finished the rest of the water, and gave the
bottle back to Ali. “I’m fine. You call Lin J’s guy?”

“No.” Ali put the bottle down on the shelf
next to him.

“You let Lin J know he’s got roaches, he’ll
handle them.”

“I can handle this.”

“Like the job you did while those punks were
ripping you off?”

“What’d you want me to do?”

“Anything. Make a move for the piece you keep
under the counter. Or help me when I tried to take the tall
one.”

“You’re crazy.”

“Fuck you. No one’s allowed to go pointing
guns in people’s faces.”

“You would’ve gotten us both killed.”

“No, I would’ve kept you from getting ripped
off, and I would’ve taught a couple of punks an important life
lesson.”

“I appreciate your concern, but it’s not a
big deal.”

“Really? Getting ripped off is not a big
deal?”

“No. I was only carrying a couple grand.”

“And they took your reader.”

Ali looked at the spot on the wall where the
reader had been. He shrugged as though he was just realizing it was
gone and said, “They probably think it stores customers’ account
info. The morons might be able to get something for the circuits,
but not a lot.”

“Whatever. It’s the principle of the thing.
We could’ve taken them.”

“Yeah, well, this way I get the insurance
money. I can claim more than I lost, so in a way, those two guys
did me a favor.”

“A favor? Shit. I’m the crazy one? And
insurance money needs a fucking police report. You planning on
getting the cops involved?”

“I already called them.”

“For real? Thanks for telling me.”

“You got time. I only called once so
far.”

“The Polack fucking finds out the cops were
talking to me, it’s your ass.”

“You quit working for him.”

“So?”

“So, he doesn’t own you.”

“Fuck you. I was never here, got it?”

“Of course.”

“You don’t have any working cameras,
right?”

“With some of the business I do, no way.”

“No cameras ain’t going to help your
insurance claim.”

“I’ll manage.”

Zilch picked up her bag of laundry and the
sandwich. Junior’s gun was gone. She asked Ali, “You stash the
piece?”

He reached around to the small of his back,
and pulled out the weapon. “You want it?”

“You need to stash that shit before the cops
get here.”

“If they get here.” Ali held the gun by the
barrel and offered it to Zilch. “You sure you don’t want it?”

“I got no use for it now. You know I touched
it?”

“I took care of it.”

“No offense, but I got to see it.”

Ali stared at Zilch while he cleaned the gun,
rubbing the butt with his shirt, moving up the grip to the hammer,
wiping across the barrel, around the muzzle, over the trigger guard
and trigger, and back down the grip to the butt. “Good?”

Zilch nodded and looked on the floor, near
where the gun had been. “You find my hundred?”

“No, sorry. The dude must have picked it up
on the way out.”

“Fuck. I’ll need to owe you for the
sandwich.”

“On the house. And Zilch no hard feelings,
alright?”

“It’s forgotten. But next time be ready to
kick some ass.”

Outside Cheers, Zilch noticed that the
panhandler who’d wanted to trade his shoes had been replaced by a
man wearing nothing but boxer shorts and eating a fried chicken
leg. Between bites he was deep into a conversation with himself, or
an imaginary participant, about what sounded like lizard folk. He
ignored Zilch, who found the original panhandler. He’d wandered
halfway down the block, and seemed to be dozing as he sat with his
back against a building. She went over to him, crouched, and put
the tuna melt in his hand. He woke with a start, saw Zilch next to
him, and understood he was holding something. He examined the
Biowrap as though he was discovering an exotic, valuable charm he
hadn’t known existed. “A sandwich?”

“I don’t want you thinking Mongolians are
stingy.” Zilch stood up and walked back toward Cheers to her bike.
She unlocked it, but before she got on, she watched the homeless
man. He turned the sandwich over in his hands until he found a seam
in the Biowrap and peeled it from one corner. He cautiously raised
the sandwich to his nose, smelled it, pulled his face away, lifted
his head and searched the area around him, as if he were trying to
find Zilch. He looked right at her, but did not see her. He held
the tuna melt out from his body, staring at it. His mouth twisted
in disgust and he slammed the sandwich hard on the ground. He
tilted his head back, and Zilch thought he closed his eyes. She
considered retrieving the sandwich from him, but he needed it more
than she did, and eventually, he’d be hungry enough to eat it. She
got on her bike and started home.

