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Easy Money

Erzulie Joseph called at ten-fifteen, which Darnell figured was early for a favor and late for bad news, so probably both.

He was standing in front of a painting by a young woman from Overtown named Precious Dumas who painted roosters the way some people argued — like she didn't care whether you were convinced. The rooster was about three feet tall, burnt orange and iridescent black, standing in a parking lot like it owned the place and the cars were the anomaly. Darnell had been trying to decide about Precious Dumas for two weeks. The rooster wasn't making it easier.

He answered on the third ring.

“I have something I need you to look at,“ Erzulie said.

“What kind of something.“

“A painting.“

He waited. There wasn't more. Erzulie Joseph was not a woman who repeated herself or explained what she was about to say before she said it. He'd known her twenty years. You got information from her in the order she chose to give it.

“I can come this afternoon,“ he said.

“Come now. I made coffee.“

He told his assistant Mireille he was going four blocks and would be back by noon. Mireille was twenty-six and had worked for him three years and managed his calendar and his inventory and his temperament with the patience of someone who'd figured out early she was the competent party. She said she'd moved the Fontaine call to Thursday. He asked why. She said because he always needed more time with Fontaine than he thought he would, and Thursday he had more room. He said okay. She said there was a message from a Mr. Whitfield, a lawyer in Coral Gables, who wanted to discuss a matter of mutual interest. He asked what mutual interest. She said he didn't specify. He said call him back and ask him to specify. She said she already had. He said what did Whitfield say. She said he'd prefer to discuss it in person. Darnell looked at her. She moved one shoulder a millimeter, which was her way of expressing a full editorial opinion. He said tell him he's unavailable until next week. She said she'd already told him that. He said and? She said Whitfield said next week was fine. He said good, and went out into NE 2nd Avenue and the October morning.

October in Little Haiti was the best month and the best time of day at the same time — the heat present but workable, the light coming in at an angle that made everything look worth paying attention to. The neighborhood doing its morning thing with the unhurried momentum of a place that had been doing its morning thing for thirty years and planned to keep doing it. The botanica across the street was opening its doors, putting out the smell of incense and something herbal and old that Darnell had been smelling since he was a kid. It still made him think of his father's hardware store on NE 2nd and the specific combination of turpentine and ambition that had been his childhood atmosphere.

He walked four blocks north and turned left on 54th and the street changed register the way it always did — commercial to residential, the quieting of a block where people lived rather than worked. He'd grown up two streets over, in a house that still stood, currently occupied by a Haitian-American dentist who'd had the decency to keep his father's garden going.

Erzulie's house was the third from the corner. A 1950s CBS with a porch and a kitchen garden and bougainvillea on the south wall that had been threatening to take over since around 1995. He knocked once — the door was open, screen door doing minimal work — and she called from the kitchen. He let himself in.

The house smelled like coffee and camphor and old wood. The living room had the painting above the sofa, the television, the bookshelf, the photograph of Claude on the shelf that had been there since 2001 and was dusted with the same regularity as everything else in the house. Morning light came through the east window and hit the painting at an angle that made it hard not to look at it.

Darnell looked at it.

He'd been in this living room a hundred times over twenty years and had looked at the painting each time the way you registered music you liked without needing to know why. A woman dancing in blue and gold, the background a deep luminous green, the style mid-century Haitian primitivism, immediately recognizable. He'd always assumed it was a good print. A reproduction of something significant, well framed, doing what art in someone's home was supposed to do, which was be present without demanding anything.

He looked at it now with the morning light on it at this specific angle and something happened that didn't always happen when he looked at paintings.

He stopped.

Not the stopping of recognition — he didn't know the work, couldn't place it, had no immediate referent for the figure in blue and gold or the particular quality of the green behind her. Not the stopping of valuation, which felt more like calculation. This was the stopping of attention. The kind that had nothing to do with professional opinion and everything to do with twenty years of professional opinion that had trained him, without his full consent, to recognize when something was looking back.

