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PROLOGUE
Sunday, June 6, 1982

Sampson Davis was thinking about death when the hired black Cadillac stopped on the corner of Eddy and Fillmore streets in what had once been the heart of the black community in San Francisco. He was eighty-five years old and dying of lung cancer, yet he was not thinking of his own death. He was pondering why such a vital neighborhood as the Fillmore was in its death throes; it was a pale relic of what once had been. He remembered how it was in the forties and fifties: the streets filled with shiny new cars; storefront barbershops with gambling and numbers rooms behind them; bakeries; Russian delicatessens; five-and-dimes; restaurants; diners and chop suey houses; movie theaters; hole-in-the-wall blues and jazz joints; and always the streets filled with people in their many shades of black and brown. It was the death of vibrancy that haunted his thoughts.

Sampson looked at his watch. It was seven-thirty in the evening and despite the new high-rise apartment buildings and the modern facades on the Fillmore corridor businesses, the streets were relatively quiet. There were still some black people on the street, but they did not look affluent. They were not the ones living in the new apartments. They probably came from the towering, ugly, pink Section Eight apartments over on Buchanan Street, the last remnants of Fillmore’s heyday. Sampson saw whites and a sprinkling of Asians going in and out of the new apartment buildings and grimaced. Asians he could understand. The northern part of the Fillmore had once been the heart of the Japanese neighborhood, until World War II policies had taken their properties and placed them all in prison camps. It broke Sampson’s heart to see so many whites nonchalantly walking down streets that they had feared to tread in the fifties unless they were the police.

He was overcome by a bout of coughing, which caused his eyes to water. He was getting more things caught in his throat all the time and it was getting harder to catch his breath after each bout of coughing. If he could just last until this assignment was finished, death would come easily. He took a moment to take slow, measured breaths until it seemed that he was back to normal, whatever normal was for an eighty-five-year-old. The driver opened the door for him and he received unrequested assistance to his feet. A quarter of a block off Fillmore on Eddy Street was one of the few remaining black businesses. It was Ezekiel J. Tree’s Billiard Parlor. This was Sampson’s destination. He scribbled a quick note on the small pad that he carried and handed it along with a hundred-dollar bill to the driver.

The note read: I am going into that pool hall. If I do not come out within two hours, call the police.

The driver, who was Hispanic, nodded and said, “I’ll park somewhere close. If you look to your left when you come out, I’ll be parked down the street.”

Sampson shook his head. He wrote: I don’t want the car seen. You must wait until I have walked to the end of the block.

The driver read his note and frowned. He asked, “Are you sure you can make it that far?”

Sampson nodded and smiled. He tapped his chest, checking to see if he still had the envelope in his interior breast pocket. He heard the crinkle of paper and felt reassured. Taking his time, he crossed Fillmore and walked slowly toward the billiard parlor. He moved fairly easily for a man of his age. Other than his cancer, the only time he had ever been ill in his life was when he had been made mute by a blow on the head, and really it was the terrible beating that he had received after that which had jeopardized his life.

When he pushed open the door of the pool hall, he knew that there was a very good chance that he might not come out alive, but that didn’t cause him to hesitate one moment. In the thirty years that his wife, Wichita Kincaid, had been dead, living had become decidedly more unpleasant. Death was not nearly as frightening as the changes that he saw going on around him. This new, modern world was sickening. Therefore, when he had been informed that he had lung cancer and that a regimen of surgery and chemotherapy could prolong his life, he had refused it.

He stepped into the establishment and saw that it was an extremely large room with a video arcade in the front which was being used by boys of different races from about ten years of age to those in their late teens, and behind that were pool tables lined up three across and five rows deep. Along the right wall was a long wooden bar which served beer, wine, and soft drinks, and cheap packaged snacks. The bar also doubled as the place where the pool balls were rented.

Sampson walked over to the bar and pointed to the draft-beer sign. He sat down on a stool at the end of the bar as far away from the front door as possible and surveyed the hall. The place was doing good business for a Sunday evening. There was an unwritten rule in pool halls like Tree’s: The front tables were for walk-ins, people off the street, and casual players. The middle tables were reserved for the petty criminals and gang members, and the rear tables were for the real pool players and high rollers who bet their money under the table. True to this design the front tables were full with blacks, whites, and Asians, all recreational players. The middle tables, which were directly in front of him, were all occupied by young black street toughs and their girlfriends. They were all swaggering and talking loud, wearing lots of gold rings and chains, which they took special pains to show off. At the table closest to him, Sampson saw a young black man suddenly spin on his girlfriend and slap her hard across the face. “Listen, bitch!” the young man snarled. “You don’t tell me what to do! If you want to keep those teeth in your mouth, you better shut the fuck up!” The young man looked around challengingly, daring anyone to take notice of his act. The girl sat silently and made no effort to protest.

The young man saw Sampson looking at him and challenged, “What the fuck you lookin’ at? You got a problem?” Sampson merely shook his head and turned back to the bar. Behind him the young man continued, “That’s right, you old motherfucker! You better turn around! I’ll kick your ass too!”

Sampson took a deep breath and thought, This is what has happened to the black community. It has lost its respect for its women and elders. This young fool doesn’t know, less than thirty years ago, how hard black men struggled to have their women respected, how the black woman was at the very bottom next to the Indian in taking shit from everyone, how black women had held together families torn apart by racism and poverty, how black people died of the simplest things because the nearest hospitals wouldn’t give them medical attention. This fool doesn’t know his history, because if he did he wouldn’t dare treat his woman in such a profane manner.

Sampson began writing on his tablet and when he finished he tore the sheet off.

The bartender, a squat brown-skinned man with a broken nose and a missing front tooth, came over and asked, “You all right, old-timer?”

Sampson nodded and slid the written note across the bar. The bartender glanced at the note and a look of suspicion crossed his face as he asked, “Why do you want to see Mr. Tree?”

Sampson wrote another note and pushed it toward the bartender. The bartender asked, “Can’t you talk?” Sampson shook his head and with a gesture indicated that he couldn’t speak. The bartender read the second note and questioned, “You have some information about King Tremain? Who the hell is that? Why would Mr. Tree be interested in him?”

Sampson took the note back and wrote at the bottom: Just tell Zeke Tree. He knows who King Tremain is. He’ll remember the father of the man who gave him his scar.

The bartender shook his head after he read Sampson’s addendum. He leaned forward and whispered, “A word of advice, old-timer, Mr. Tree doesn’t like being called Zeke. His closest friends call him John, but everyone else calls him Mr. Tree. And nobody who likes their health talks about his scar. I’m going to do you a favor and tear up this note. You can write another asking to see Mr. Tree.” He tore the note in pieces and dropped it behind the bar.

Sampson nodded his thanks and wrote another note, which he handed to the bartender. The man took the note and went to a phone by the cash register. Sampson watched him as he talked. The bartender’s demeanor was one of deference. Whoever was on the phone was of some importance. When he hung up the phone, the bartender returned the note and said, “Somebody’ll be out soon. I hope you know what you’re doing, old-timer. These are serious people you’re messing with.” He turned and went down the bar to serve some other customers.

Sampson did not have long to wait. Two black men came out of the back and made their way to the bar. One was a large, hulking man with a flattened nose and short, kinky hair, while the other was of medium build and was sporting a Jheri Curl hairstyle. They both appeared to be somewhere in their twenties. The hulking man was chewing on a cheap, pungent meat stick as he followed his smaller companion.

The smaller man stepped up to the bar and asked the bartender as he pointed to Sampson, “Conway, is this the guy who wanted to see Mr. Tree?” Conway nodded and hurried to occupy himself at the far end of the bar.

The man stalked over to Sampson, his Jheri Curls swaying sickeningly back and forth, and demanded, “What’s your business with Mr. Tree?”

Sampson started to write a note in response when the larger of the two men stepped forward and slapped the side of his head. “My brother Frank asked you a question! Answer him, goddamn it, or I’ll really give you something to worry about!” The big man had the face of a boxer who had, without proper preparation, stepped up in class too many times. He continued to bite off big chunks of his meat stick as he watched Sampson.

Sampson looked back at the man who had hit him. He was not afraid; if he was to die, so be it. It would be better than dying alone in a hospital. His only regret was that he had not met this particular fool even twenty years earlier. He would’ve enjoyed killing him. Sampson simply gestured to his mouth to indicate that he couldn’t speak.

