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CITY AT NIGHT

1981

“It’s harder to find a good coffee table than it is to fall in love.”




ONE


In all of Ray Carney’s years as a fence—he had been a reluctant fence and a ruthless fence, at times imperiled by his choices and at others the embodiment of crooked intelligence—there was only one occasion when he participated in the theft itself, and that was in the summer of 1981 when Uncle Rich came back to town. That bad-news time.

The city that year was true to its personality, as malformed across the centuries—a monstrous entity powered by innate miseries, operated by brute will, and held together by pluck, fury, and rebar. It had been flat broke, and now clambered from the crater of debt one mucky handhold at a time. Crime in its ingenuity devised new permutations daily, making every citizen a victim or a witness. New arrivals poured in hourly, as if there were room, multiplying the local varieties of sadness and perseverance, and outnumbering those who had scurried to the suburbs or fled their last humiliation. It was dirty, and sick, and plainspoken in its threats. “How am I doin’?” the mayor asked on his rounds, barking like one of the mangy seals installed at the decrepit and neglected Central Park Zoo (a real dump). It was his trademark. Everybody needs a gimmick: “How am I doin’?” The same as everyone else: tired, banged-up, but staggering forth somehow.

As for Ray Carney, he was a son of his city, enduring his ration of misfortunes and managing to engineer a few reversals. The day the Uncle Rich mess came to a head, Tuesday the 16th of June, was already out of the ordinary in that Carney had a notable appointment—an interview with Sterling Quality, the monthly magazine of the Sterling Furniture Co. Carney had sold their products since he first opened his doors, to budget-conscious Harlemites of contemporary sensibility and taste, to bright-eyed couples who strained cheerfully under the monthly payments, to geezers who set themselves adrift in living rooms on new recliners. Now the company had chosen him as Northeast Regional Dealer of the Month (August).


Carney jumped up and almost knocked over his coffee when he got the call. Across a lifetime, a man cultivates a number of secret wishes that he dare not share with the world, precious things too delicate to exist outside the safe pastures of his mind. To see his name flow and curl in the dignified typeface of the Sterling Furniture house magazine—it was a dream he’d kept close for decades. He and Elizabeth celebrated with a dinner at this French joint off Lex, where too-tiny portions coiled on the big plates in insolent triumph.

Sterling saluted five dealers a month, from the Northeast, Southeast, Midwest, Northwest, and Southwest, according to sales numbers, length of service as a Certified Dealer, and overall fidelity to the other, undisclosed attributes that gave the magazine its name. Each month Sterling Quality featured one of those five; Dealer of the Year, in turn, was drawn from that pool of twelve subjects. Carney didn’t have any illusions about being DOY, but was pretty sure he was the first Afro American Dealer of the Month, except maybe for Lou Edminson (March 1973), who was most likely passing, what with that wavy hair of his, criminy. Carney knew something about maintaining a false front and appreciated the complexities.

Carney’s introductory conversation with the writer of the piece confirmed his trailblazing status. “I don’t think we’ve ever chosen someone from your background before,” Andrew Fisher told him. “I thought it was important.” He went on to relate a story from his childhood in Bloomington, Indiana, when a black family moved in down the street and he was the only kid who’d play with the son. “They only lasted a year, but it’s a friendship I still cherish.”

On the day of the interview, Carney wore a suit and tie to stay in character, even though it was over the phone. He wore the same one three weeks later when the magazine took his headshot. In the published photograph, the readers of Sterling Quality encountered a slim gentleman in his early fifties, with the calm, practical air one expected in a purveyor of home furnishings. His hair was graying, but his face retained a youthful openness that some mistook for naivete, and others for benevolence. Both assessments were incorrect. Comfortable in his achievements, he had grazed upon the feast of middle-class comforts and had lately acquired a paunch, which was just out of frame.

The rejected headshots captured a recent addition to his repertoire of expressions—a distinctive squint, as might belong to a bookkeeper skeptical of his sums or someone lost in a maze wondering which wrong turn to undo. An indicator of unease, trouble below. The photographer found the squint vaguely degenerate, counter to the “even keel” that was a Regional Dealer’s stock in trade. He burned the negatives one drunken night in a renouncing mood.

Andrew Fisher called Carney’s Furniture from the company HQ in Waltham, Massachusetts, where Sterling’s founder, Atherton James, had opened his factory more than a hundred years ago. (“Furniture for Life.”) Carney locked the door of his office for privacy, like it was the old days and he was meeting some shady mope with a satchel full of hot watches. Since reopening, Carney rarely met crooks in the store. Sure, he sat down with lawyers, insurance agents, and other straight-world deputies of varying degrees of corruption, but not crook crooks. Carney preferred not to insult his new office with their presence. New office, even though it had been five years since the fire.

The blaze had destroyed his two-decade archive of Qualitys, but he’d started a new collection—and was relieved that Fisher drew his questions from a master template. Carney had studied up. They settled into a genial collaboration. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his ankles on his desk.

“As a small-business owner,” Fisher said, “you’ve been through some rough patches. Had to make some tough decisions. Can you share with our readers a moment when you were tested?”

The responses that popped into Carney’s head all referred to his other business, not the furniture trade, forcing him to grope for a Quality-worthy answer. He ignored the images that emerged—a ruined face framed by a shattered car window, the exuberant jet of blood when the straight razor bit into the thug’s windpipe, that final expression of bewilderment when the bullet penetrated Alexander Oakes’s eye socket.

Carney cleared his throat. “Opening up the shop all those years ago—for sure, that was a test—but then reopening after the fire. Can I pull it off? It’s audacious. It’s too big an idea. But you go ahead because you have no choice. Might was well be dead if you don’t try.”

“Right, right.”

Like this white guy knew what he was talking about. Fisher had let it drop that this was a little intern stint on his summer break from Harvard; an uncle was a VP of marketing. “I’m learning so much. About business, and also life.”

A moment when you were tested. He was a black man in America. When was he not being tested? For Chrissakes. He thought of Elizabeth’s latest loan rejection, from some bumpkin bank in Virginia. The system didn’t know how to accommodate Carney, and it certainly didn’t know how to handle his wife. He pictured the bank officers who had torpedoed her business loans these last eighteen months: an identical succession of white-haired mummies in tweed. Scratching codes in the margins of her applications, banker graffiti, to alert the manager that the business was black-owned—nix.

“One second,” Fisher said. He riffled through his notes.

Mike appeared through the window, herding a middle-aged Spanish lady toward the new Egons. Post-renovation, Carney’s office looked out on the second-floor showroom, directly above where his old office had been. His new office furniture re-created the original scheme as much as possible. He hadn’t been able to replace the autographed picture of Lena Horne from her Cabin in the Sky days, but the new one, a flamboyant color photo from an early ’70s Vegas stint, picked up his spirits on low days. The earlier photo introduced an eager, hungry talent; the latter confirmed an indomitable personality. She had survived.