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Zilch sat on her unmade bed folding her clean
clothes, piling them next to her. The open window on the opposite
side of the room brought the babble of the Safeway Stockton Street
EZVs and the blast of traffic noise into the studio apartment.
Perched on the wide sill, leaning against the screen, was a round,
lidded, porcelain container the size of a pail, Zilch’s thunder
jar. Although she’d disinfected it that morning, the ground-in
stink always lingered. The breeze helped cut the smell, but any
moment, the fresh air might change, overwhelmed by the neighborhood
stench of garbage and waste creeping up the five stories to the
apartment. The sole choice then: close the window, or else the reek
would cling to everything it touched. Luckily, the city was coming
to the end of the dry season. It’d been one of the worst on record,
barely half a centimeter of rain in six months, but the storms
forecast for later in the week promised a double dose of relief.
They’d wash away the layers of grime and shit, and bestow the gift
of extra water.

As she folded, Zilch shot some glances at her
Toshiba tablet resting on the pillow next to her. An ad for Reveal
AntiAging Skin Cream played. Madison Hughes, star of the previous
summer’s big action blockbuster, Tempest II: Master’s
Revenge, showed off her perfect face while intoning the virtues
of Reveal’s latest product, claiming it was the only
over-the-counter skin cream to chemically halt the aging process
due to its combination of Retinol and Obrapozine. Close-ups of the
bottle of Reveal splashing a drop onto a sterile white surface and
Hughes applying the cream to her cheeks, shoulders, breasts, and
stomach cut to a mid shot of the actress, topless, hands on her
hips, confident, flaunting her flawless skin. Zilch was so over the
Reveal commercial. In a few seconds, Hughes would spout the
catchphrase: “For those times when inner beauty isn’t enough,
Reveal your outer beauty,” followed by the brand’s jingle. Zilch
tapped the Toshiba’s screen, muting the audio, and opened her music
app. A menu of songs she stored in the cloud appeared, and she
chose Slow Children’s latest release, “Elegy for Hope,” which she’d
bought the day before. The catchy opening chords of the song filled
the room, playing over the muted end of the Reveal ad, but Zilch
heard the jingle in her head anyway, fighting the music and street
sounds for primacy.

The apartment was a small no-water flat,
Zilch’s place, her own place. At the foot of the bed was her desk.
Her Samsung phone sat in the middle, surrounded by DeWALT pliers,
her key ring, her National ID card, a DigiReader touch pad on loan
from work, her aluminum alloy yawara stick, and a FurnishSure lamp.
In front of the desk was Zilch’s recently purchased StrongBack
ergonomic chair with her green canvas NYC Portage bag draped over
the back.

A few feet from the desk, the apartment had a
five by five space tacked on: the kitchen. The refrigerator, stove,
and counter made an “L” along two of the walls. Against the free
one, Zilch had placed a generic card table and folding chair she’d
bought off the street. The counter was bare except for a generic
French press coffee maker, the clean plate, mug and silverware from
breakfast, a small metal basin, and a twelve-gallon ceramic jug of
water, about a quarter full, the remainder of her current ration. A
sink still sat in the center of the counter. The faucet had been
removed before Zilch moved in, but the drain served as the
apartment’s single connection to the sewer.

The bathroom was next to the kitchen. The old
cast-iron claw-foot tub remained, its drain filled with cement.
Zilch often thought about treating herself to a home bath. It’d be
well worth the time needed to heat the water, fill the tub by hand,
and later empty it, but the amount of ration she received didn’t
allow her the luxury, and filling the tub also meant moving the
extra sheets, pillows, and boxes she stored there. Clothes hung
from hangers on the shower curtain rod. In place of the toilet and
sink, Zilch had put a knockoff Nashville bureau, sliding it under
the medicine cabinet that jutted out.

Zilch’s bike leaned against the front door,
perpendicular to the bed. To the left of the door, positioned at
Zilch’s eye level, was her one wall decoration, a framed
eight-by-ten photograph, the only print she’d ever had.

In the picture, Zilch’s parents sat on a blue
couch. Her father, in his midforties, leaned back, one foot resting
on the edge of a coffee table. He held his left hand out as though
he was trying to stop the person from taking his picture, but most
of his face stayed visible. He was grimacing at Zilch’s mother,
looking at her out of the corner of his eye. Twenty years younger
than the man next to her, she had long black hair and eyes
identical to Zilch’s. Her feet were flat on the ground and she was
sitting up, possibly about to stand. Her right hand stretched to a
Colt revolver on the coffee table, its barrel pointing at the
camera. In her left hand, she held a blunt at chest level. Smoke
curled up and out of frame. Zilch’s mother was smiling, showing off
several gold teeth, but her eyes betrayed some other emotion:
anger, anxiety, as if she knew what life had planned for her and
understood she was helpless to stop it.