“What the fuck does that mean?” the big man demanded, pulling back his arm to slap Sampson again. “I told you to answer my brother!”

Conway, the bartender, came over and volunteered, “The guy’s a mute, Jesse. He can’t talk. That’s why he’s trying to write an answer.”

Jesse nodded his head as this information sank in. “He can’t talk, huh? Why the fuck didn’t he say that?”

Frank turned to his brother. “Don’t show what a dumb-ass you are, Jesse. The old coot can’t talk! That’s why he didn’t say nothing!”

Jesse didn’t like the fact that he had once again publicly displayed his dullness, and he held Sampson responsible. He grabbed Sampson’s jaw in a tight grip and squeezed. “How we know he ain’t jivin’ us? He could be tryin’ to run a game on us!”

Sampson made no move to struggle or get away, even though he was getting short of breath. If he lived he hoped that this man would be among those who would come after him. These men without history, rootless men, moving like tumbleweeds across the landscape. The earth would not miss them.

An older man in his fifties wearing rimless glasses appeared and he ordered, “Get your hands off of him! Can’t you see there are people watching you? Are you two absolute fools? I told you, check the man out till I get off the phone with the boss. I didn’t tell you to rough him up. Especially out here in front of witnesses.”

Frank began to explain, “He ain’t hurt, Mr. Gilmore. Jesse was just trying to make sure he knew we meant business. That’s all.”

“Yeah, that’s right,” Jesse confirmed. “I was gettin’ him ready for you.”

“Get the hell out of my sight and let me talk to the man!” Frank and Jesse backed away respectfully and walked down to the end of the bar. Gilmore turned to Sampson. “Who are you?”

Sampson wrote: Sampson Davis. I used to work for King Tremain back in Oklahoma. I managed his general store after he left.

“What do you want with Mr. Tree?”

I have information that he may find very valuable. Maybe even willing to pay for.

“What information?”

It’s information for Mr. Tree’s eyes only. If he thinks it’s worth anything, he can reach me tonight at the Golden Gateway Hotel at Sixth and Howard streets.

After Sampson finished writing his note, he took the envelope out of his pocket and placed it on the bar.

Gilmore read the note quickly and picked up the envelope. He felt the envelope between his fingers, trying to determine if there was only paper in it. After he satisfied himself he said, “Okay, you delivered your message and we know how to contact you. Anything else?” Sampson shook his head. Gilmore gestured toward the door with his hand and said, “All right, you can go. If we need to contact you, we’ll reach you at the Golden Gateway Hotel.”

Sampson got up from the stool and walked slowly toward the door. He wasn’t sure he could move his jaw. There was considerable pain when he attempted to open his mouth. It didn’t really matter, he wasn’t planning on eating again anyway. He stopped concentrating on his mouth and focused on his breathing. He didn’t want a coughing fit in here. He had to get away before someone read what was enclosed in the envelope. He walked through the arcade, pushed open the door, and stepped out into the darkness of the street. He turned to his left and it did look like a long walk to the corner. He couldn’t even see the corner; his night vision wasn’t what it used to be. He kept moving, step after step, toward Fillmore. Once he reached the corner, the black Cadillac pulled out of a parking space and drove up alongside him. The driver jumped out and ran to open the door for him.

He sat back in the plush upholstery of the backseat and could not concentrate on anything but his wife, Wichita Kincaid, and the thought that he would soon be joining her. He just wanted to hear her laugh again, watch the way she moved her head when she was trying to make a point, taste some of her smothered chicken and dumplings again. It was hard for him not to daydream about her. She had opened his eyes to the world with her far-ranging interests and she had introduced him to literature. King Tremain had taught him to read, but all that King had ever read was newspapers and occasionally the Bible. Sampson had no idea that novels even existed until Wichita brought home Richard Wright’s Native Son. From then on he read with a rabid frenzy. She introduced him to a world where his still tongue was irrelevant, a world where he could commune with philosophers and kings and dialogue with rogues and roustabouts. He was captured by the lyricism, the imagery, and the ideas expressed in the written word. He was stimulated and touched in ways he had never imagined possible. He actually gobbled up books, then he and Wichita would stay up late into the night discussing the questions the books raised, or pretended to answer. The seventeen years they were married were the best years in Sampson’s life. She changed him from a virtual illiterate into a man who thirsted for knowledge. Then she died because the nearest hospital didn’t treat Negroes.

He was embittered after her passing because she had died needlessly. Her appendicitis could have been easily treated. Nor did it make it more palatable to know that famous people like Bessie Smith and Robert Johnson had died in similar circumstances fifteen to twenty years earlier. Sampson felt that his life had been violated, that the one person he valued most had been stolen from him by the ignorance and hatred of whites. There were only two people he had ever met with whom he could spend unlimited time in harmony. The first was King Tremain and the second was Wichita Kincaid. He had never been a social being anyway, but after she died, Sampson lost the desire to travel far from home. King, who had come to the funeral, had visited him a few times after that, but otherwise they had kept their friendship alive through letters and assisted phone calls. Wichita’s death had left Sampson with an abiding intolerance of his surrounding society, and over time he became a recluse.

The Cadillac pulled up in front of the hotel, which was a dilapidated three-story affair with a large pink neon sign. The sidewalk was alive with the south-of-Market nightlife. There were homeless people, leather queens, dope dealers, cross-dressers, sailors, drug addicts, narcs, people trying to sell a cheap trick and others trying to buy a cheaper one all wandering the street as if they had lost the way to where they really wanted to go, but were nonetheless in a hurry to get there.

Sampson passed the driver a note. The driver read it then turned back to him and asked, “Are you sure you want to go through with this? El Negro said that you could change your mind and it wouldn’t be a problem.”

Sampson nodded his head and held out his hand for the bag. The driver held back reluctantly then handed over a shopping bag.

The driver explained, “It’s just like the one you practiced on in Mexico City. It’s already wrapped in a dirty T-shirt. I suggest you pour the bottle of urine that’s included on it and that will prevent people from picking it up.”

Sampson wrote another note and handed it to the driver. The driver stared at him then conceded with a shrug. “You want the poison too? Okay, but if you take it too soon, you’ll be dead before our friends come calling. Once you take it, you only have five minutes max, and given your age it might be much less. Are you absolutely sure you want to do this?”

Sampson merely nodded. There was no doubt in his mind. This night, God willing, he would join his cherished Wichita and put an end to the pain of his mortal flesh. His eyes had seen too much, his heart was weighted down by unresolved grievances, and he could not let loose the anger and indignation he felt boiling inside of him. He did not want to live in a world where history dictated everything yet meant nothing.

The driver handed him a small vial. “There are three pills in there in case you drop one or two. You only need one; if you take all three you may not have as much time as I originally indicated. Good luck to you. I hope this evening goes as planned.”

Sampson smiled and nodded his thanks. He got out of the car and walked through the hotel’s front door and went over to the registration desk, where he wrote a note and pushed it in front of the desk clerk.

The desk clerk, a thin, pale white man with stringy, dark hair and a sunken chest, looked over the note as he popped his chewing gum. After he finished reading he looked up at Sampson and said, “Sure! Sure, we’ll call you if you get any visitors. That’s hotel policy. We ain’t going to treat you any different than our other patrons.”

Sampson took two hundred-dollar bills out of his billfold and tore them in half. He gave two halves to the clerk and wrote on the bottom of the note he had previously written. He now had the clerk’s full attention. The man’s whole demeanor changed as he read the note.

“Mr. Davis, you don’t have to worry. Your money talks! I’ll make sure that everyone who works the desk and the switchboard knows that you want to be called the moment your visitors arrive.”

Sampson turned and headed for his room, which was situated on the old mezzanine floor at the back of the hotel. There were only two other rooms on the mezzanine floor, which was part of the original hotel that had burned down in the forties. The rest of the hotel was newer, but it certainly wasn’t visible to the eye. Like most flophouses that served the local down-on-their-luck stiffs, prostitutes, and small-time criminals, it was covered with the scum of years. Dim lighting in the halls and rooms helped hide the filth, but the smell could not be ignored. As he started up the stairs, he saw a white woman in a very short shift and fishnet stockings coming down with a muscular, black john. He recognized her. She had the room down at the end of the hall. The woman, whose makeup was so garish that she looked like a circus performer, gave him a professional smile as she passed. The john shouldered roughly past him, bumping him into the wall without a word of apology.