The Spanish lady galumphed between the ottomans. Harried-housewife sag, glassy-eyed. Mike gestured and she set her A&P shopping bags on the Lucite side table next to her. Out for groceries and popped in on a whim. Suddenly remembering the threadbare arms of her couch and the ten-year-old Kool-Aid stain, or walking by and drawn in by the new DeMarco sleeper in the window display? It had been Rusty’s idea to feature DeMarco’s Slumber King out front; Carney made a note to thank him. Might cheer the guy up, what with his divorce and all.

Mike squeezed his hands together in the air, miming the pliable comforts of a polyurethane core. He worked ’em good. The kid was a natural, explaining microfibers and payment-plan scenarios like a Casanova enumerating impending delights. The customer nodded. How long would Mike hang around? This new breed bored easily. Used to be a gig at an uptown store like Carney’s was a career. Stable, nice salary for the neighborhood. “Positive working environment,” occasional acts of arson aside.

The Quality writer reeled Carney back in. “What would you say is the best thing about your job?”

Carney whistled. “So many.”

Like opening his 1977 model Hermann Bros. safe and depositing a brick of cash atop last week’s brick, one neatly fastened by the bank’s paper belt, the others grubby bills cinched by a rubber band. Or the day after a complication, replaying how it went down and realizing he could have died—but didn’t. Seeing Elizabeth’s eyes when she unwraps a gift and he’s not bothering about whether the money that bought it was clean or dirty, just that she loves it and what did it matter, really?

Carney said, “That little smile on a customer’s face when they sit on a fine new sofa for the first time, and they’re not thinking about how much it costs, or the landlord, or how the kid needs her teeth fixed, they’re thinking about how good it feels. That, and nothing else.”

The interview was almost over. They had covered his business degree from Queens College (“It really opened my eyes to the underlying principles”), his twenty-seven years in the furniture trade, the Sterling versus Collins-Hathaway cold war of the 1950s and the consolidations and shrinking consumer options that followed. The fire and the reopening.

“They never found who did it?” Fisher asked.

“New York City,” Carney responded. The city was question and answer in one. Cause and effect and everything else, too.

Unknowable patterns and designs of Great Destiny aside, Carney hadn’t lost his love for the home-goods trade. “If they keep making them,” Carney said, “I’ll keep selling them. There’s always another family looking to lay down for that starter dinette, and I’ll be here.”

“Any advice to a young business owner just starting out?”

Never knock over a bank on a Tuesday. A passing remark of Pepper’s that Carney carried over the years like shrapnel. He had never investigated the reasoning, not being in the knocking-over business, but he accepted its truth. It did not, however, suit the present circumstances.

Nor did the second thing that occurred to him, an idle observation that over time had blossomed into a grim assessment of existence: It’s harder to find a good coffee table than it is to fall in love. An odd notion, if one dealt in tables, accent or coffee or otherwise, and was also acquainted with the transformative properties of love. Yet, over time he had become more and more certain of it: It’s harder to find a good coffee table than it is to fall in love. He shrank from the idea. What to do with such knowledge? If one truly believed that, why sell furniture at all? It was a confidence that betrayed his profession and counterfeited his days. He shared it with Elizabeth once in the summer of ’78—from her look, he knew never to utter it again.

Carney changed tack. So far in the interview he had sold Quality a version of himself—upstanding business owner Ray Carney, bootstrapping entrepreneur with his own corner of 125th Street to prove it. Now it was time to sell Sterling a version of itself, deliver the customer affirmation that was the cap to any successful sales deal. How did Sterling see Sterling?

Argent.

Argent, and its legendary jet-age Metropolitan line—the dynamic wingbacks, curvilinear sofas and love seats, their creamy champagne finishes warmly glinting in the light. Argent had carried him through his early struggle years and paid the rent on their miniscule apartment across from the subway tracks, kept the lights on, food on the table. Had cast its spell on families all across the U.S. of A. Sterling bought out Argent in ’68, shut it down—then came last year’s spectacular revival. The customers demanded it, an entire generation who had bounced, dozed, fucked, and watched black-and-white television on its cushions.

Carney said, “Keep rising. Keep fighting. Look at Sterling. Some people coast on reputation, but Sterling brought back Argent because you have to adapt, keep pushing.” People needed Argent again, for proof that there had been good times before the bad times, before the downturn. Open up a newspaper and take your pick. The energy crisis, the hostages—it was a marathon of disaster. Families had once felt safe in their living rooms, and they might return to that place.

“Argent is a gift you must share in turn,” Carney said, “or else it loses its meaning. And now it’s how much of the Sterling bottom line? To be able to give that to somebody—it’s a rare and beautiful thing. But you have to be in the fight.” Carney stood and got dizzy; this heady furniture talk made his blood rush.

Andrew Fisher considered Carney’s answer. “I like that,” he said.

So did Carney. He’d never make Dealer of the Year, but he had done his best, even if he didn’t admit he was auditioning.

Carney made quick work of a white couple who were mid-dither over by the sectional. He didn’t hit the floor like he used to, but the interview had revved him up. Old phrases on tap, the fake smiles in stock. He got them on the hook for a three-piece Argent sectional with custom Summer Oasis floral print upholstery and the optional locking casters. Congratulations, Mr. and Mrs. Michaels, recently of Sugar Hill—enjoy your new indoor-living solution.

Back in his office, Rusty had left a note on his desk from Martin Green: “The new samples arrived.” Code for, come down to my office. Carney called him back—busy signal.

Downtown, see what Green had on his plate, make it back home in time for the next episode of that Walter Cronkite CBS News thing on the nuclear menace—he could swing it. Out of habit, Carney braced himself when he closed his office door, expecting it to scrape an arc into the floor, like the old one. It did not. The rebuild was top-notch. Everything around him, holding him up, was now sturdy as hell.

* * *

He missed the 4 train. It slipped into the tunnel when he reached the platform, like a pickpocket’s hand into a purse. Graffiti enveloped its exterior in a spiteful jumble of letters and numbers, as if all the antipathies and mean ideas of those inside the cars had been transcribed into a primitive language on the outside. Spray paint and indelible markers had rendered the whole city a canvas, but the artists weren’t very talented, in Carney’s fogy assessment, nor did they stretch themselves. Solid work ethic, though. To describe a wall as “covered in graffiti” missed the mark; more accurately, the graffiti had some wall in it.