The paint sat wrong. Not wrong like error or fraud. Wrong like different — the way things made with unusual intention sometimes sat differently from things made without it. Like the surface was still doing something. Still in process. Still engaged in whatever conversation it had been painted into sixty years ago.

He was still looking at it when Erzulie came in with the coffee.

She set the cups down and sat in her chair with the economy of motion of someone who'd been moving through this room for forty-three years and had reached an arrangement with the furniture. She looked at him looking at the painting. She didn't say anything. She drank her coffee.

He sat down.

“Where did this come from,“ he said.

“Jacmel. 1961.“

“Came with you from Haiti.“

“Came with me from my father's house. He was given it by the man who painted it.“ She said it the way she said most things — as information, without decoration. “A young painter. He stayed in Jacmel for three weeks. My father fed him and gave him a place to sleep. When he left he gave my father the painting.“ She paused. “And three others. My father kept this one. The others he gave away over the years, to people he thought should have them. He was like that.“

Darnell looked at the painting. Then at her. “You have any documentation. Any record of who painted it.“

She set down her cup. “Wait here.“ She went to the bedroom.

He looked at the painting while she was gone. The figure — Erzulie Dantor, he was nearly certain, the lwa of fierce love and motherhood, identifiable by the blue dress and the specific quality of presence that Haitian artists painted into the lwa differently from everything else, with the focused attention of people who understood the distinction between depicting something and invoking it. He looked at the green behind her. He looked at the open hand — palm outward, not the knife he'd have expected, but an open hand that was both protective and welcoming of whatever was looking at it.

Erzulie came back with a photograph.

Black and white, slightly foxed, a square format that put it in the early sixties. A young man standing in front of the painting, paintbrush in hand, squinting into the sun in the way of someone whose eyes were adjusted to interior light and had just stepped out of it. Maybe twenty-five. Lean and serious the way people were serious when it was a privilege rather than a performance.

He turned the photograph over.

On the back, in a hand he didn't recognize — careful, old-fashioned, the handwriting of someone who'd been taught that writing was worth learning — was a name.

He read it.

He read it again.

He set the photograph down on the table between them with the care of someone setting down something that had become, in the last thirty seconds, considerably more significant than it appeared.

“I need to make some calls,“ he said.

Erzulie picked up his coffee cup and handed it to him. “Drink that first. You'll think better.“

He drank the coffee. She was right, as she usually was about things that were simply true. He drank it slowly and looked at the painting in the morning light and thought about the name on the back of the photograph and what it meant if he was right about what it meant, and who he needed to call, and in what order, and how long it would take.

He thought: authenticate one painting for an old woman, collect his fee, go home.

He thought: easiest money he'd made all year.

He finished the coffee. Put the cup down. Took a picture of the photograph — both sides, image and name — with his phone. Stood up.

“I'll call you in a few days,“ he said. “When I know something.“

Erzulie walked him to the door. On the porch she said, “Darnell.“ He turned. She said, “The man who painted it was very young and very serious and he gave it to my father because my father asked nothing for what he did.“ She looked at him with the dark specific eyes she'd passed to her grandson. “Find out who he was. That's what I'm asking. Not what it's worth. Who he was.“

“I'll find out,“ he said.

He walked back down NE 54th Street in the October morning and turned south on NE 2nd and went back to the gallery and sat at his desk and looked at the name on the back of the photograph on his phone for a long time before he started making calls.

The rooster painting watched him from across the room.

He didn't notice.
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One Name

Celestin worked at night because the neighborhood was quieter and because the part of his mind that made decisions — yes that's it, no keep going — worked better when the world stopped asking things of him for a few hours.

It was two in the morning. He'd been in the studio since ten.