Sampson continued on up and entered his room at the top of the stairs. He set immediately to preparing the bomb. He lifted it out of the shopping bag, pulled back the T-shirt, connected the leads to their appropriate terminals, and took the bomb out into the hall. He placed it on the floor in the corner by his door then poured the strong-smelling urine on the shirt. Using the shopping bag to protect his hand, he reached up and broke the lightbulb at the top of the stairs and sprinkled the pieces on the floor in front of his door. When he went back inside his room, he pulled a rickety chair close to the door, moved the phone within easy reach, got himself a glass of water, which he set on the floor by the chair, then sat down to wait with the remote in his hand.

He did not feel even a twinge of regret that he planned to kill the men from Tree’s before he himself entered the ether. They were men without history, tumbleweed men who raised only dust with their passage. This new, modern world seemed populated by such men. Sampson had read somewhere that an Uncle Tom had been appointed to some high panel over California’s college system and that the fool had espoused getting rid of all affirmative action programs, as if racism no longer existed. Whoever he was, he definitely didn’t know his history. Sampson wondered where was this man when the whites rioted in Tulsa in 1921 and burned down the black community, killing more than five hundred black people, many of whom were women and children; where was this man in the forties, when the water was diverted from the black-owned farms surrounding Bodie Wells and the land was squeezed dry. Where was he in the fifties and sixties, when only white farmers could get agricultural loans from the government? Where was this man when sad-eyed black people were driven by hunger and bank foreclosures off the farms on which their ancestors were buried? Where was this man and others like him when Wichita died in a pickup truck after being bumped around on rutted roads on the way to the closest hospital that would serve blacks?

Sampson sat for nearly two hours in his chair mulling over questions that only God and the fates could answer before the phone rang. He picked it up and was informed that three men were coming up to see him. No one else but King’s men and the people at Tree’s knew he was here, and King’s men wouldn’t visit him now. He returned the phone to its cradle and smiled. He opened the vial and put all three pills in his mouth. He picked up the glass of water and waited to hear footsteps outside his door. What did it matter that these three men would accompany him? Fate was a strange and twisted thing; there was no logic to it, no system by which it could be understood.

He heard the sound of broken glass being crunched outside his door and simultaneously drank his water and pushed the button on the remote. I’m coming, Wichita. I’m coming.



BOOK I

The Awakening of
Jackson St. Clair Tremain
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Tuesday, June 8, 1982

There are ominous events that occur in the sea of life, that rise above all other activities and happenings like a shark’s fin above the liquid surface of a rolling wave. And so it was for Jackson Tremain when he received a call from his grandmother informing him of the death of Sampson Davis. After the call he attempted to concentrate on his daily duties, keeping a measured stroke, swimming through the passing minutes, but the meaning and importance of the call began to circle in a tightening spiral around his consciousness. He could ill afford such diversions. He had the tasks and responsibilities of a deputy city manager. Other areas that needed his full attention. He had fallen increasingly out of favor with the city manager, not for quantity nor quality of work but for things far more serious, differences in philosophy and style. Thus he had other predators in sight, ones that ate more than simple flesh.

Perhaps his response to the call might have been different if his whole morning had not begun in an unpleasant manner. Jackson had just arrived in his office when the phone began to ring. He glanced at his watch. It was seven-thirty. He put down his coffee and his cinnamon roll and picked up the receiver. The mayor’s voice came bawling out in a blistering tirade. As a deputy city manager, Jackson had listened quietly to many such tirades; it was part of his job. He held the telephone between chin and shoulder and continued to drink his coffee, eat his cinnamon roll, and take notes all while being absolutely attentive.

The mayor’s angry voice growled into the phone, “We need a Community Police Review Commission resolution to adopt during tonight’s city council meeting concerning this matter. Goddamn it, this is an election year!”

Jackson listened quietly while Mayor Garrison Broadnax ranted on through the telephone receiver. He recognized that the mayor had every reason to be upset. The night before, two white police officers wearing masks while on duty in a patrol car had cruised the Chinese district of the city shouting words like gook, Chink, and slope to people on the street. The two patrolmen pulled a Chinese businessman from his truck and beat him after he cursed them for calling him racial epithets. They opened a five-inch gash in his forehead, locked him out of his truck, and left him lying in the street. They did not report the incident to police dispatch, but several scores of witnesses did. Jackson had received a call concerning the matter from one of his connections in the police department before he had come in to work that morning.

“What do you have to tell me, Tremain?” the mayor barked.

Jackson replied, “I may not have all the information. But as far as I know, the two officers in question have been placed on administrative leave pending an investigation into the allegations. It’s only fair to say that they are denying everything and claiming that the Police Officer’s Bill of Rights has been violated by putting them on administrative leave. They have requested a closed hearing in front of the Civil Service Commission to challenge any disciplinary action that may be forthcoming.”

“I don’t give a damn what those assholes say,” growled the mayor. “The Civil Service Commission will deny any claims they have.”

“I hate to remind you, Mr. Mayor, but you haven’t had a quorum on the commission in three months. Only five of the nine seats are filled. You still need to appoint four commissioners.”

“Damn!” the mayor exclaimed, and then there were several seconds of silence. “All right, I’ll appoint at least two Asians; that’ll fix their butts! What’s the ethnic breakdown of the commission now?”

“Let me check the file.” Jackson got up and went over to his filing cabinet, pulled a manila folder, and returned to his desk. “Two blacks, two whites, and a Hispanic.”

“Hmmm, I need to give the Hispanic community another appointment and I’ve got to give that white woman from the Oakland Hills area something too.… All right! All right! I’ll announce the commission appointments tonight at the council meeting. I want that Police Review Commission resolution you’re preparing on my desk by three-thirty this afternoon!”

Jackson exhaled slowly, gathered his thoughts, then spoke calmly into the phone, “Mr. Mayor, the city manager has assigned me the responsibility of preparing the agenda for the executive session for this afternoon at four. I can’t possibly poll all the council members for their agenda items, prepare the revisions, if any, to the executive session agenda, attend the executive session, and prepare this resolution.”

“Listen, Tremain, Bedrosian didn’t want to hire you. As the first black mayor of this city, I pressed him into hiring you. He was going to hire that white girl who had come here as an administrative intern three years ago over you even though you had three times her experience.

“And one of the important reasons I supported your appointment was that I wanted to be sure I could get at least some of the inside information on the legislation that he prepares for council. You know he was here before me and he thinks he’s going to be here after me. But he doesn’t know me. I’ve been dealing with white boys like him all my life. I’m going to get this boy treed, then I’ll be looking forward to seeing the back of him!”

“That’s pretty strong, Mr. Mayor,” Jackson chided, thinking he couldn’t risk being openly disloyal to his immediate supervisor. After all, the mayor was a politician and everything was salable if the right issue arose. “I mean, some of your electorate is white.”

“You know what I mean and don’t waste my time with naive remarks. There’s people who happen to be white and there’s white people. Now get me my goddamned resolution before three-thirty! Remember who helped you get where you are.”

“I understand, Mr. Mayor,” Jackson replied with resignation. The mayor played this card whenever Jackson showed any reluctance to perform some extra chore for him, and whenever he played it, Jackson responded appropriately. He assured the mayor, “The resolution will be on your desk by three-thirty.” No reason to make an enemy of his principal advocate.

“Jackson, my boy, I knew you’d find the time for something like this.” The mayor’s voice now took on a honeyed tone. “I knew you came in early to work, that’s why I called before eight. This resolution doesn’t have to be a three-page monster with twenty whereases either. Just something simple and to the point.”

Knowing the answer, Jackson asked, “Shall I inform the city manager of this item at today’s agenda luncheon?”

“Don’t tell that fool Bedrosian a damn thing! All he’ll do is find some pretext to delay. You know he’s in bed with the police department on this matter. He and Chief Walker would love to see me defeated in this next election. Once I approve the resolution, I want you to send it directly over to the city clerk’s office. She’ll be waiting for it.”

“You realize when you direct me to do something like this, it appears to my boss, Bedrosian, that I’m not following the chain of command. He’ll know that I prepared this resolution, because I’ll have to go to the agenda secretary for a number.”

“As long as I’m here, you don’t have to worry about him. Get it to the city clerk, I’ll get her to get a number, okay?”