Carney slid around two men in Zenith repairman uniforms and stopped outside the splash range of the MTA maintenance crew. The workers scoured the platform wall with a high-pressure hose, blasting away last night’s installment of graffiti. He supposed the platform walls had some kind of protective coating, like Egon’s StainAway but for tile. Koch was on the attack. Just the other day the papers announced his latest offensive in the war against graffiti—teams of German shepherds to patrol the train yards and tunnels at night. The mayor said, “If I had my way, I’d put in wolves instead of dogs.” He wasn’t joking, either—you know that old ghoul would love to sic a goddamn wolf on some kids. Then laugh his ass off when they try to get patched up, only to find out he closed down Sydenham Hospital.

Carney gave it two weeks—tops—before those canines were on street corners drinking fortified wine out of paper bags and playing craps. The city worked on you quick.

He was headed to Forty-Second so he moseyed to the spot on the platform that’d drop him off at his desired exit when he got off downtown. There was a poster on the wall behind him for that movie he wanted to see, Escape from New York, next to a big Fresca ad. “1997. New York City is a walled maximum security prison. Breaking out is impossible. Breaking in is insane.” In the old days, John would be begging Carney to take him to see it on opening day. He didn’t know if his son liked trashy movies like that anymore. It was moot; John was staying in Amherst for the summer.

In the poster, three people ran down a skyscraper canyon, chased by a mob wielding sticks and bats. A woman in a red dress fired at her pursuers while a dude with an eyepatch helped another man up the street. Carney dug the premise. New York City was a prison sometimes, locking you up with a million stone-cold psychos, and breaking in—moving here to make a go of it—was several aspects of nuts. But he didn’t understand the “breaking out” part. Where would you go, really? In a practical sense. And why were they being chased? Were they tourists? Everybody hates tourists.

Behind the three figures, the giant shiv of the Empire State Building stabbed the night sky, and the Statue of Liberty’s head sat in the middle of the ave, copper eyes staring at nothing. She ended up in the strangest places, Lady Liberty. Jutting out of the beach in Planet of the Apes, decapitated in Midtown. She wasn’t going anywhere. A prisoner like everyone else.

The new samples arrived. Something Green couldn’t discuss on the phone. He and Carney had a bunch of codes. If the heat was coming down there was, Want to run some numbers by you. Green called about “samples” when he had an operation or opportunity that might be up Carney’s alley. Carney usually passed—“Not my bag”—but he gathered that sometimes Green wanted an excuse to hang out. He hadn’t seen Green since he got the call from Sterling. Perhaps they’d grab a meal afterward, mark the occasion, though the gem broker didn’t get out much since Seth was born.

Fatherhood. Green had come a long way since the days of dressing like Jimi Hendrix’s drummer’s hipper brother, dolloping references to the Man and the military-industrial complex into his broker patter. Carney had a bunch of white, ex-hippie customers, and had noticed that cohort’s slow slide into conventionality, one home mortgage and self-actualization motto at a time. 1979 was particularly rough. Green went through a phase of blue blazers over cabled white turtlenecks, as if about to officiate a yacht race and not hit up the corner fern bar. Then he disappeared one day when Carney needed to off a haul of Louis Long necklaces, nice stuff from a Philly rip-off that was looking for its next home. Green’s service said he was unavailable—turned out the dude was in California, enduring a sixty-hour “transformation seminar” in Mendocino. Madness. Barry Cruz got Carney’s business that day.

When Green returned, he was so full of esoteric slang and animated by a new, hard-to-communicate philosophy that he reminded Carney of an ex-con. “Personal contentment might be the biggest heist of all.” Okay, Jim. Time in the joint, the various joints of this world, changed a man. So much so that Green had even admitted one night that he had voted for Ronald Reagan, a core betrayal of flower-power principles and confirmation of generational hypocrisy. One day you’re tuning in, turning on, and dropping out, and the next you’re salivating over your tax cut. Green was not alone. Carney had dealt with all types in his line of work and was accustomed to the way individual corruption reflected the larger culture. The herd tended toward the horrible. Carney tried not to hold it against his friend. Tried mightily.

A rat skittered from behind an overflowing trash can and flung itself onto the tracks.

The platform filled up for the next train.

When Carney hit the street he realized he hadn’t been on Forty-Second in a while—east and west, up and down Lex, an anxious rush of construction was underway. This part of town was jumping, spectacularly alive, in the frenzied honking and jackhammering and rasp of steel beams across concrete. The big construction players hustled to outrace expiring zoning regulations and tax abatements. Gaps of open air signaled where runty storefronts had been razed to make room for their betters. Teamsters unloaded ducts and glass, steering them behind blue plywood fences that hid the mammoth excavations and half-poured foundations. Trailers, chugging generators, and wavering cranes nuzzled the curbs, parked, double-parked, triple-parked. Down Lex, two new office towers topped out, spidery derricks delivering beams and insulation—

“Step aside!”

A scrawny old white man pushing a shopping cart full of Reader’s Digests clipped him. Yeah, yeah. Carney’s fault for stopping to gawk. Rush hour. The crotchety millions gushing in and out and between buildings. It was a wonder. When was the last time there was so much construction going on? When it felt like a high-rise might erupt from the sidewalk under your feet and send you flying? He had to go back to the ’60s, before the city-wide paralysis, the rising tide of filth. Mayor Lindsay in his first term, before things ran aground.

Development. City hall’s cure for the fiscal crisis and the name it gave the future. The greatest city in the world ran out of money and Uncle Sam stepped in. Carney had no choice but to follow the work of the Emergency Financial Control Board in the papers—their fiddling and wrangling eventually manifested in his store as foot traffic and sales volume. The Control Board cut hundreds of millions from the budget, laid off municipal workers, gutted social services, forked over some operating cash. Like a pimp putting a Port Authority runaway on a short leash.

It worked. Development brought in fresh players and motivated the old parasites, the new ventures attracted workers and generated tax revenue to pay for yet more development. Churn, baby, churn. Forty-Second Street, a subway platform on 125th Street, a midnight train yard—attack on multiple fronts to fight off the decay and take the city back one block at a time. Fix it here and there, and it radiates throughout the island, Brooklyn, the Bronx. (Well, maybe not the Bronx.) If you look over here, the city was a gigantic mess, but look thataway and there’s its new face, emerging from the grime. Both things at once, in the same space.

Martin Green operated out of the Chanin Building, across from Grand Central. For a good stretch of his life, Carney thought art deco meant “a building below Ninety-Sixth Street.” When he learned that it was an architectural style, and saw examples, he didn’t expand his definition. Art deco didn’t exist in his neck of the woods. The building was quite lovely from the outside, if a bit stuck up with all that cool black marble and bronze. The fabulousness continued in the lobby’s terrazzo floors, and the polished metalwork in the elevators made for a classy ride.

Then you stepped onto the thirty-fourth floor, and anyone hip to crooked frequencies knew they’d entered a corridor of criminal enterprise.