The studio was the back bedroom of his grandmother's house, which he'd converted at twenty with her permission and a weekend's worth of acoustic panels he'd installed himself following instructions from a producer in Detroit named Kwame who posted tutorials at three in the morning because Kwame also worked at night and understood who was awake and paying attention at that hour. The panels were gray and slightly uneven where he'd used too much adhesive — Darnell had pointed this out years later — but they worked. The desk with the laptop and the controller and the monitors worked. The window that looked onto his grandmother's kitchen garden worked especially. Dark now, just shapes in the ambient light from the street. Pepper plants and herbs and the thing in the far corner his grandmother called by its Creole name and which produced something she put in everything and which Darnell had been trying to identify for years.

He was listening.

Not to what he'd made. He'd been making since ten, building and tearing down and rebuilding the way he always worked, patient and forensic, pulling things apart to find their mechanism before putting them back together differently. Now he was listening to something else. A recording he'd found three weeks ago in an archive a scholar in Montreal had put online — a live recording, 1978, a Haitian mizik rasin band in a club in Port-au-Prince, the quality what you'd expect from 1978 in a club in Port-au-Prince, which was barely adequate and somehow perfect. The rhythm under everything. The drummer playing against the beat instead of on it, creating a tension between what you expected and what arrived that made the body want to resolve it and never quite could.

He listened to it three times. On the fourth pass he picked up the controller and started building something underneath — not copying, not sampling, something that rhymed with it the way a conversation rhymed with itself across forty-six years. The same argument in a different room.

By midnight he had something. By one he had something better. By two he had the beginning of a thing he didn't have a name for yet, which was how he knew it was real.

He saved it. Took off the headphones. Went to the kitchen.

His grandmother's kitchen at two in the morning was the best version of any room he'd ever been in. He didn't examine this too closely because examining it meant thinking about who wasn't in it, which was a direction he didn't go at two in the morning if he could help it.

He filled a glass with water. Drank half of it standing at the counter. Through the kitchen doorway the living room was dark except for streetlight through the east window, laying itself in a thin bar across the floor to the edge of the sofa and stopping there, the painting above it just a shape — the woman in blue and gold reduced to a suggestion of herself, the gold gone, a figure in the dark doing whatever she was always doing up there.

He'd looked at that painting every day of his life. He'd never thought about it the way you thought about paintings — as objects with histories, with values, made by specific people at specific moments. It was just there. Part of the room. Part of the house. Part of the atmosphere of the place he came from, the way his grandmother's cooking was part of it, or the sound of the street in the morning, or the bougainvillea making its argument with the south wall.

He finished the water. Rinsed the glass. Stood there a moment longer than he needed to.

His phone was on the counter. Three missed calls from Tonton — ten PM, eleven-thirty, just after midnight, the spacing of a man working through his options before deciding to stop for the night. A text from a number he didn't recognize: Meridian Sound needs an answer by end of month. Time sensitive. Please advise. He read it. Put the phone face down. Looked at the dark shape of the painting through the doorway.

End of month was twenty-two days away.

He'd known about the deadline for six weeks, the same way he knew most things related to the deal — through Tonton's summaries, which were warm and confident and consistently left out the complicated parts, so the picture Celestin had of his own situation was complete the way a map was complete when someone had removed the terrain and left only the roads. The roads were all there. The roads all went somewhere. What was between them was inference.

He was twenty-four years old and worth forty million dollars, theoretically, pending a signature on a document two hundred and eleven pages long that he hadn't read in full because Tonton had told him it was standard and his job was the music and Tonton's job was the machinery. Celestin had accepted this division of labor for two years because it was efficient and because Tonton had known his mother and because the music had been the only thing that mattered and the machinery had seemed, from sufficient distance, to be working.

The distance had been getting shorter lately. Something in the way Tonton talked about the deal — the specific warmth he brought to every conversation about it, which was the same warmth he brought to everything, the warmth that filled rooms and made people feel managed in a way they couldn't object to because being managed this warmly felt like being cared for. Celestin had grown up in that warmth. He knew its temperature. He could tell when it was turned up higher than the situation required.

He went back to the studio.

He worked until six in the morning.