“Whatever you say, Mr. Mayor,” Jackson replied, shaking his head. Bedrosian would still know that he prepared the resolution. As a result, Jackson knew that another confrontation with the city manager loomed. At least he had a job until the next election.

After he got off the phone with the mayor, Jackson called his administrative analyst into his office for a quick closed-door session. Corazon Benin was a short, good-looking woman in her mid-thirties who wore her lush, dark hair rolled into an attractive bun.

“What’s up, boss?” she asked as she sat down with a yellow tablet and a pen.

“The mayor wants something and I can’t report it at the agenda luncheon.”

She laughed. “Again? He certainly doesn’t mind putting you on the spot. What is it this time?”

“He wants a resolution for a Police Review Commission prepared for adoption by tonight.”

Before Corazon could respond, the phone on Jackson’s desk jangled loudly. It was the switchboard line. He complained, “What is this? I told the secretaries to hold calls before eight-thirty!”

“I’ll go see,” Corazon volunteered as she stood up and went out the door. The phone continued to ring and was still ringing when Corazon reappeared.

“Carol says it’s your grandmother and she says it’s urgent.”

“What the hell can she want?”

“You told me she was dead,” Corazon observed. “So it must be pretty important for her to call from the grave.”

“She is dead, been dead for years, she just hasn’t realized it,” Jackson answered. “Why don’t you let me take this call, and while I’m on it, would you make a copy of the resolutions that were recently adopted for the Parks Commission and the Civil Service Commission? Maybe we can lift some of the language right off of those two.” Corazon nodded and left the office.

Jackson took a deep breath, picked up the phone, and said, “Good morning, city manager’s office.”

“Jackson, is that you?” A raspy, impatient tone.

“May I help you?” he asked, refusing to recognize the voice.

“This is your grandmother!” The voice was now imperious.

“What a surprise,” Jackson replied without enthusiasm. “I’m sure that we could find something to talk about if we really searched ourselves, but frankly, I’m extremely busy right now.”

“There is no need for rudeness! I shall overlook it this time for I have important news.”

Jackson smirked. “You have important news? I’m sorry, but I really am busy. Perhaps we can talk when I’m not so harried.”

“I said this was important!” The tone was now emphatic.

“To whom? You certainly don’t have anything important to say to me. Now, I’d like to hang up. Can we agree to end this call?”

“Did you read this morning’s paper? Sampson Davis, along with three other men, was killed two nights ago by a bomb in one of those south-of-Market fleabag hotels!”

“No, Grandmother. I don’t have time to skim the paper for sensational news.”

“Sampson Davis was one of your grandfather’s closest and oldest friends. He hasn’t been to the Bay Area since your grandfather went to Mexico, and he wouldn’t come here unless your grandfather sent him.”

“So?”

“This is your grandfather sending some kind of a message. Something is wrong! We need to know what’s going on. He may be dying.”

“So? I’m surprised it’s a matter of concern to you.”

“You and Franklin must go down and see him before he dies. I’m sure he wants to see you.”

“He spoke to you? He asked to see Franklin?”

“No, but his lawyers called me from Mexico a couple of weeks ago about some real estate documents. That, combined with this piece of news, makes me think he’s trying to get his things in order. I think it’s a good idea if you and Franklin go down and check things out, to represent the family’s interest.”

“Send Franklin. I’m not flying down to Mexico City to see my grandfather, even if he is dying. Good-bye, Grandmother. Talk to you in another ten years. It has been ten years, hasn’t it, since we last talked?”

“This is no time to go over our differences! Your grandfather may be dying, but he still has enemies. You need to talk to him. All our lives may hang in the balance.”

“Thanks for the melodrama, Grandmother. If you’re really that worried, send Franklin. He’s your boy. You and I have nothing further to say. Good-bye!” Jackson did not wait for her response, but set the receiver down on its cradle.

The rest of the day was a kaleidoscope of actions and images. Jackson gobbled a cold meatloaf sandwich during the city manager’s agenda luncheon and along with the other deputies gave a basic status report of his agenda item assignments and reports. He made no mention of his task for the mayor. Thanks to Corazon, he delivered the requested resolution by three-thirty and had the executive session agenda duplicated and ready by four. The executive session was hot and feisty, as the police chief had to appear to explain to the council members what actions his department had taken as a result of the investigation into the previous day’s incident in the Chinese community.

Chief Torvil Walker was a florid-faced, potbellied man with white hair and pale gray eyes. He had the splotched and purple nose of a drinker. He was a good old boy who had come up through the ranks, who due to his mediocrity and caution had not made the enemies that many of his more talented rivals had, and thus had been appointed to the department’s top position. Chief Walker began his presentation with a recommendation that a reprimand be placed in each officer’s file. However, after an hour of merciless questioning by council members, he recanted and agreed that stronger action must be taken. Several of the council members were close to asking for his resignation.

The city council meeting didn’t convene until seven in the evening and, of course, many minority community leaders appeared to speak on the incident in Chinatown. Waiting for a break in the line of speakers, the mayor dramatically pulled out his resolution to establish a Police Review Commission. Despite the police chief’s and the city manager’s objections, it was unanimously adopted to resounding cheers from the audience. The council then proceeded on to other city business.

It was nearly midnight before the city council was adjourned. As Jackson walked out, he saw City Manager Bedrosian staring at him with displeasure. It wasn’t the first time and it probably wasn’t going to be the last. He crossed the street to the four-story parking lot and sought to wash all thoughts of work from his mind.

At one o’clock in the morning Jackson Tremain stood out on the deck of his house overlooking the glittering lights of downtown Oakland. He could not go to sleep. There were too many memories flooding across his consciousness, washing up emotional driftwood. He sought to lose himself in the tranquillity of early morning silence. The night sky had been swept free of clouds by a persistent, gusting wind. The stars glistened with promise on the dark, blue velvet dome of night. There was a lonely, wavering train whistle from freight chugging its way through Jack London Square. He stared at the patterns of lights from the Bay Bridge, stretching in long arcing loops across the bay. The bridge itself could not be seen, but faded into the darkness that extended over the water. That same darkness seemed to reach right into his heart.

After the phone call with his grandmother, he had successfully suppressed all thought of her and his grandfather. Unfortunately, the loneliness of night reawakened the specter of his grandfather. He saw himself once more, just out of high school, kneeling in the shadows of a building in rural Mexico, a hand grenade and a rifle in his hands while explosions and gunfire echoed around him. After nearly twenty years, Jackson could still hear keening voices rising and falling with the wind from that last summer with his grandfather.

When the moon began to rise above the dark horizon, he went back into the house, thinking that he would simply ignore his grandmother’s phone call. He would not let his grandparents pull him back into their conflicts. He would rise above their predatory distractions. He went to bed hoping for dreamless sleep.


Wednesday, June 9, 1982

McIvey’s was a bar located on the Embarcadero, along the old Jack London waterfront area, not far from Oakland’s City Center. The bar was across the street from a vacant pavilion which blocked the view of the bay and the estuary that ran between Oakland and Alameda. Across the street in front of the vacant pavilion, Jesse Tuggle and Fletcher Gilmore sat in a car and watched Jackson Tremain lock his car and walk into the bar. Jesse was slouched over the steering wheel, chomping on a pungent beef stick. He chewed and smacked unconcernedly with his mouth open. His companion, sitting with a derby hat in his lap, quietly cleaned his rimless glasses.

“You sure that’s him?” Jesse asked, smacking loudly on his beef stick in between his words.

The older man sniffed, “I couldn’t miss him in a crowd. Except for his color, he’s the spitting image of his grandfather. Like he was reincarnated after burning in hell.”

“He one of the guys who killed Frank? You want me to get him, boss?” Jesse asked with an angry frown. He turned toward Gilmore, a piece of beef hanging out of his mouth.

The older man averted his face from the smell and replied, “The way you and Frank manhandled that old man is what got him killed. The old guy would never have blown up that bomb if you two hadn’t scared the shit out of him.”

Jesse didn’t say anything. He and Frank had both been raked over the coals by their uncle, John Tree, before Frank and two others had been sent out to bring the old man back for further questioning. Their subsequent deaths had only increased his uncle’s rage.

Gilmore asked, “Is there a back door to that bar?”