Green Imports, Inc. sat between a CPA outfit and an immigration lawyer. The accountant cooked the books for one of the more plodding but financially circumspect crime families, working hard to convince the Feds that the most profitable driving school in North America just happened to be located in Piscataway, New Jersey (it wasn’t). The lawyer specialized in green cards and other official documentation for Albanian hit men, a surprisingly steady clientele, who knew? Last Christmas the three of them had a little holiday party in the lawyer’s, Ritz crackers and gin.

Green buzzed in Carney. He’d rented a two-room suite, with a dummy reception area outside his office. He bought a bunch of ladies’ hats and jackets and for a while kept up the prank of a phantom receptionist, rotating articles on the coatrack every day, even swapping out the nameplate on her desk when she got hitched. Eventually he got bored. The New York Post, arranged just-so next to the telephone, mourned a Yankees–Royals heartbreaker from last fall, and the houndstooth peacoat had hung for a year easy. They were such a familiar sight, dangling there, that Carney was quite surprised to discover the tableau in Green’s office—his friend handcuffed to the club chair, gagged and bloody, and two white men pointing guns.

The older man prodded Green with his pistol. “This the fence?”

Green shook his head to blink blood out of his eyes. He nodded.

“Don’t want to beat up the janitor,” the older man said. “We’re looking for Uncle Rich.”

“I don’t know who that is,” Carney said.

The white man reached into his coat and held up the sapphire Dwayne had given Carney.

“Oh,” Carney said. “He said he was someone else.”

“Aren’t we all?” the man said, and his partner slugged Green in the face.




TWO

Carney squinted.

He sorted variables. Violence and the prospect of more of the same, Green’s injuries, the exposure of their work—somebody knows something, you wonder what else they know. Green’s affection for his hand-knotted Nepali rug, now bloodstained, that he acquired while retracing the Beatles’ famous trip to India (“We’re all seekers in one way or another”). White men with pistols. One impractical thought transfixed Carney: The man he met at the video arcade last month, the one who called himself Dwayne, was actually Uncle Rich. Carney was working with Uncle Rich, the legendary uptown criminal mastermind.

It started weeks ago, with his Flinch Wilson sit-down. Flinch Wilson—on the matter of his jumpiness no one disagreed—was not one of Carney’s regulars. He robbed houses, a small-time player not worth the attention of a fence of Carney’s reputation and standing. Every so often the thief slouched forth with his latest take, generally boosted from an old matron’s collection. Semiprecious stones and textured gold stuff that had been popular during the war, say, or long pearl chains and platinum-set diamonds from the ’50s. Good enough to be insured and for the cops to have it on a list, but not spectacular.

Usually he shooed Flinch when he called—let him hit up one of the Amsterdam Avenue bums—but that spring Carney had stepped up his other business. He needed money. Rather, Elizabeth needed money, which was the same thing. “Marriage is a partnership in a love enterprise,” as one of Elizabeth’s best sellers put it. What was it called? The Thinking Trap? Your Relationship Quotient? One of those best sellers that tried to talk the War Between the Sexes down into a mild dispute. Quit the Worry Business. The books had their own section in the parlor bookshelves, next to Carney’s unopened do-it-yourself home-repair volumes. The takeaway: Their vows had put them into a business venture. The ring was a contract shaped in gold.

After twenty-five years of working for Dale Baker at Seneca Travel & Tour (formerly Black Star Travel), Elizabeth had split to start her own agency. Overdue, in Carney’s opinion. She’d been basically running Seneca’s New York, Miami, and Chicago offices for years, without proper compensation or recognition. Dale was an absentee boss, mooching off Elizabeth’s initiative and worse, anointing his dipshit nephews as successors to his mediocre reign. “The man’s an embarrassment to true entrepreneurs everywhere,” Carney said. “He insults the credo.”

Her resignation was the beginning of an exciting time. Elizabeth rented a second-floor office on Broadway and Ninety-Seventh, by the 2-3. One of the junior agents at Seneca left with her, as well as the office manager, the indispensable Mrs. Shelby, a former schoolteacher. Mrs. Shelby’s innate sadism, when trained on young innocents, or at least New York City second graders, had gotten her banished from the school system. No mean feat given the number of actual murderers on the Board of Ed payroll. When trained on her peers, her sadism manifested as a type of brusque and single-minded efficiency—exactly what the new venture required.

They got to work. The first thing Elizabeth unpacked opening day was Big Red, her Rolodex, a present from Carney a few years back. A trove of clients and contacts, its supreme utility had outlived the jokes about its inappropriateness as a Valentine’s Day gift. Big Red’s glossy skin shined like a magic lamp in the late-afternoon Broadway light. Certainly it granted wishes. Carney Travel opened in time to scoop up summer ’79 holiday bookings, and her long-standing relationship with a group of Montego Bay resorts made for a Christmas bounty. A larger-than-expected number of her old accounts followed her, to Dale’s impotent fury. Elizabeth’s smile, always superior, deepened into something regal and untouchable.

(Carney’s Furniture, Carney Travel. “We’re like an uptown empire,” he said. Elizabeth returned a noncommittal nod.)

Elizabeth identified an emerging clientele: single women, couples, and young families who were too bougie for the long-standing Harlem travel agencies, which were perfectly fine, but—“How do I put this delicately”—perhaps not as efficient as they could be. As the low-flying aircraft rattled the resort, customers were forced to ponder the discrepancy between the brochure and the reality. Look, no one wants to book a cruise and show up to find it’s Uncle Darnell rowing a dinghy. Things didn’t need to be as shoddy as they used to be. Twenty years earlier, in the midst of Jim Crow, Black Star catered to those in need of safe routes through the perilous South. Carney Travel now catered to a generation hungry for different rights—to consume, to play, to vacation in the manner they wished. Once again, she was attuned.

Carney hadn’t seen Elizabeth this energized in ages. It was like she’d stored a part of herself at the offices of Seneca Travel, locked it up every night come closing time, and now she’d taken it back into herself. With the kids out of the house, Carney and Elizabeth had been trying to discover the shape of their new arrangement. Silence grew in the empty rooms. There were no more intramural basketball games and track meets to eat up hours, and dinners became plate-on-lap affairs before the NBC Nightly News. “Some developments in the Iran Hostage Crisis …” Elizabeth’s success proposed one version of a second act, in which the wife, freed from dimensions of maternal duty, steps into her true self. And Carney … ?

She got an idea about expanding. A business loan would allow her to bring new hires on board, give Mrs. Shelby the go-ahead to search for new office space. Street level, near the subway, maybe Broadway in the Eighties for a mixed clientele; it was what they called a “neighborhood in transition.” Carney had to cosign—ridiculous in this day and age to require a husband’s signature on a loan—but his books were well-cooked and would hold up to scrutiny, so far so good.