Zilch picked up the pile of folded clothes
and headed for the bathroom. She was in the doorway when her phone
chimed. She hoped it wasn’t work. They often called her in on her
day off. She was their go to girl when someone got sick or they
needed help because of a barrage of unexpected orders. Zilch was
tempted to ignore the text, but work would keep trying to contact
her until she got back to them, so she tossed her clothes on top of
the bureau and retrieved her phone from the desk. A video ad popped
up for Möbius Strip’s latest LP, available on all major music
sharing services. Since she’d downloaded “Elegy for Hope” Zilch had
received the same ad three times, along with requests to follow
Slow Children on Yawp and LiveConnect, and emails about upcoming
tour dates for several bands, most of which she didn’t know. Other
apps and her web browser also had something to say; ads for music
started the moment the Slow Children download had been completed.
When she’d signed up for the service, she’d been aware they’d use
her purchases to market to her, but getting constantly targeted for
shit she’d never buy made Zilch wonder whether the experience was
worthwhile. Still, it was better than being called in on her day
off.

AllHealth had hired Zilch as a drug courier
soon after she’d quit dealing for the Polack. Health-insurance
companies’ number-one priority was maximizing profits, but
consumers biggest concerns were affordability and guaranteed access
to high-quality care. To compete, providers devised perks to give
the impression they had their customers best interests at heart,
tricks to make people feel like VIPs receiving individual
attention. Some attempts were obvious gimmicks that failed to gain
traction with consumers, but AllHealth had hit on a method to
provide service that became an instant success and was soon copied
by the large companies.

As a health-insurance provider and
pharmaceutical company, AllHealth realized they could offer home
drug delivery with little or no increase in their overall costs.
Initially, they considered offering direct mailing to customers,
but nixed the idea when they determined hiring their own couriers
was cheaper than contracting a private company. They set up a
system in which doctors ordered prescriptions on the AllHealth
online network; a courier then picked up the drugs for their area
at an AllHealth facility, and delivered them to patients’ homes.
Strict federal penalties for theft and the company’s ability to
track products on the EZID network took care of most security
concerns. From the outset, the delivery system worked better than
AllHealth had hoped. They cut costs by shipping their product to
only hundreds of facilities rather than thousands of doctors and
drugstores, and customers loved the time they saved by not having
to go to the pharmacy.

Zilch wasn’t happy working for AllHealth, but
it was a job, a means to an end. She hadn’t yet figured out what
that end was, but as a woman with few career skills, no legitimate
work experience, and little formal education, she had limited
employment options. She’d searched for a job in retail, child care,
and housekeeping, was up front about her willingness to accept long
hours for minimal pay, but no one wanted to hire her except
AllHealth. Her interview had been presented as a challenge. The
supervisors gave her four packages and addresses, and timed her
delivery speed. When Zilch arrived back at the warehouse, the
bosses were initially incredulous. She had moved so fast—improving
on the previous best time by almost twenty-five percent—they
thought she must not have delivered one or more of the packages. A
check of the workers stationed at the addresses confirmed Zilch had
successfully completed the task, and AllHealth offered her a
courier position on the spot.

She needed to eat, so Zilch took the job,
telling herself the products were legit prescription medications,
and she just had to deliver the drugs, not sell them. Her
supervisors, impressed by her speed and efficiency, declared her a
natural, and named her the facility’s top courier after a month, a
title she continued to hold. But Zilch got no pleasure from the
praise. The work was nothing more than a glorified, legal version
of the selling she’d done for the Polack. The universe was having
some fun with her, reminding Zilch of her immutable role: once a
drug pusher, always a drug pusher.

“Elegy for Hope” continued, but Zilch noticed
the commercial block on the television had finished. Didi Patrick,
Up to the Second’s bottle blond anchorwoman was on-screen,
the latest hire fresh from fill-in-the-blank podunk town high
school cheerleading team, no time for a journalism degree. It was a
small miracle Patrick could move her mouth with the amount of
makeup caked on, and Zilch had difficulty concentrating on the
woman’s face anyhow, her eyes drifting down to Patrick’s large fake
breasts, which threatened to burst free from her too-tight white
lace-fringed Heirloom blouse. Zilch muted the song in order to
listen to Patrick.