“Yeah, but it lets out onto a little alley that only exits onto this street,” Jesse answered, his words slightly slurred by his chewing. He laughed humorlessly and turned toward Gilmore. “That’s sort of funny, huh? The back door lets out by the front door.”

Gilmore averted his face again and rasped irritably, “Why can’t you chew gum? I can’t stand the smell of that stuff!” He did not share in Jesse’s humor. There was a great deal of money at stake, a fortune, in fact. Although Jesse did not know it, many lives had already been lost in the thirty-year battle with the man to whom this fortune belonged.

“We’ll just wait for him to leave and follow him,” Gilmore said as he adjusted his clothes and flicked a piece of lint off his derby. He was fastidious in his dress and manner. He exhaled slowly in an effort to relax and prepared himself for a long wait.

Inside the bar, Jackson Tremain paused to get his bearings. It was happy hour and the bar was crowded. He was a tall, broad-shouldered man in his late thirties. His skin was a reddish-brown color, the genetic gift of his African and Choctaw ancestors. He was handsome, dressed in a fashionably cut double-breasted suit, and he received several admiring looks from women as he made his way farther into the bar. He heard himself being hailed over the rhythm-and-blues tune that blared from a jukebox in the rear.

“Jackson! Jackson Tremain! We’re back here!”

Jackson turned and saw several men waving at him. He made his way through the crowd to their table. It was four of his friends, conducting their usual Wednesday evening male-bonding ceremony. A chair was being passed overhead to him. He took it and sat down.

His friends were drinking top-shelf margaritas and hotly discussing the pros and cons of working in the public versus the private sector. There was a full pitcher of margaritas in the center of the table along with several shot glasses of Grand Marnier and an empty pitcher. It was obvious they had started without him and were feeling no pain. The men, Presenio Cordero, Wesley Hunter, Dan Strong, and Lincoln Shue, had been his friends since childhood and they were all roughly the same age.

Pres Cordero reached over and jabbed Jackson in the arm. “Haven’t seen you all week. Didn’t think you were going to make it.” Pres was a good-looking, brown-skinned man with an easy smile and twinkling eyes. He had straight black hair which he wore artistically long and a thick black mustache. He looked as if he could have been the product of any one of a dozen different ethnic groups, but he hailed from the Philippines. Pres jabbed Jackson in the arm again and said in a teasing tone, “Don’t you value our time? We’ve been getting drunk waiting for you.”

Before Jackson could answer, Dan Strong pushed a margarita toward him. “Drink up! We’re tired of waiting for your sad, middle-aged ass.” Dan was a big bear of a man. He had played on the offensive line for Howard University, and even though many years had passed and he was getting soft, the size of his arms and shoulders still reflected thousands of hours of pumping iron. Dan raised his glass. “Here’s to working in the municipal public sector where the people still have access to their public officials. Also, I would like to drink to Romance, Liberty, Equality, Brotherhood, and pâté de foie gras!”

Lincoln Shue smirked and said, “And God bless Roy Rogers. I’m surprised you didn’t include truffles.” Lincoln was a graceful man of medium build with the pale skin and broad, flat face of his Chinese ancestors. He wore his black hair cut in a neat, professional manner and almost always had a trace of a sardonic grin on his face. He raised his glass, “Nonetheless, I’ll join you in drinking to some of mankind’s loftier goals.”

“Liberty? Equality? Fraternity?” Wesley Hunter challenged. “Those aren’t societal goals, those are just words! The only thing that society respects is power. And the way you achieve power today is through the pursuit of money!” He was a dark-skinned man who wore his kinky hair cut in a short, stylish flat top. When he smiled, even, white teeth were exposed. He raised his glass to Dan. “But I too will drink to the mythical ideals.”

Dan gestured at Lincoln and Wesley and said sourly, “You two clown-butts have ruined the intent of my toast.” Dan turned to Pres and prodded, “You come up with a toast. See if they give you shit.”

“I want to follow up on what Wesley said,” Pres replied, sipping from his glass. “I think Wesley is right. There is no societal reward for ethical behavior or moral stature. Money is the only indicator of success. And we wonder why our culture is falling apart.”

Dan looked at Jackson. “You’re mighty quiet.”

Wesley interjected, “What about the brilliant point that Pres and I just made? No response?”

Dan made a gesture of dismissal. “You’re preaching to the choir. There’s nothing further to say, so we’ve changed directions.” He pointed to Jackson. “We’re talking about him now.” Dan put a look of sincerity on his face and asked Jackson, “What’s up, Ace? You look like you heard that the woman you were going out with last year just died of a dormant venereal disease.”

Lincoln shook his head and said, “That was in poor taste.”

Wesley shrugged. “The existence of dormant venereal disease would make me sort of quiet. I love fucking and I haven’t yet met all the women I intend to fuck.”

Dan waved a hand of dismissal in Lincoln and Wesley’s direction. “I’m trying to find out about Jax. He hasn’t said two words since he got here. What’s up, Jax?”

Jackson shook his head. “You guys don’t need my input. You’re doing fine without me.”

Dan gave Jackson an evaluative look. “Are you having an emotional breakdown?”

Lincoln protested, “Why should he expose himself to your casual observation? He has a right to keep his sickness to himself.”

Wesley agreed. “Some dysfunctions are best kept behind closed doors.”

Pres waved his hand to quiet the liquored tongues. “Just ignore the peanut gallery, Jax, and tell us what’s going on. You do look damn serious.”

Jackson Tremain looked at the expectant faces around him and asked, “Do you think people are born evil, so evil that everything they touch turns evil?”

Dan boomed, “Whoa! How dysfunctional are we going to get here?”

Jackson took a deep breath. “We’re going to the far side. I got a call from my grandmother on Tuesday. First time I’ve spoken to her in ten years.” Jackson took a drink and then summarized his conversation with his grandmother.

Wesley questioned, “Your grandfather would do that? Send a close friend on a suicide mission? Just to send a message?”

Dan sipped his drink and said, “In his heyday, Jax’s grandfather was a pretty bad dude. You have to remember, he removed a lot of people from the gene pool.”

Wesley was incredulous. “But would he send a friend to his death?”

Lincoln interjected, “What does your grandmother think?”

Jackson shrugged. “She thinks he sent a message and that I ought to go down to Mexico with my cousin Franklin and see him.” Jackson took a long drink from his glass. No one spoke and although there were voices and music in the background, there was silence at the table.

Finally, Wesley asked, “You’re not that close to your grandfather, are you? Did you ever love him?”

“In sequence to the questions asked,” Jackson replied, “no. And I hated him! I think he’s evil incarnate.”

Pres argued, “No human can embody evil. It’s too big and complex a force. It’s like entropy. Plus, humans are the products of their experiences. They’re not innately anything.”

There was a moment of silence then Lincoln asked Jackson, “You hated him back then; do you hate him now?”

Pres offered, “He hated him then, he loved him then. He hates him now and he loves him now.”

Dan responded, “Thank you, Pres, for clarifying absolutely nothing.”

“Some things are too complex to be clarified,” Pres answered with a shrug.

Lincoln asked, “What are you going to do, Jax?”

Dan chimed in, “It seems to me you got to go down and see the old guy and make your peace.”

“That’s just like him,” Pres exclaimed while pointing at Dan. “There can be serious issues or questions under discussion and Dan will attempt to provide all the answers himself, like no one else really needs to be there!”

Dan looked at Pres questioningly. “Are your biorhythms fluctuating off the scale? Is your rising sign in Haiti or Biafra? Are you on the rag?”

This time Pres had to shake his head. “That last was truly a politically backward statement.”

Dan pointed a big, beefy hand at Pres. “Don’t give me that politically correct fascism! I’m going to keep saying shit that I think is funny.”

“All right! All right! You assholes don’t care,” Jackson interrupted. “I’m spilling my guts and you turkeys are busy capping on one another. Some friends.”

Lincoln answered, “We’ve been drinking! What do you expect? If you want serious analysis, get here on time, not when we’re on the second pitcher of margaritas.”

Pres urged, “If you think he really is close to death, you have to go visit him before he dies. You have to forget about what has gone before and make amends. It’s the only way you’ll ever be totally free of the way his memory affects you.”

Dan pointed at Pres and declared, “See! He’s saying the exact same thing as me.”

Wesley began to sing “Go Down, Moses,” substituting the words, “Go down, Jackson. Way down in Mexico.”

Lincoln stood up. “On that note, I think it’s time to go.” Wesley and Dan rose as well.