They had good credit and collateral up the wazoo, what with the Strivers’ Row house and the 125th Street buildings. The first rejections were surprising, then alarming. The black banks were a bust as well. One afternoon Lester Pigeon, a vice president at Freedom National Savings and a fellow Dumas man, tried to flee across 127th Street when he saw Carney coming. Carney collared him and Lester explained that with interest rates so nuts, every loan was under a microscope. “Plus, a woman,” Lester mumbled, “it’s a tough sell with a lot of the guys.”

Carney hadn’t seen Lester since the Dumas Club burned down. He took a special pride in having reopened from his fire more quickly than the venerable black men’s club did, which now rented out tacky banquet halls when it came time for a meeting. The old guard still remembered Wilfred Duke’s treachery years, when the “upstanding banker” swindled the uptown royalty—his very tribe!—out of their money and exposed the structural flaws in their scheme. The fiery annihilation of the Dumas Club by unknown evildoers was another reminder of the fragility of all things, and a conservative mood prevailed in its aftermath. Things were turning around, but it never seemed to last, did it? Carney watched Lester slump down 127th and disappear into the sidewalk throng.

When Elizabeth got a letter from Dale’s lawyer informing her that her former boss was suing her for poaching clients and stealing “trade secrets”—the fucking gall—Carney gave her the money for the retainer before she could ask for it. She’d only accept it as a loan at the going rate. No handouts. He was in her debt for rescuing him from himself all those years ago, and she was in his debt in a more vulgar currency. Now he had to come up with the scratch.

* * *

He met Flinch Wilson at the Marlin, a narrow dive on 110th and Broadway with a decor inspired by an old leather shoe that lived in a drainage pipe. Colonized by Columbia kids and graduate students by night, at 4:00 p.m. the Marlin was the domain of an elite class of shaky-handed New York rummy who kept abreast of amenable establishments through newsletters and the oral tradition. The bartenders minded themselves, the bathroom was clean, and the thin light from the street made it a fine place to conduct crooked business.

Flinch joined Carney at the back of the bar. True to his nickname, he shrank from Carney’s extended hand, startled. He put his elbows on the table and the tin ashtray hopped on the chipped Formica, which was engraved with student musings: RACISM SUX! and SHOOT THE HOSTAGES and END APARTHEID. “You came,” Flinch said.

Carney tried to remember a detail from Flinch’s life, to feed a perfunctory salvo of small talk. Kids? Pet charities? He said, “Still living at that place over on …”

Flinch complained about the junkies who had claimed the houses at the end of his Edgecombe block, and also the ticket he got last week for not cleaning up after his dog. “This pooper-scooper law is too much.” A man divided, equally distraught over creeping disorder and the latest quality-of-life legislation. Meager formalities done, Flinch handed Carney a white handkerchief. Carney opened it. The yellow neon of the Michelob sign on the wall sparked the necklace’s diamonds and warmed its fine gold links.

He took the necklace into the bathroom for a better look. The lock was busted, so he kept the door closed with his foot as he held the necklace up to the naked bulb over the cracked mirror. It was a Cartier choker from the 1930s or thereabouts, ten gold strands studded with fifteen round cut diamonds. It was heavy in his hand, its exquisiteness expressed in physical weight.

Carney returned. “Where’s it from?” It was too splendid to have come from Flinch’s usual hunting grounds, unless he was hitting Cos Cob and Park Avenue these days. From the man’s clothes and stubble, he had not changed his m.o.

“You ever heard of Kirby Lewis?” He was a white guy, Flinch explained, a thief out of Boston. They did time together in Sing Sing a few years back, under that warden everyone hated. Two weeks ago Flinch had business in Somerville—“old army buddy”—and crashed on Kirby’s couch. Kirby left to meet a man about something and did not return. “He wasn’t coming back. That’s the kind of somebody he was meeting.”

The bathroom had one of those metal hampers built into the wall, and the necklace was in a nook behind the hamper, along with a copy of Dale Carnegie and a cigar box full of gold teeth, a nest egg of sorts. If any heirs appeared to contest his handling of Kirby’s estate, Flinch was certainly willing to entertain their complaints, but no one had come forward. “Maybe I should put a notice in the paper?” He chuckled.

It was horseshit, but Carney came up with a number. Flinch was a cheap date, his eyes widening at an offer of ten percent. They did a deal for the necklace and set up the exchange.

Flinch picked the place, on 133rd off Convent, between a miserable-looking nail salon and a last-chance pawn shop. Above the painted-black windows, the sign said VIDEO PARLOR in futuristic red-and-orange NASA letters. Apart from that colorful flourish the joint was devoid of cheer. It was a front, and a half-assed front at that. An ax murderer walking down the street in a bloody smock made more of an attempt at subterfuge.

Arcade machines had infiltrated many stores over the last few years, hunkered at the front of the Optimo on 136th where Carney bought his papers, beeping and sputtering at Gino’s Pizza on 134th. The bodega a few blocks up from his store had two, Asteroids and Berzerk. The former thumped ominously—BUM BUM BUM—like a monster’s heart, and the latter raved incoherently—“Kill!” “Get the humanoid!”—in a manner familiar to anyone who’d walked down 125th on a Saturday night. Chuck and Sue had run a video-game exposé the previous week on Live at Five. If Chuck Scarborough and Sue Simmons said something was bad news, you knew it was true. The newscasters soberly led parents into the forbidding arcades. “There are growing concerns that children have skipped school or stolen money to play the games, and made a nuisance of themselves.” A school board vice president mumbled about truancy rates and drug commerce over footage of zombified adolescents, and a Boston pediatrician warned of nerve damage from “Space Invaders Elbow.”

Flinch’s arcade wouldn’t have made it into the piece because it was too over the top. There were four working machines and one unit with a busted screen and a pried-open cash box that exposed wires and metal framing. The ghostlike kids and teenagers taking shifts at the buttons and joysticks were uniformly surly, completely bent to their labors. Juvenile delinquents in the 1950s were all about displaying their transgression to the straights. These lean boys were entirely self-concerned, as worldly as ingrown hairs. His son’s generation. John loved video games, and was designing his own at college with some nerd buddies. Different chapters of the same gang.

Beep beep! Bleep bloop! No one looked at Carney as he passed. A rickety fan shoveled cigarette smoke around. He continued through the red door at the back as instructed, into a room filled with pink and blue stuffed animals in plastic bags—either a previous incarnation had specialized in flammable children’s toys or a star-crossed hijacker was stashing his latest haul here. Past the fluffy elephants and monkeys, Flinch was seated at a small card table. He gestured for Carney to take the folding chair opposite.

He counted the money in the envelope. Carney had never seen him smile before. The thief said, “Okay,” and a thin man in a light blue windbreaker emerged from the tower of stuffed giraffes.

The man waved gently at Carney: This was no rip-off.