“ . . . her first appearance in front of the
American people since her reelection victory speech two days ago.
Let’s go to the White House and President Knowles.”

A wide shot of the hundred or so members of
the press corps sitting in the West Room cut to the President as
she emerged from behind a row of flagpoles each adorned with the
Stars and Stripes and walked to the podium on the stage. The edge
of a large screen hanging on the false wall behind the President’s
right side crept into frame. Zilch marveled at her on camera poise,
but of course she’d had practice, having been in the public eye
since she’d been a teenager. Could the President remember a time
before she was famous? Zilch wouldn’t have been able to do her job
for the Polack without remaining in the shadows, but even now that
she was a real person, she cherished her anonymity. What was it
like to be instantly recognizable, to be followed night and day, to
never have a moment of privacy? Didn’t the fame become tiresome?
How could the President be her own person, have her own identity
when billions of people had access to every intimate detail of her
life? How many even knew Zilch’s name? Her real name, the one her
mother had chosen: fifteen maybe, and only that high because she
had to include some of the nuns.

The President still had her lustrous
straightened long black hair, lightened with brown highlights, and
few wrinkles around her eyes and mouth. President Knowles had had
work done, but it was the kind of work that looked like no work,
accentuating her natural beauty rather than making her a
middle-aged woman trying to use science to become twenty-five
again, and ending up some strange Frankenstein creation. Of course,
the President was a freak of nature, proof mere mortals shouldn’t
try too hard. If even President Knowles had wrinkles, then what
chance did normal people have?

Zilch watched the President address the
camera. Like always, her hair fluttered as if a fan blew up at her
from somewhere below, out of view from the audience. The speech
started with typical boilerplate highlighting the week’s events. A
few minutes in, Zilch received a text from Carlos Pequeño.

When Carlos first showed up in San Francisco,
his talents as an underground drug maker couldn’t be ignored, and
soon word started that he was a refugee from big pharma. He dodged
the rumors, but quickly proved that somewhere along the line he’d
acquired the chemistry skills to create many of the best
black-market alternatives to prescription meds. Carlos didn’t move
onto easy street, though. He’d set up shop in the inner Mission, so
his success infringed on Lucky Money’s business, and marked the
first territorial insurgency in two decades. With a fight brewing,
Money called a meeting of the Central Committee to request
assistance from the other bosses. He rationalized that it was only
time before Pequeño began moving on everyone’s turf; they could all
work together to deal with a nuisance sooner, or a face a
full-blown crisis later. The bosses disagreed and wished Money well
in his battle with Pequeño, positive he possessed the necessary
ruthlessness to get the job done.

The two sides established a war footing, but
before any floaters surfaced in the bay, “jumpers” needed to be
scraped off the sidewalk, or headless, handless bodies got pulled
from compost bins, Money and his three most trusted men went
missing. At first, the other bosses took little notice, assuming
their colleagues had gone to the mattresses in preparation for the
hostilities, but when Carlos stepped up his business, letting all
of Money’s soldiers and customers know he was the new inner Mission
supplier, the members of the Central Committee understood they’d
never see Money again. They required an explanation, so they
brought Carlos in for a parlay.

Only the bosses were present during the
sit-down with Pequeño, but afterward, they had to share certain
details with their lieutenants, who in turn had to pass info along
to their men, and so on, until the street had heard enough to put
it all together.

Carlos had begun the parlay by verifying the
bosses’ suspicions. He claimed he’d offered Money a deal, one he’d
been too dumb to take, so removing him from the equation became the
play. Despite curiosity by the bosses, Carlos didn’t divulge the
location of the remains, but did promise they’d never be found, and
explained that he chose such a discreet method of disposal because
although the FBI didn’t have the resources, manpower, or energy to
make organized crime a priority, a prolonged war, started by a
recent arrival, and fought on the streets, would compel them to
take action. He also stated he’d acted decisively out of respect
for the committee members’ right to continue to provide a
much-needed public service without interruption. If the FBI mounted
a successful case against him, they might get cocky, and decide the
time had come to take a shot at the other bosses too.