Jackson remained seated. “Well, thanks, you schmucks, for listening to all of my concerns about this matter. Shit, you didn’t even let me discuss the details.”

Dan put a restraining hand on Jackson’s shoulder. “When you get to our level, details obscure the panorama.”

Lincoln put on his coat, straightened his collar, and gestured to Dan with a nod of his head. “Come on, don’t get caught up.” He turned to Jackson. “If this is really something you want to talk about, let’s schedule some time without alcohol and we’ll brainstorm.”

“Linc’s right,” Dan agreed as he picked up his briefcase and stood. He towered over both Lincoln and Wesley. Dan waved his briefcase in Jackson’s direction. “Let’s schedule another time to discuss your details. Otherwise, we could be here till midnight listening to you. Call me tomorrow in the A.M. See the rest of you turkey-butts later.”

Lincoln waved at Jackson and Pres, both of whom had remained seated. “I’ll be in the office tomorrow morning too, Jax. Call if you want to set up a talk.”

“Wait a minute. I’m going to be out of town a couple of days,” Wesley said. “Are we still going shooting at the range on Saturday?”

Dan pivoted and faced him. “Yeah, I need to get out to the range a few times before deer-hunting season opens. Make sure my sights are on target.”

Jackson carped, “You and Lincoln still killing harmless animals?”

Dan shrugged. “The meat fills the freezer and I don’t notice you turning it down when I barbecue.” He turned to Wesley. “Be at my house by eight-thirty on Saturday morning.”

Lincoln chimed in, “I have to clean my rifles, but I’ll be there. I’m looking forward to hunting season.”

“What about you, Jax? And you, Pres? You guys coming?” Wesley asked.

“I’m really not into it, thanks,” Jackson answered without enthusiasm.

“He spoke for me too,” Pres added.

“Okay, but you guys are missing a lot of fun. We’re not killing anything at the range and shooting is close to ejaculation!” Wesley declaimed with a broad smile.

Jackson acknowledged without sarcasm, “That’s high praise coming from you.”

“I’m a straight shooter in both worlds,” Wesley replied with a laugh. He nodded to Jackson and Pres. “Well, I’m walking out with them. I’ll see you at the karate dojo on Thursday, Jax. Later, Pres.”

The three men made their way out of the bar and into the night. Pres and Jackson sat for a moment in silence and finished their drinks. For the first time since he had entered the bar, Jackson noticed the music playing over the sound system. It was a slow, rocking blues number by B. B. King. Although he could not honestly say he was sad, the music seemed to match his mood perfectly. He felt something skirting his consciousness. He told himself that it was only a feeling, a malaise, a form of emotional fatigue. Names, faces, and events came swirling to the surface of his mind like debris in some muddy pool that had been disturbed. For several minutes he lost himself in the past, feeling the sun and the winds of his youth and the terrible, brooding presence of his grandfather.

Pres brought him back with “Want another drink?”

Still within the well of his thoughts Jackson gave a shake of his head. He had made a conscious choice to walk away from all that his grandfather stood for prior to his freshman year in college and he had been successful. Except in the nocturnal world of dreams, he did not even acknowledge the old man’s existence. However, the phone call had opened the vault and now the old memories came crowding into the forefront of his awareness.

Pres pushed his long, straight black hair out of his eyes. “You really are preoccupied. We’ve been here nearly ten minutes and you haven’t said a thing to me. What am I? Performance art?”

“If you are, you aren’t subtle,” Jackson answered mildly. After a moment’s pause, he said, “I’ll tell you something.” He leaned forward over the table and dropped his voice. “Since I received my grandmother’s call, I feel like I’m moving out of step with the world around me. Everything seems unstable. I feel life as I know it is about to fall apart. The warp and weave of my life is on the verge of shredding, like there’s a rip in the social fabric somewhere.” A trickle of sweat dripped down Jackson’s face.

Pres stared at him a moment then asked, “Are you sure you’re not feeling all this because of the stress at work? You are serious, right? You’re not putting me on?”

“I’m dead serious. This is no joke.”

Pres nodded his head. “Well, in a way that makes sense. You’ve got a lot of unfinished business with your grandfather. He had a hell of a grip on your adolescence. But I don’t get this ‘Life as I know it is about to fall apart’! Isn’t that a little dramatic?”

“This is just a sense that I have and I feel it strongly. The past and the present seem to be overlapping. Believe me, I’ve done my best to suppress all thought of my grandparents. But last night my dreams were filled with memories of my grandfather and Mexico. And I don’t mean vague remembrances. I mean those dreams that I used to have in which I relive whole summers. Last night I relived the night my father was killed. This was real! Like I was transported back in time. When I woke this morning, I was actually sore and exhausted.”

“Why do you think this is happening?”

“It’s my grandfather. Ever since I talked to my grandmother yesterday I’ve felt him, felt the menace of him. This morning I awoke to the smell of blood and cigars. It was the smell of his hunting lodge.”

“If it’s really distressing you that much, have you considered getting some counseling? You may need to talk with a therapist.”

“Why? These feelings are more real than a therapist could ever be. It’s like I feel like my grandfather is calling me. That he’s trying to reach out to me.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I don’t really know. It’s just a feeling.” Jackson chuckled. “He used to say that I should always trust my feelings. Well, this is strong. I can’t rid myself of it.” Jackson ran his hand over his short, kinky hair and discovered that it was wet with perspiration. “Let’s get out of here,” he suggested. “I’m cooking in this heat.”

A few minutes later they were standing under a streetlight by Jackson’s car. The wind was gusting through the Embarcadero corridor, causing occasional swirls of paper trash along the street. The moon had not yet risen, and the stars had faded against the backdrop of city lights.

Jackson looked up at the night sky and mused, “Sometimes we forget how good it is to be alive.” Then he shrugged and looked at Pres. “What’s going on with you? Still having trouble at the job?”

“Unfortunately.” Pres pulled his coat collar around his neck. “There’s a lot of crap happening at the radio station. This new director is trying to take money out of my training program to pay for the redecoration of her office and boardroom. She’s a disgrace to National Public Radio.”

“Isn’t the station’s new director a black woman? She should see the necessity for the training program. After all, you are training minorities and women for positions in radio production.”

“She doesn’t care about that. The only thing black about her is the color of her skin; everything else is ambition. She has no loyalties that can’t be purchased.”

“Sounds like you have a battle there,” Jackson acknowledged. “Better walk carefully. You don’t want to jeopardize your program.”

“You don’t have to intend harm for it to happen,” Pres stated philosophically. “Look at you and your grandfather.”

Jackson gave Pres a look of disbelief. “It would take an astral projection to get from your problems at the radio station to the totally unrelated subject of my grandfather.”

Pres inhaled the salt air off the bay and put his hand on Jackson’s arm. “He never meant to harm you. He was just trying to teach you to be like him. You didn’t talk to him for nearly twenty years because of that. Yet, you didn’t mean him any harm either. You were just taking care of yourself. And now, you’re planning not to go see him before he dies.” Pres paused a moment and looked up into Jackson’s eyes. “There’s a whole lot of harm been caused and now you are going to perpetuate it.”

“How the hell can you say that?” Jackson sputtered angrily. “You must have forgotten what I had to do for that man. I don’t owe him a goddamn thing. My debts are paid!”

“Remember, it was me who picked you up at the airport eighteen, nineteen years ago from the last trip you made to Mexico.” Pres thumped his chest for emphasis. “I haven’t forgotten! But I’ve watched this thing eat at you for all that time. It’s rotting your insides. Now you have a chance to wipe the slate clean. Wipe it clean! Do the right thing! Get on with your life!”

“You think that by simply going down there, I’ll wipe the slate clean?” The sarcasm was heavy in Jackson’s voice. “I wish it was so easy!”

“It’s a start, that’s for damn sure! You sure won’t make matters any better if you don’t see him before he dies. The man’s on the brink of meeting God or the devil. What the hell else can you do for him or to him, except forgive him?”

“I don’t see what’s so earthshaking about forgiving him!”

“How do you expect to build emotional bridges if you can’t forgive those that love you? Plus, you’re not forgiving him for himself, but for yourself. You are letting go of the anger and the resentment.”