Flinch gave up his chair, leaving the envelope on the table. The thin man took his place. He radiated calm. He was dressed like a cabbie, with his tweed cap and brown polyester polo, a tabloid under his arm. Even the way he held his Styrofoam cup made it into a prop—nursed all day until the last sip revealed the grounds at the bottom. A man tested and tempered by the city, schooled in shortcuts, bottlenecks, and all manner of human traffic.

He patted the envelope with affection. “You can call me Dwayne,” the man said. “I had Reginald act on my behalf. Security. You never know, right?”

Reginald. Carney had never heard Flinch’s first name before. Flinch nodded, oddly formal, and departed through the door to the back alley.

“I heard about you many years ago,” Dwayne said, nodding. “Working with Chink Montague. Notch Walker.”

“I’ve been selling furniture on 125th Street for a long time.”

Dwayne patted the envelope again. “I don’t want to call this a test. I wanted to see how you work. Flinch is not the most reliable man. Good for this, not perfect for that. He comes to you, lying about where he got some merchandise.”

“Thieves lie.”

“You off it anyway. A man like you. What I wonder is why?”

“I wanted the money,” he said.

Dwayne slipped the envelope into a pocket inside his windbreaker.

“It was a nice piece, the necklace,” Carney said. “It deserved to get where it’s going.” He was being honest. Things moved from here to there, in and out of people’s lives—it had always helped Carney’s rationalizations and self-deceptions to see himself as a small part in a larger, inexorable process.

“It is nice,” Dwayne said, “one of many.” He tapped his cigarette and smeared the ash with his shoe. “I have more work if you want it.”

“Who are you?”

The man shrugged. “I don’t live around here anymore but I come back for business from time to time. Nice to see the hometown. But it’s always so brief.” He leaned back. “What kind of weight can you handle?”

“I’ve never had a problem,” Carney said. He shook his head at himself. Until recently he never would’ve sat down with Flinch, let alone done a deal after that dumb story about Boston. Carney had called Jerome Cayhill, his old coin guy in Roxbury, for background on this “Kirby Lewis” character. Jerome hadn’t heard of him. Carney still went ahead. Dumb. Not too late to walk away. He stood.

Dwayne smiled. As if at a passenger who didn’t know he was being taken the scenic route. “Of course.” He slid a little white tent of paper across the table. “She answers night and day,” he said.

Carney called the number two days later, and that’s how he ended up passing the sapphire to Martin Green. He had no choice, once he got a look at it. It would put a dent in Elizabeth’s expenses. If Dwayne had a line on more, as he promised, it was more than enough to take care of Carney Travel, and—looking ahead—to cover new roofs for the 381 and 383 buildings, a pressing but not immediate concern. No concern at all, given the quality of the sapphires.

Calling the number was Carney’s second mistake, after sitting down with Flinch at the Marlin, but they were both expressions of the same flaw.

* * *

The sapphire twinkled. “He tell you where he got this?” the older white man said.

Carney looked at Green. He didn’t want to contradict anything his friend might have told the intruders, but there was no cover story to spin this way or that. Scuba divers hadn’t salvaged the gem from a sunken Spanish galleon off the Florida Keys, and no one had descended from the ceiling, dodging electronic beams, to free it from a science-fiction museum vault. According to Dwayne—a.k.a. Harlem legend Uncle Rich—it was one item in a lucrative but unspectacular raid on a New Orleans jewelry house last March. Carney and Green had been skeptical, but there had been no indication the stone had this kind of heat on it. Carney stalled. “Who are you?” he asked.

“Name’s Buzz. Uncle Rich ripped me off and I’m getting it back.” He nodded at his companion. “The man with the hands is Orson.”

Martin Green shrank at his tormentor’s name. Green delighted in his office and now it had been defiled. Carney knew how he felt. One night at the Subway Inn, Green pulled out a catalog and showed him the blinds he was considering for the window. He settled on white faux wood, a canny mix of the contemporary and traditional. They kept the neighbors out of your business when men put guns in your face. Other touches, like the Vanguard Model Hermann Bros. safe in the corner, announced that this was the domain of a man of substance. The safe was ajar—had they made him empty it? Green kept a lot of bricks in there.

The sofa was a burnt umber 1979 Karl Rothchild with a chestnut frame, a rich-white-people sofa, not bought from Carney.

Buzz clenched his fist, flexed his fingers. He was in his early sixties, same as Uncle Rich, medium height and stout, with a low tide of receding brown-gray hair that exposed the liver spots on his scalp. Doughy in his round face and belly, his cold gaze warned that he was not soft in any other sense. If Uncle Rich reminded Carney of a cabbie, Buzz struck him as a plumber, one who comes back when you aren’t home to strangle your parakeet if you stiff him on the bill.

That cast his partner Orson as the plumber’s assistant, the guy who jogs out to the truck for the necessary part. Except he doesn’t return with a wrench to loosen bolts but a crowbar to unscrew kneecaps. Burly and tall, Orson wore an insolent leer at all times and emanated a palpable depravity.

“Never seen a colored fence before,” Buzz said. He ruffled Green’s hair. “You’re quite the liberal. Remind me of my nephew. Used to have hair down to his ass, talking this high-horse bullshit about ‘Your generation this,’ ‘Your generation that.’ Owns his own hi-fi shop now, jacket and tie, lecturing my sister about her ‘financial report card.’” He spat on the rug.

Orson cleared his throat; Buzz caught himself. He held up the sapphire between his index finger and thumb. “It popped up in Antwerp,” he said. “The Jamison Diamond House. Finally got a lead after all these years. I didn’t fly there myself. I hate Belgium. Find it confusing. The air itself. But my associate coaxed a name out of the Diamond House man, who gave us another name, and finally another name who gave up one Martin Green of New York City. ‘Importer’ of unspecified merchandise. New York—now that I can do. Right, Orson?”

“The restaurants. The lights of Broadway,” Orson said. “The Cloisters, if you like that shit.” He spoke grudgingly, as if language was an imposition, like he was a brat being forced into nice clothes for church.

“They covered their tracks,” Buzz said, “but here we are. Now where’s Uncle Rich?” He cocked his pistol and aimed it at Carney’s head.

Carney clenched his fists. If he died tonight, would they pull him as Dealer of the Month? Or run the interview with a postscript? Tragically, soon after this interview was conducted, Raymond Carney was murdered. Is this how it happens? Not on his end, but through his connections?

He wasn’t going to take a beating for a man he didn’t know, one who had lied to him. Carney said, “I have a plaque—Authorized Dealer of Egon Furniture.” If it appeared in the front window of the store, he explained, Uncle Rich was to call him. It’s how they had arranged the handoff weeks before.

“That sounds like him,” Buzz said. He scratched his chin with the muzzle of his gun. “Here’s how we do this. You do the thing in the window. There’s a chicken joint near your store?”