What he was making — had been making in this room on this laptop since he was twenty-two, before Tonton, before any of this — was not for Meridian Sound. Not for the deal. Not for the fifty million people who streamed his catalog every month and knew him as Celestin, one name, the way you knew a weather system by the name they gave it.

It was for him. Or for his mother. Or for his grandmother in the kitchen with the radio on in the mornings, the specific Creole station she'd listened to since before he was born, the announcers' voices carrying through the studio door when he was fourteen, fifteen, sixteen and learning in this room what music was. Or for the man in the 1978 recording, the drummer playing against the beat, making the body want to resolve a tension that was the point rather than the problem.

He saved the session at six-oh-three. Seven tracks, thirty-one minutes, something that didn't sound like anything else he'd made and sounded more like himself than anything he'd made, and he had no idea what to do with it, which was fine. Not everything needed to be done with. Some things just needed to exist.

He closed the laptop.

He went to his room — his actual bedroom, not the studio, the room where he slept when he was here, which was most nights because the alternative was the apartment in Brickell that Tonton had arranged, large and well-appointed and feeling like a hotel that knew his name. He lay on top of the covers in the dark with the window open and the neighborhood starting its morning sounds — a car, a door, the Creole radio station coming up through the floor, his grandmother already awake, already in motion, as she always was, the fixed point everything else arranged itself around.

He looked at the ceiling.

He thought about the text from the unknown number. End of month. He thought about the two hundred and eleven pages he hadn't read. He thought about Tonton's warmth turned up one degree too high. He thought about the seven tracks on the laptop that nobody knew existed and that sounded more like himself than anything he'd put his name on.

He thought: twenty-two days.

He thought: I should read the document.

He thought: I should call Darnell.

He didn't do any of these things yet. He lay on top of the covers in the early morning with the radio coming up through the floor and listened to his grandmother move around in the kitchen below — the specific small sounds of a person who'd been navigating a space for forty-three years and had reached an agreement with it down to the inch — and felt the specific gravity of this place. The way it held things.

Outside, the bougainvillea was doing its thing with the south wall. Morning light arriving — October light, coming in low and honest, not flattering, not apologetic.

He slept.

At nine-fifteen his grandmother knocked twice and opened the door and set a cup of coffee on the nightstand and said, “Tonton called.“

“I know.“

“He called me too.“ She was in the doorway with the expression she used when she had a position but wasn't going to tell him what it was. “What did you tell him?“

“I told him you were sleeping.“ A pause. “There's a man coming to look at the painting today.“

“What man.“

“Darnell Crews.“

He sat up a little. “Why.“

“Because I asked him to.“ She looked at him with the dark specific eyes she'd been looking at him with for twenty-four years, eyes that knew everything he'd ever done in this house and some things he'd done outside it. “Drink your coffee.“

She went back to the kitchen.

He lay there a moment. Then picked up the coffee and drank it. The best coffee he'd ever tasted, which was not something he'd say to anyone outside this house because it didn't translate.

He picked up his phone. Opened the text from the unknown number and read it again. Meridian Sound needs an answer by end of month. Time sensitive. Please advise.

He thought about the seven tracks on the laptop.

Put the phone down. Got up. Went to the studio and opened the laptop and listened to the opening thirty seconds of the first track — the thing he'd built underneath the 1978 recording, the conversation across forty-six years — and sat with it a moment.

Then he closed the laptop and went to take a shower before Darnell arrived.

He heard Darnell's voice in the living room twenty minutes later. His grandmother's and Darnell's, the specific register of two people who knew each other well enough to skip the preamble, talking about something he couldn't make out from the hallway.

He stood in the hallway without going in.

Then Darnell went quiet.

The kind of quiet that meant he was looking at something.

Celestin stood in the hallway and listened to Darnell Crews look at the painting for thirty seconds and knew, from the quality of that silence, that the painting was something. He didn't know what. He knew it was something.