Another gust swept up from the estuary and Pres pulled his collar tighter around his neck. “Why do we always have to be outside before we talk?” As the two men shook hands Pres said, “If I didn’t love you, I wouldn’t even stick my nose into this. It’s easier not to argue with you, but I can’t help myself. I love you, man. You’re my friend and brother.”

Jesse Tuggle and Fletcher Gilmore watched Jackson and his friend get into their respective cars. “Want me to follow him, boss?” Jesse asked, pointing to Jackson’s car.

“Of course, follow him!” the older man snapped with exasperation. “Just let me write down his friend’s license number. And if you have to call me something, call me Mr. Gilmore.” He was tired of Jesse. Jesse was a fidgeter and an incessant talker, the worst two crimes for surveillance professionals as far as Gilmore was concerned. The essence of watching was unobtrusiveness, and inherent in that concept was stillness and silence.

“If he goes home, do we have to wait around all night?” Jesse was not enthusiastic about the prospect of spending the evening in the car.

“Just follow the car,” Fletcher answered tiredly.


Friday, June 11, 1982

Dr. William DuMont Braxton turned away from the balcony that jutted out from his hotel suite and waved to the three men at the table in his sitting room. He sipped his Bloody Mary and said, “We all have our drinks. Let’s begin.” He paused a moment to be sure he had their attention, then continued. “Let me bring you up to date on what has transpired since we last met.”

One of the men, John Tree, elbowed the small, dark-skinned man to his left and asked, “You sure you don’t want nothing stronger than that soda pop?” It was not an act of politeness, it was more a taunt designed to increase the smaller man’s uneasiness. Tree was a big, barrel-shaped, brown-skinned man with thick, muscular arms, and when he grinned, gold-capped teeth glinted in his mouth. He had a mean-looking scar that angled from his right ear through the corner of his mouth down across his chin, which, in the process of healing, had tightened and pulled his lips and his eyebrows slightly to the right; it gave his face a sad smirk. But few were ever fooled by his expression, for he had the bearing of a large, dangerous animal.

Delbert Witherspoon shook his head nervously and edged away from his tormentor.

Tree elbowed Delbert more roughly and growled, “I thought a little drinky might calm you, huh?”

Braxton suppressed a look of disdain and said, “Gentlemen. Gentlemen. Shall we go on and review the information that we have?” He passed thin manila folders to both Tree and Witherspoon as well as the third man, Paul DiMarco. Braxton took out his glasses from a soft leather case and placed them gingerly on his face. “The one piece of information that is not contained in your folders is that King Tremain is seriously ill and may be close to death.”

“One of our people finally got to him?” DiMarco asked, suddenly alert. He was a short, powerfully built, compact white man in his early forties.

“No, it appears to be natural causes,” Braxton answered as he sat down at the table.

“Damn!” DiMarco sputtered angrily. “That bastard doesn’t deserve to die of natural causes! All the pain he’s caused my family.”

Tree leaned forward and put his elbows on the table. He was looking at Braxton but he was talking to DiMarco when he said snidely, “You shoulda sent somebody to Mexico who knew how to do the job right.”

DiMarco challenged, “Who? You?” He laughed derisively. His intense, pale blue eyes stared directly at Tree and there was no fear in them. The contempt was strong in his voice when he continued, “You’re small-time. You don’t have the organization or know-how to mount an international operation.”

Tree scowled. He pointed a finger at DiMarco and threatened, “You better watch what you saying.”

Braxton felt like he was watching two dogs sniffing each other before a fight. He interceded, “Do you gentlemen realize that our business today may possibly involve as much as fifty million dollars?” He paused to let DiMarco comprehend that information. He had already talked to Tree about not revealing the contents of the envelope that Sampson had left. Braxton had no intention of sharing all the money with DiMarco. He continued, “This is business. If we focus on what we must do, we’ll see that success depends upon how well we all work together. Can I get an amen?”

DiMarco nodded his head in agreement and said, “It’s business.”

Tree gave DiMarco a gleaming and twisted smile. “It’s cool! It’s business.”

Witherspoon stood up and put on his fedora. “I don’t believe I should be here. I don’t care about whatever business you’re doing! Just leave T and W Construction out of it. All I want is the construction company.”

“Your father was a partner in our business. You don’t have a construction company without us,” DiMarco said through gritted teeth.

“I do construction. My work is legal,” Witherspoon tried to explain. “I don’t want to know what you’re doing. I don’t care what my father used to do with you. He’s been dead nearly a year. I just want to continue to run my construction company and I want you to launder your money somewhere else.”

DiMarco hit the table with his fist. “My family has shed blood for the money this construction company was built with. There’s no way you’re going to walk away with ownership of this company. Not today, not ever!”

Witherspoon sat down and stared at the table.

“Gentlemen, gentlemen,” Braxton reminded his visitors, “we’re all on the same team. Let’s keep up a professional front, shall we? Will you open the folders in front of you? Then we can review the facts available to us.” He picked up the top sheet from the small stack within the folder. “This is a brief history of where we stand, starting in 1953 when King Tremain intercepted some money from one of our transactions. The following year he intercepted an even greater amount of money—”

“And killed five members of my family!” DiMarco interjected angrily.

“Yes, he killed a great many other people as well,” Braxton agreed.

“He ain’t the only one who’s got a blood debt,” Tree said, indicating DiMarco with a quick nod of his head. “I lost two brothers and his son gave me this.” Tree pointed to the scar on his face. “And just last week, I lost a nephew! I got plenty to settle with King Tremain.”

“The best way to settle with him,” Braxton continued, trying to get the conversation back on track, “is to take everything he’s worked so hard to build—to dismember his empire. So let’s get on with the historical review. The money he took was never found. All the information that we’ve uncovered over the years seems to indicate that he invested the money in a land management corporation. We have narrowed it down to four different firms which, in the past, have done a lot of business in the Western Addition. Two of them have out-of-state papers. The other two were incorporated in California. One of the local firms owns the majority of the property management business that his wife still runs. One of the out-of-state firms actually owns the corporation that owns the T and W Construction company. Unfortunately, the incorporation papers for that particular firm are in Switzerland. This is the one I think is most likely to be the corporation that Tremain set up.”

DiMarco spoke, “You’ve been saying this for years and we still don’t have any real proof that’s what he did with the money. Even Delbert’s father didn’t know what he did with the money and he was part owner in the construction company years before King ever hit a money shipment. Plus, it doesn’t make sense. I don’t see how an uneducated black could set up a complex system of corporations like this.” DiMarco questioned, “And even if he did set it up, what good is it to us?”

“Yeah, a corporation like this? That ain’t like King Tremain.” Tree’s voiced grumbled doubtfully, “He was a loner. He never kept no paper records. It was all in his head. I’d bet he has hid that money away somewhere.”

“That’s a mistake too many people have made about Tremain,” Braxton interposed smoothly. “Just because he was uneducated does not mean that he was stupid. And believe me, if he owns any one of these corporations, we’re talking about in excess of fifty million dollars in land and assets. If we move swiftly and carefully when his papers surface, we can set ourselves up quite well. The advantages for money laundering are obvious.”

“You guys are crazy!” Witherspoon exclaimed. “You’re going to take over a legitimate business? You think you’re going to get away with that? I won’t have any part of it!”

Tree turned on Witherspoon and drew back his fist.

“That won’t be necessary, John,” Braxton said quietly. “Delbert understands that he will do whatever we deem necessary. Since his father died, he’s having trouble dealing with this aspect of the business. Isn’t that right?”

Witherspoon looked around at the faces at the table and found no sympathy. He struggled to hold his position. “Just because you’ve laundered some money through my company doesn’t give you the right to make me do anything.”

DiMarco growled at Witherspoon, “It’s not your company! Get that through your head!”

“Oh, Delbert,” Braxton said sweetly. “It will be John Tree here who will make sure you do what we want. Don’t you have a wife, a son, and two sisters?”

Tree smiled a crooked smile and put his big hand on Witherspoon’s shoulder.

Witherspoon gave a hurried glance at Tree, then looked down at his hands clasped in his lap.

DiMarco looked at Braxton and said, “You still haven’t talked about exactly how we can take control of his corporation. That’s the critical piece of information.”