“Manny’s,” Carney said. It wasn’t the closest, a few doors down from 126th, but had less foot traffic than King’s, the more popular spot. Fewer civilians in the crossfire, and he couldn’t live with himself if anything happened to King’s, for the mac and cheese alone.

“Manny’s,” Buzz repeated. “Fine. You tell him to meet you there, and call us when you’ve set it up.” Orson scribbled on a piece of paper and handed Carney the phone number.

Buzz snatched the handkerchief from Green’s mouth and undid the handcuffs. Green tumbled to the floor, spent. “This one was pretty loud before,” he said, “and security downstairs already gave us the once-over so we ain’t going to push our luck on the bystander front.” He appraised Carney. “Plus, you look like you bruise easily.”

The men with guns backed out of the office. Carney slinked out of their way.

Buzz paused in the doorway. “Manny’s,” he said. “If I don’t hear anything by midnight, it’s going to be a hard fucking rain.”




THREE

“Tell Pam you got mugged,” Carney said. “That’s what I do.”

“She believes you?”

Carney shrugged. “There are downsides.”

Green’s left cheek had started to swell. It’d be a hideous lump by morning. Orson’s signet ring had opened a cut on his scalp. Green hunched on the sofa, applying pressure with a yellow polka-dot ascot. “I’m looking at houses tomorrow. I can’t show up like this.”

That’s what you get for voting for Reagan. “Where this time?” Carney said.

“New Rochelle. The schools.” He pulled away the ascot. It was sodden with blood. Green went to the closet for a spare shirt, grabbed the bathroom key from his desk—it was tied to a plastic Elmer Fudd figurine by a tiny loop of wire—and went to clean up.

Westchester was a Pam maneuver, no doubt. Green had crawled from his bachelor cave on his own power, but Pam had taken it on herself to complete his civilization. When Carney started working with him ten years ago, Green conducted his gem trade out of his apartment in one of those white brick high-rises in Yorkville. He’d put some psychedelic art jazz on the hi-fi, offer Carney a cocktail, and the exchange of money and goods commenced in a haze of hip sophistication. He dated a series of straight-and-narrow types—a manager at an Upper East Side burger joint/singles bar called Smiles, a copy editor at Running magazine, an Eastern Airlines customer-relations exec—until he met Pam in the buffet line at Club Med Cancun. The limbo competition at Saturday’s Fiesta Night activities clinched it. “My dad was basically the Man in the Gray Flannel Suit,” Green told Carney once. “He was miserable. Isn’t there more to life?”

He returned from the bathroom, paper towels pressed to his head. His skin was paler than usual. The gem broker shook his head. It was safe to say Green had diverged from his father’s path. “Who the hell is this Uncle Rich?”

How to put it, the immensity of the man? Harlem cranked out its allotment of vicious mobsters, stone-cold killers, gambling impresarios, and cunning thieves—even an able fence or two—but no one before or since had so completely captivated Harlem’s cops and criminals. He was half crook, half crooked fantasy by now.

Like that of a lot of famous athletes, his career was quite short, but his immortal setups and scams were the template for a generation. The midnight raid on Montgomery Trust, the Sherman-Wilde payroll job, Bo Lemming’s, the ransom of Gordon Federal—these capers were enshrined in the larcenous pantheon. They’d elevated him to an adjective, invoked by aspirational crooks at Nightbirds and Donegal’s and other dingy dens: “It’s going to go down like some Uncle Rich–type shit.”

Carney got self-conscious talking about him in front of a white person, even a friend. “He used to operate uptown in the 1950s. Pulled some big jobs. Supposedly he got taken out.”

“Not some piker,” Green said. “That explains Flinch’s necklace. And the sapphire.” Flinch’s merch had enough personality to make them overlook the rickety cover story; Green saw fit to include it in his regular packages to his contact in France. It was simple: They got greedy.

“We messed up,” Carney said. Flinch had broken the rules first. Lie to your wife about where you’ve been, lie to your crew about the size of their cut, lie to your dentist about flossing, but don’t lie to your fence—it’s bad for business. A fence holds a piece of merchandise—he has to know where it came from, the heat on it, the right party to take it off his hands. The danger to him and to his associates down the line. Even the crooked have to play it straight sometimes. They come clean—“Make sure you off it over the state line, don’t let the Westies get wind.”

A matter of practicality, but also of psychological need—most thieves need to share how it all went down. There’s a story to a crime, and sometimes the only people who know it are the thief and the fence. Did they plan it to the last detail or wing it? Did someone catch them in the act, were they a ghost? They need to get the story out and give it to someone in order to make it real, or else the job remained unfinished.

Which made the fence into a half-assed confessor or shrink. A container of sins. The inside dope the fence walks around with, on all your previous jobs, other people’s, all the stuff everybody’s done? Upset the order and everybody gets burned.

Carney glanced at the open safe. It was empty.

“Yup,” Green said. He went over and closed the door. “There was a robbery in California a few years back,” he said, “Brent & Lovejoy. A shipment of Tanzanian sapphires got taken down. No sign since. That baby might have been part of that.”

“They sat on it that long?”

“Rip off a fucker like that, I’d sit on it, too.” His face clouded. “You should get going.”

Once Carney walked out the door, he was back in the white man’s scheme and timetable. He wanted to put that off. “Going to the hospital?” Carney said.

“I don’t know.”

“You held out. They had to work for it. You didn’t have to do that.”

“I remember when we first met, Moskowitz had double-crossed you,” Green said. “I didn’t want to fuck you over the same way.”

Carney nodded. They shook hands.

“None of my European contacts even gave me a heads-up.”

“Who knows what they did to them?” Carney said.

“Call me. When it’s done.”

His friend had a full night ahead of him, with Perky Pam waiting for him at home. Tomorrow he shows up at the open house, a renovated Tudor in New Rochelle or Nyack or one of “America’s Most Livable Communities” or “Top Ten Places to Raise Kids,” his face tidied up by his wife’s makeup. Holding his son’s hand to keep his majesty in check. Pam shields her eyes from the sun as she scans the block for the abnormal, the unkempt, the stray leaf out of place, a brown face …

It wasn’t hard to picture Green floating in the gleaming suburbs, despite all the dirty deals they’d gotten up to over the years. Green was not weak—like Moskowitz, the Diamond District gem broker who’d sold Carney down the river all those years ago—but he wasn’t deep-down crooked, bone-crooked, with that all-hours whisper urging him on. The first time he asks his neighbor, “Where do you get your sod?,” it will sound like the most natural thing in the world.

It was clear. Between Pam, this beatdown, and his own yearning for the straight and narrow, Green was out of the game.

* * *

Carney headed to Grand Central, half a block away, to grab a cab from someone getting out at the station. White cabbies can’t zoom away from black fares who hover at the door, waiting for the previous fare to pay up. He hovered. The FDR was a mess so they took Madison.