He went to the kitchen and poured himself more coffee and waited to find out what.
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Collins Avenue

The flight from Atlanta was two hours and DeMarcus spent them listening to Celestin's second album, which he'd downloaded the night before on the recommendation of nobody. He'd found it himself the way he found most music, following a thread from something he already knew until the thread led somewhere he didn't. This thread had gone: a producer he liked, a remix that producer had done, the original track the remix was based on, then sideways into a catalog he hadn't encountered before and which had stopped him the way music stopped him maybe three or four times a year. The specific stopping of something doing what he thought music was supposed to do and mostly didn't.

He listened to it twice on the flight and was on his third pass when the wheels touched down at MIA and Sully, who'd spent the flight reading a paperback he'd bought in the Atlanta airport without looking at the cover — turned out to be a legal thriller he had no opinion about — said, “You've been listening to that since we boarded.“

“It's good.“

“You said that in the gate area.“

“Still good.“ DeMarcus took out one earbud. “The kid we're here about.“

“Yes.“

“Let's not make this complicated.“

“It's already complicated.“

DeMarcus put the earbud back in.

Sully looked out the window at Miami arriving — the flat bright sprawl of it, the water everywhere, the specific quality of Florida light that was different from Georgia light in a way he'd never been able to articulate and had stopped trying to. He'd been to Miami four times in eleven years of working with DeMarcus. He found it loud in a way that had nothing to do with decibels.

They collected their bags. Took a car to Collins Avenue.

The hotel was on Collins between 22nd and 23rd, which put it in the part of Miami Beach that was neither expensive nor cheap but functional — hotels built in the seventies and renovated twice since without ever becoming the kind of place people chose for the experience of being there. Sully had stayed here two years ago. Different job, different situation, resolved in three days without requiring anything he regretted. He'd noted it the way he noted useful things. Not written down. Just filed.

Their room was on the fourth floor. Queen bed, desk, television, bathroom with adequate water pressure, and a window looking at the parking structure across the alley with the complete neutrality of a window installed to provide light rather than view.

DeMarcus put his bag on the bed and looked at the parking structure. “I'll ask about a water view.“

“Don't ask about a water view.“

“We're going to be here at least two weeks.“

“The view is not relevant to the job.“

“The job doesn't prohibit a water view.“

“We're not moving rooms.“

DeMarcus looked at the parking structure another moment. “Okay.“ He turned away from the window.

They unpacked with the efficient minimalism of people who'd been traveling for work for eleven years and had reduced the process to its components. Sully hung three shirts in the closet and put everything else in the drawer under the television. DeMarcus arranged his toiletries on the bathroom shelf with a precision Sully had stopped remarking on years ago, which was, he'd decided, simply how DeMarcus organized uncertainty — by making the things he could control exact.

Sully sat on the edge of the bed. “What do we know.“

DeMarcus came out of the bathroom and sat at the desk. This was their method — not written procedure, just how it had evolved over eleven years. The debrief after arrival. Everything laid out before they moved.

“Gilles Beaumont, known as Tonton, age fifty-eight, music manager, Little Haiti Miami, owes three-eighty to our client, has owed it fourteen months, last committed to payment six weeks ago and missed the date. The source of payment is a recording contract currently in negotiation between an artist he manages — goes by Celestin, one name — and a label called Meridian Sound, New York. The deal is forty million. Gilles's commission is fifteen percent gross. His legitimate take from this deal, before anything else, is six million dollars.“

“So the three-eighty is not the problem.“

“The three-eighty is not the problem. The problem is whether the deal closes and when.“

“And if it doesn't close.“

“Then we have a different conversation.“

“With Gilles.“

“With Gilles first.“

DeMarcus paused. Took out his phone. Played ten seconds of the track he'd been listening to on the plane — not loud, just enough to fill the room briefly with the specific sound of it, the rhythm that rhymed with something older, the voice meaning what it was saying. He stopped it. Put the phone down. “Smart kid.“

Sully looked at him.