The committee asked Carlos what he expected
to happen next, but before he could reply, they provided the answer
for him. His power play was done. He’d handled one overwhelmed
jamoke who hadn’t realized he was in over his head. The rest of the
committee wouldn’t roll over so easily. At the same time, though
they wouldn’t admit it to him, the bosses liked Carlos’s style and
recognized that at heart, he was like them, a businessman. They
granted him the territorial rights to the inner Mission, and
offered him the newly opened seat on the committee on the condition
he agreed to follow three simple rules. 1) No boss could sell
outside his turf without permission, 2) willful interference in
another committee member’s business was strictly prohibited, and 3)
any action leading to the elimination of other members of the
committee was forbidden except in retaliation when rules one or two
had been broken. Failure to comply with the rules meant dismissal
from the committee with the same degree of permanence given to
Lucky Money.

The bosses understood their system ran
counter to the tenants of a free market economy, but they assured
Carlos demand was strong enough in each territory for the committee
members to get richer than rich, and as he’d already pointed out,
bloody turf battles attracted the feds, and feds made the money
spigot go dry. Carlos assured them he’d behave and graciously
accepted his place on the committee.

The idea that the new face in town had taken
on a man of Lucky Money’s stature, beaten him without attracting
any heat, and endeared himself to the committee was a nice story,
but that’s all it was, a fucking story. Only a few in the Polack’s
organization, Zilch for one, knew the real deal.

Carlos, understanding he had no chance of
defeating Lucky Money in a war, tried negotiating a truce, but
Money, with all the leverage, turned him down, so when the Polack
secretly offered to solve the problem, Carlos felt inclined to
listen. The Polack would finish Money for Pequeño, and in exchange,
when the committee started asking questions, Carlos would take
credit for the killing, and none of the members would accuse the
Polack of breaking committee rule number three. Then, once Carlos
established a firm grip on Money’s old territory, he’d give the
Polack a cut of each supply he created. Carlos didn’t relish the
idea of handing over a percentage of his product, but sacrificing
some future profits was better than sacrificing his life, so he
agreed to the Polack’s terms. Pequeño got his turf and a committee
membership, and burnished his rep with the other bosses, while the
Polack expanded his business into black-market meds without
stepping on the committee or increasing his overhead.

Like Money, the facts stayed buried, and the
bosses accepted Carlos’ version of how everything went down. They
didn’t trust him, though. They watched him, and waited,
anticipating he’d give in to temptation and start looking for
another play, maybe try to repeat the trick he’d performed on Lucky
Money. But all Carlos did was make piles of cash, and it became
clear he had no motivation to break the committee’s rules. The
bosses got comfortable, openly admitting his business acumen. When
they learned about the “side deal” he had with the Polack, they
assumed the two men had hit upon a lucrative, mutually beneficial
arrangement, the actual terms never coming to light.

Zilch read Carlos’ text. “Gma in town. Wants
2CU.”

The message had nothing to do with his
grandmother, but was a code indicating Carlos had a supply of drugs
to move, and he was letting Zilch know he’d cut her in on the
action. Ever since she’d quit dealing for the Polack, Carlos hadn’t
stopped bothering her about coming to work for him, constantly
trying to sell her on them moving so much shit together it’d feel
like they were printing money. With one eye on the President’s
press conference, and the other on her phone, Zilch texted Carlos
back. “Can’t.”

“U sure?”

“100%.” Doing business via text, even in
code, was sloppy and dangerous, but Zilch had a better reason for
saying no, one Carlos couldn’t get through his thick head. She was
clean, out for good, not angling for a new boss.

As expected, Carlos wouldn’t drop it. “Gma’s
feelin ++++.”

“Busy.”

“She feels like NEW womn.”

“No=No.”

“Ur loss. Chnge ur mind u knw whr Im at.”

Zilch turned her attention back to the press
conference. President Knowles had finished her prepared remarks and
moved on to Q&A. The camera showed her personal assistant,
Jerry Cohen, a short dapper young white man in a hand tailored
tuxedo who stood off to the President’s right. He was fielding the
first audience call-in question.

“ . . . Thanksgiving party be as spectacular
as in years past?”

The camera cut back to the President beaming
her million-dollar smile. “We will do the best we can, of course.
We understand expectations are high.” The President paused, looking
in Cohen’s direction. “Who do we have next, Jerry?”

“Montel from Boise, Madam President. Montel,
you’re on the air.”