Elizabeth was out of town. That was the most important thing if men with guns were back in his life: She was safe. One of the pitfalls of owning a thriving furniture business on 125th Street was his name on a big sign. His name was a bull’s-eye, like when that firebug threw Molotov cocktails at it. His other business hadn’t trespassed on him this way since then.

Elizabeth had appointments in Boston, part of a travel expo. Some of the hotel chains looking to pick up minority customers were holding meet-and-greets and dinners with black-owned travel agencies. Elizabeth had checked in on John on the way. Their son was spending his summer working in the UMass computer lab. His professor had hooked him up with the gig; he was one of two students so invited. According to Elizabeth’s report, their boy lived in a crumbling frat house, with a kegerator in the kitchen and a pool table in the backyard under a makeshift tent. “The landlord worried it was too heavy for the floors.”

John was out of the line of fire, and Carney didn’t have to worry about his other kid either, when it came to gun-toting goons (he assumed). May was out in the world. Her former college roommate’s parents owned an apartment in Marseille, rich white girl, and she’d hooked May up with a job teaching English to the kids of a French businessman. Can you beat that? They’d grown up into strangers, his kids. Carney’s Furniture was not going to be a family business; he reconciled to that long ago. John and May had never been interested, apart from short stints over school vacations for pocket money. Their bored faces when he asked them to pitch in with the Presidents’ Day Sale: Must we?

Carney understood not wanting to be your parents, but surely he was not such a terrible model? John had asked if Regional Dealer of the Month came with a cash reward—as if you could put a price on the affirmation of your field’s leading lights. No, no money, just the satisfaction of being one of the best. He’d been looking forward to a meal with Green, who was always game to pretend to be interested in Carney’s furniture business. “Sofas or sapphires, we’re all salesmen.” That was out now. Cross out FURNITURE on his sign above his store and scrawl DISAPPOINTMENTS over it. Just Arrived—Our New Line of Summer Disappointments, in All Your Favorite Colors!

The taxi stopped short at a red light, next to a vacant lot on the corner of 112th and Madison. The rubble had been hauled away since he last passed by, and now the site was a broken plain surrounded by chain link. What will it be next? A billboard for Triumph cigarettes hung on the wall of the adjacent tenement: TASTE THE UMPH IN TRIUMPH. In the ad, a white guy in a tan suit bopped down the sidewalk with his arms around two blond ladies. A trio, as in the Escape from New York poster, not running away from something but toward something, most likely a ménage a trois from the wink-wink body language. Rusty had taken over the store’s advertisements, but Carney still knew a thing or two about putting notions in people’s heads.

Taste the Umph in Triumph. Bah. White men breathing down his neck, threatening to brutalize him if he didn’t follow their orders. Where was his Umph? He had no Umph. He tasted nothing, an empty plate lay before him. He had rebuilt his store at considerable financial and psychological cost, received an industry honor, and in five minutes these white men had wrung all pleasure from his victory. He knew that when Gabe Jones and Randy Bullock, the Sterling dealers downtown, heard about the magazine profile they’d say, “Oh, he only got it because he’s black.” That’s how they do you. Don’t let you have something because of your race, and then when you do get it they say it’s only because of your race. They get you coming and going.

Don’t want to hurt the janitor. He was fucking Regional Dealer of the goddamn Month.

The scene in Green’s office had got his blood up, and now he was riled again. How would Pepper handle this? In his younger days, the crook would have waited until he could make a move in Green’s office, test the white men. But Pepper was not as spry as he used to be, and these guys were not run-of-the-mill muscle—they were from out of state, with who knew what regional standards of cruelty. Get on it, Carney. They were staking out his store to verify that he made the signal, so he couldn’t show his face there. Plus, the “plaque in the window” thing was a load of bull. That was from All the President’s Men, how Redford contacted Deep Throat. Carney had been waiting years to use it. The occasion had not presented itself.

Home—what was waiting for him at home? Nothing. No one.

Carney told the taxi driver he was getting out early, shoved bills into the money slot, and hit the pay phone on the corner. As he fished in his pocket for a coin, he saw the familiar WORSHIP GOD carved into the metal, this time defacing the left wall of the enclosure. Someone—man, woman, or holy army—had tagged every public phone in the city with their unique brand of proselytizing. Every street corner and hotel lobby and lonesome subway platform phone, without fail: WORSHIP GOD. Full-time job. It made sense—a pay phone was a place of prayers offered and sometimes answered. Given the limited real estate in the city, there was a market for the modestly sized church.

She picked up: “Betty’s Beauty Salon.” It was the same gal who’d taken his call a few weeks earlier. Her voice was cool metal.

He gave his name.

“That’ll be a blowout and a shampoo. I’ll have to check her schedule. What’s the best number?”

“It’s a pay phone.”

“Of course.

To ward off would-be callers he draped his arm over the phone box like a junkyard dog protecting his bone. A few blocks up on 125th, the night parade shambled forth but this corner was eerily calm, just him and a young gal in office clothes walking up the street, heading home with a bag of Chinese food. She came to a sidewalk grate and walked around it, like any sensible New Yorker. You never knew if this was the one to give way and plunge you into the underground.

Uncle Rich, back from the dead. Carney shook his head. There’d always been rumors that he’d faked his death. How could a man of his genius let the witless Gibbs Brothers get the drop on him? It had to be a fake out. Now it was confirmed. Surely his rivals from the old days were dead—the street had caught up with most of those players. Count these two white men as a new crop of enemies. Why had he dropped out at the top of his game, and why had he returned? It had to be some big score, but what?

She called him back with the address.

* * *

His guide wore a green tracksuit with white piping and had a triangular goatee so precise as to embody a geometrical theorem. He tapped Carney on the shoulder when he turned the corner of 119th, then led him to the stoop of a tenement halfway up the street. Typical summer-night sounds issued from open windows: television screams, radio yodeling, actual screams. The door hummed—someone was buzzing them in. They crossed the lobby to the elevator, where an old Spanish guy sat on a chair reading El Diario. The man looked up drowsily. He gave permission in a nod. The young man took Carney through the back door to the service alley, and then the metal door at the rear of the building opposite.

“This way?” Carney said, to keep himself company.

His guide did not speak.

The next door opened onto another lobby, where another man sat watching a portable black-and-white perched on a milk crate. They walked out the front door onto 120th Street. The young man in the green tracksuit led him across the street into the vestibule of a four-story townhouse flanked by vacant buildings. He unlocked the door and gestured for Carney to proceed through the glass doors. The young man could not or would not pass the threshold, like some cursed spirit. Carney never saw him again.

The hallway beyond the vestibule was lit by a string of naked bulbs, and the walls were punched through in various spots. Construction underway, the whole city was under construction. To the right of the dusty stairwell, the door to
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