“Just saying.“

“I know what you're saying.“

“The kid's the real thing.“

“The kid's not our concern.“

“I know.“ DeMarcus looked at the phone a moment. “I know.“

They went out in the late afternoon to learn the territory.

This was the part of the job DeMarcus didn't mind — the early days in a new city before anything had to happen, when the work was just attention, just seeing a place clearly. He'd been to Miami four times and found it each time slightly different from how he'd left it, the city rearranging itself with the restless energy of somewhere always in the process of becoming something and never quite finishing. South Beach was South Beach. He knew it, understood it, had no interest in it beyond its geography. What he wanted was Little Haiti, because Little Haiti was where the people were and where the money would come from and because DeMarcus, who'd grown up in Atlanta's West End, knew how to read neighborhoods that had built themselves from nothing and knew something about holding on.

They took a car north on Biscayne. DeMarcus watched the transition between what Miami advertised and what Miami was, which happened gradually and then all at once somewhere around the 50s, the storefronts changing register, the signs going bilingual and then trilingual, the palette of the painted buildings shifting toward something that carried memory in its colors.

“This is more like it,“ he said.

“Like what.“

“Like somewhere people actually live.“

“People live in South Beach.“

“They stay in South Beach.“ Sully considered this. “Okay.“

They walked on NE 2nd Avenue. DeMarcus noted the botanica, the restaurants, the gallery — Crews Gallery, name on the sign, paintings visible through the large window, a man moving around inside with the unhurried manner of someone in his own space. He stopped outside it a moment. Sully stopped beside him.

“That's Crews,“ Sully said.

“You sure?“

“I did the research. He looks like his photograph.“

DeMarcus looked at the man. “What do we know about him.“

“Gallery owner, twenty-one years, Little Haiti, community connected, not criminal, occasional facilitator of transactions that don't require paperwork — but low level, judgment calls, nothing organized.“

“Connected to Gilles?“

“Adjacent. They know each other. Whether he knows what Gilles has been doing is unclear.“

“We leave him alone unless he becomes relevant.“

“Agreed.“

They walked on.

They ate dinner at a Haitian restaurant on NE 54th Street that DeMarcus had found by walking until something smelled right, which took eleven minutes. Eight tables, a counter, a kitchen doing serious work behind a pass-through window, the specific smell of griot and plantain and something slow-cooked reaching into the street for what appeared, based on the condition of the sign, to be at least twenty years. They were the only people in it who hadn't grown up within four blocks.

The woman who brought them menus looked at them with the assessment of someone deciding whether they were lost or deliberate.

“We're deliberate,“ DeMarcus said.

“You been here before.“

“No, but I can tell it's good.“

“How.“

“The sign's old.“

She looked at him a moment. “What do you want.“

“What's best.“

“Everything.“

“Then bring us everything.“

She took the menus back. Brought them two plates of things he couldn't name, which were, as advertised, good in the specific way of food made by someone who'd been making it long enough to stop thinking about it.

DeMarcus ate. “You notice anything on the walk.“

“Three cameras on NE 2nd that work and two that don't. The gallery's camera works. The botanica's doesn't. Restaurant on the corner has a new one, wrong angle.“ Sully drank water. “Gilles's office is on Biscayne, fourteenth floor, one entrance and a parking structure attached. The record label's Miami office is Brickell, standard commercial building, lobby security that's aesthetic rather than functional.“

“And the house on 54th?“

“We walked past it. Grandmother's house, occupied, lights on in the back, what I'd guess is a studio set up in the rear bedroom based on the acoustic panel visible through the window.“

DeMarcus looked at him. “You saw that from the street?“

“The curtain was open four inches.“

DeMarcus looked at his plate. “You know what this reminds me of.“

“Atlanta.“

“Not the same. Rhymes with it.“

Sully said, “You're going to say something about the music now.“

“I wasn't going to.“

“But.“

“The kid's music rhymes with something older the same way this food rhymes with Atlanta. Like it knows where it came from and isn't pretending otherwise.“