“Hello. Thank you so much for taking my call.
I just want to let you know, I voted for you and I’m sure in the
next four years you’ll be—”

“Your question, Montel,” said Cohen.

“Uh, of course, sorry—Madam President, will
you perform again this year at the Thanksgiving extravaganza?”

“Thank you, Montel. I know the American
people have come to expect it and in all honesty you deserve
nothing less. However, all I can say now is we have something
planned that we are sure everyone will enjoy.” The President looked
again at Cohen.

He said, “Let’s go to the yawps,” and moved
to the edge of the stage by a large Panasonic television facing the
audience. He waved his hand in front of it and text appeared on the
screen. “Olga from Boca Raton is curious, ‘if your husband or
daughter will perform with you at the Thanksgiving gala, and if
you’ll do any of your classic hits?’”

“Thank you, Olga. Well, I don’t want to ruin
the surprise. Jerry?”

“Thank you, Madam President. Joyce from
Kalamazoo asks, ‘Can you please comment on the ongoing negotiations
between Israel and the Palestinian territories?’”

“An excellent question, Joyce. I’ve talked
with Ambassador Clinton and she assures me the Palestinians have
accepted the latest concessions. We can build on that. Our goal has
always been a Palestinian state and we are moving in that
direction. Who’s next Jerry?”

“Another yawp. Enrique from Austin asks, ‘How
close were the terrorists captured in New York and Chicago to
pulling off an attack?’”

“I’m glad to see the American public is
mindful of our desire to eliminate terrorism on our soil, and
though I cannot go into great detail about the thwarted attacks, I
can say they were at an operational stage. Fortunately, the brave
men and women of the Department of Homeland Security acted swiftly
in capturing the terrorists, have already extracted a trove of
valuable intel from them, and will continue to work tirelessly to
keep all Americans safe.”

A shout came from the back of the room, the
identity of the questioner unclear. “Does the intel point to
possible attacks at other water centers?”

Cohen said, “Time permitting, the President
will take questions from the press corps. First, let us finish with
the public’s queries.”

“It’s okay, Jerry, I can answer this one.”
President Knowles looked straight at the camera, addressing the
public, not the unidentified questioner. “I cannot discuss the
intel at this time. As you know, security around the country has
been increased; however, let me stress, it is a purely preventive
response. There is no imminent threat, but we would be remiss if we
did not take every measure at our disposal to eliminate all threats
to our freedom. I promise each and every one of you, any terrorist
planning to attack our great nation will be brought to
justice.”

An indistinguishable voice came from
somewhere to the President’s right. She turned her head toward the
sound, gave a slight nod, and faced the press corps again. “I have
time for one more question. How about a caller, Jerry?”

“Yes, Madam President. Let’s go to Rui Yen in
San Diego.”

“Thank you for taking my call. President
Knowles, who do you think Lisa should choose?” Voices from the
press corps rose up, echoing the question. The President lifted her
hands above her head, paused, and lowered them slowly. The gesture
had the desired effect of settling the room, and the President
spoke. “Well, we haven’t met all the candidates, not by a long
shot, and ultimately the American public will have their say in the
matter. Having said that, I hope Lisa is able to convey to us what
is in her heart, so we can help her make the best decision. Thank
you everyone. I look forward to reading your yawps and posts on the
White House LiveConnect page. See you next week.”

The President walked away from the podium
through the row of flags as many in the press corps tried to
persuade her to return and answer one last important question.
Always leave them wanting more thought Zilch, a maxim Knowles had
followed her entire career, and now her Presidency.

Zilch went back into the bathroom to put her
folded clothes away, and again got interrupted, this time by a buzz
from the street. She wasn’t expecting anyone, but unless the person
had rung the wrong apartment, she had a good idea who it was. Only
people concerned about leaving an electronic record of their
communication showed up unannounced. Zilch considered acting like
she wasn’t home, but if it was who she thought, he’d know she was
there and wouldn’t go away until he talked to her, so she went to
the intercom system next to the front door and pressed the talk
button. “Who is it?” She switched to listen.

“Mr. Lee wants to see you.”

Jimmy Vega, the Polack’s handyman, just as
Zilch had figured. She shifted to the talk button. “I don’t want to
see him.”

The intercom buzzed, a long electronic hum
that didn’t stop until Zilch said, “Me seeing the Polack doesn’t
end well for anybody, so fuck off.”

She pressed listen and heard Vega say, “Let
me in.”

Zilch was tempted to ignore him and
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