“DeMarcus.“

“I know. I know what the job is.“

“Okay.“

“I'm just telling you what I'm hearing.“

“I understand what you're telling me.“ Sully ate. “It doesn't change what the job is.“

“No. It doesn't.“ DeMarcus ate his dinner. “This is really good.“

“Yes it is.“

Back at the hotel DeMarcus stood at the window looking at the parking structure while Sully called the client. The call was brief — they were in Miami, they had the lay of the land, they'd make contact with Gilles tomorrow, the timeline was as discussed. He said yes sir. He said understood. He hung up.

“Three weeks,“ he said. “And if the deal doesn't close in three weeks, we talk to the kid directly.“

DeMarcus turned from the window. “I was hoping you wouldn't say that.“

“I know.“

“The kid doesn't have anything to do with what Gilles did.“

“The kid is what Gilles used.“

“That's not the same thing as the kid being responsible.“

“No. It isn't.“ Sully sat on the edge of the bed. “It's a last resort. Not a plan. A last resort.“

“Okay.“

“The deal closes, Gilles pays, we go home. That's the plan.“

“And if Gilles can't pay even if the deal closes. Because there might be other obligations we don't know about.“

“Then we find out what those obligations are before we decide anything else.“ Sully picked up his book. “We don't move until we know the full picture.“

“Okay.“ DeMarcus turned back to the window. “There's a water view room on the sixth floor. I asked at the desk.“

“DeMarcus.“

“Thirty dollars more a night.“

“We're not—“

“I already paid for it. We move tomorrow.“

Sully looked at him over the top of his book. DeMarcus looked back with the expression of a man who had weighed the relevant factors and reached a final position.

“Fine,“ Sully said. He went back to his book.

DeMarcus put his earbud in. Listened to the second album one more time in the dark with the parking structure outside the window and thought about his uncle Clifford, who had played guitar in Atlanta from 1975 to 1994 and been extraordinary and gotten nothing for it. He thought about the drummer in the 1978 Port-au-Prince recording who had played against the beat and created a tension nobody had ever resolved. He thought about a kid on NE 54th Street in Little Haiti who was twenty-four years old and making music in a back bedroom that sounded like he knew what both of those things meant.

He thought: not this one.

He thought: but that's not the job.

He listened to the album until it ended. Took out the earbud. The room was quiet. Sully was asleep, book open on his chest. DeMarcus moved it to the nightstand and turned off the lamp. Lay in the dark.

Outside on Collins Avenue Miami was doing what Miami did at one in the morning, which was continue, insistently, with the business of being Miami — music from somewhere, traffic that never fully stopped, the warm dark of a Florida October that felt like the world had exhaled and not yet decided to breathe back in.

DeMarcus slept.
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CHAPTER 4
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First Class

Vera Moss did not fly first class on principle. She flew first class because Hargrove Pittman paid for it and because the extra eighteen inches between her and the person next to her was the difference between arriving in a city ready to work and arriving having spent two hours managing the social contract of economy seating. She'd made this argument to the firm's managing partner seven years ago when she was a third-year associate and he'd looked at her and said you're right and also you could have just expensed it without the argument. She said I wanted you to know why. He said I do now.

She thought about this occasionally when she boarded. It was the kind of memory she kept not for sentiment but for information — the specific data point that Gerald Hargrove, sixty-three, practicing entertainment law since before she was born, responded to directness with approval rather than irritation. That had turned out to be consistently true over fourteen years.

She stowed her bag. Sat down. Opened her laptop.

The deal documents for the Celestin signing were two hundred and eleven pages, not unusual for a contract of this size and complexity. Vera had read them once in New York before boarding and was reading them again now because her method was: read everything twice before the first meeting, the second reading slower than the first, looking not for what was there but for what the structure implied about the intentions of the people who'd










































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A L‘UUL UDE 10 ELMURE

LEAUNA D






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