Braxton put his thumbs under his suspenders and said smugly, “Well, I have it on good authority that when King was forced to go to Mexico in 1954, he had to sell everything with his name on it, otherwise it would have been seized by the police. He sold everything to a corporation that he had set up. The one failure in his plan was that no one’s name was ever put on the corporation’s founding papers because he was never able to come back to San Francisco and get the papers officially transferred to someone he trusted. Those papers are still hidden somewhere in San Francisco’s Western Addition. We find them, we take control of a cool fifty million.”

DiMarco leaned forward with interest and asked, “What’s your strategy?”

“One of his grandsons is the key. Now, we know that when Tremain went to Mexico in 1954, the only person he had regular contact with was one grandson.” Braxton looked down at his notes to refresh his memory. “Hmmm, yes, Jackson Tremain—”

“We know where he is,” Tree interrupted enthusiastically. “I got two men watching him. Why don’t we just pick him up and find out what he knows?”

“Because he doesn’t know anything, yet.” Braxton answered as he took off his glasses and cleaned them. “He stopped having anything to do with his grandfather when he was eighteen; that was in 1964. What makes this grandson key is that he is the only one in the whole family that King Tremain cared about. So, if he leaves a will, this fellow Jackson will figure pretty prominently in it.” Braxton let the information sink in while he carefully adjusted his glasses. He didn’t like wearing them but they were necessary for reading.

“How are we going to know if Tremain contacts this Jackson?” DiMarco asked.

“Well, you’ve got to think like Tremain,” Braxton said contemplatively. “He wouldn’t send a stranger, because the grandson probably wouldn’t have anything to do with someone he didn’t know.…” Braxton paused in thought then continued, “I think he’ll contact the grandson directly and they’ll meet face-to-face before he dies.”

“Then we should have this Jackson under twenty-four-hour surveillance!” DiMarco suggested. “So we can give King Tremain the send-off he deserves!”

“We’ve already taken care of that.” Braxton gestured to Tree.

“We on ’im, like white on rice,” Tree confirmed. “We got him followed wherever he goes. I got one of my best men on him. It’s Fletcher Gil—”

“John!” Braxton interrupted testily. “We agreed not to use the names of people assigned to surveillance activities.”

“What’s the big deal?” Tree complained. “It’s just us and we know everybody!”

Braxton explained, “Precautions are necessary. We may not always be in a secure room.”

DiMarco chuckled cynically, “He’s too stupid to understand that.”

Braxton caught Tree’s eye and discreetly gestured to him not to respond. “Let’s get on with our prospective assignments, shall we?” No one said anything. DiMarco was smirking and Tree was glaring at him. Witherspoon continued to sit quietly, looking down into his lap. “John, I want you to continue to keep this Jackson Tremain under surveillance. Learn everything about him. If he’s got a girlfriend, find out where she lives and works. I want his friends’ names and addresses. I want to know all his regular stops.”

“I got it!” Tree answered gruffly. “He gon’ be locked down tighter’n a drum.”

“Good. Paul, you still have people down in Mexico City?”

DiMarco nodded his head affirmatively.

“Good,” Braxton smiled. “I want you to put them on notice. If the grandson goes down there to visit him, we want him followed. Maybe he’ll lead us right to his grandfather, and then we’ll be able to resolve everything right then and there.”

DiMarco said, “I’ll have a man staked out at the Mexico City airport, once we know he’s headed down that way.”

“That’s all the news on that front. Now to our local business transactions. Delbert, are you still with us?” Braxton spoke softly. Witherspoon raised his eyes and looked at Braxton, his face wooden with resignation. “We need to ship some money through the construction company. I want you to alert the accountant. The money will come from a bank in Canada. I want half the payment to go through the same subcontractor in Nassau that we used before, and the other half to the Bahamas account. Anybody else need a pass through?”

DiMarco nodded. “Yeah. I’m transferring money from my restaurant. I want the money sent to my Bahamas account.”

Braxton looked at Witherspoon. “Got that?”

Witherspoon stared at Braxton without a word. His face was expressionless.

Tree leaned over and smacked the back of his head with a powerful forehand swipe. “You heard the man. Answer him!”

The blow knocked Witherspoon’s hat onto the table. Witherspoon trembled as he spoke. “I got it.”

“Good,” said Braxton as he sought to bring the meeting to a close. “We should meet for a status report in one week at the Embassy Suites in Napa. Different place, same time. After that, it may be too dangerous to meet again as a group.”

Braxton stood up as a signal of dismissal, but before anyone else could move, Tree said in a malevolent voice, “You ought to send somebody who knows what they doin’ to Mexico this time.” He indicated DiMarco with a hand gesture. “These greasy motherfuckers haven’t been able to find nothin’ in twenty years. Ain’t no reason to think they gon’ change now.”

DiMarco bent over as if he were pulling up his socks when he began his snide retort. “I heard that you had more than a couple of opportunities to stand up to the man.” He kept his eyes on Tree as he spoke. “The way I heard it, you ran away faster than everybody. Too bad it wasn’t an Olympic year, you might have gotten a medal, except they don’t give ’em for yellow streaks.” DiMarco leaned back in his chair and laughed tauntingly.

Tree pushed back his chair and stood up. He leaned over the table and pointed at DiMarco, who remained seated. “I ain’t gon’ let no stubby-assed cracker talk to me that way!” He stepped behind Witherspoon’s chair as he began to make his way to DiMarco.

DiMarco displayed a 9mm pistol, which he had pulled from an ankle holster, and set it on the table. “Come on! Come on!” he taunted, daring Tree to continue.

Braxton walked over and stood between the two men. “Gentlemen, we’re here about business.” He glanced back and forth between the two like a school monitor, intervening between miscreants. “Business,” he emphasized again. Braxton watched Tree make his way truculently back to his seat and thought, In a very short while you will have outlived your usefulness.

“No more meetings,” DiMarco stated coldly as he shoved the pistol in the waistband of his pants. He stood up and buttoned his jacket. He said to Braxton, “You have other ways of contacting me.”

Tree began to taunt him, “You’s a coward! And one day I’m gon’ make you eat that little gun.”

DiMarco turned toward him and said, “After this is over, I’m going to squash you like a bug!”

“You don’t scare me,” Tree answered triumphantly. “I know where your family lives. Where your little girl goes to school. What time she gets picked up by the chauffeur. I even know about your mother in New Jersey.”

“You dare to threaten my family?! You dare to threaten—” DiMarco reached under his coat for his pistol.

Once more, Braxton stepped between the men. “No fireworks in here or the whole plan is finished.”

DiMarco looked over Braxton’s shoulder at the still-seated Tree and snarled, “You’re a dead man; it’s just a question of when! But you’re a dead man!”

Tree laughed evilly. “You jes’ better watch who you threatening!” He laughed a big belly laugh. He had succeeded in upsetting DiMarco and that was enough for him.

Braxton ushered DiMarco from the room, speaking to him in hushed undertones, but to no avail. At the door DiMarco pulled his arm roughly out of Braxton’s grasp. “We’ll go forward as planned,” he said, adjusting the collar of his coat. “But if I see that fool again, I’ll kill him and everyone who’s with him!” DiMarco gave Braxton a long look then turned and walked down the hall.

Witherspoon came to the door and waited for Braxton to move so he could leave. His hat was in his hands. There was a pleading look on his long, narrow face and his mouth twitched with unspoken words. Braxton stepped out of his way and watched Witherspoon dart past him and scurry down the hall.

As Braxton reentered the sitting room, Tree was pouring himself a large brandy. Braxton sat down in one of the overstuffed chairs behind him and asked, “What is on your mind that you would want to antagonize DiMarco?”

“He ain’t nothing,” Tree responded, slopping his brandy as he dropped into a chair across from Braxton. “I liked it that you didn’t let on about the real amount of money we’s after. You think land and everything, King got more’n a hundred million?”

“Yes I do, but let me caution you. DiMarco is a dangerous man. When I asked you to get that information on his family, I never intended that he should know about it. It was for us to use in case of emergency.”

Disgustedly, Braxton rose up and went over to stand in front of the window. The fog was lifting. He could now see the sailboats moored in the water and behind them, the shadowy presence of Strawberry Point still partially obscured by fog. He took a moment to control his irritation over Tree’s stupidity. Once he gathered himself, he turned and said, “Now, we have a problem.”

“What’s that?” Tree asked.

“We knew before that DiMarco might not want to share the business with us, but now there’s no doubt. He’ll try to kill us once everything is in hand. We’ve got to be ready before that happens.” Braxton poured himself a brandy and continued. “I want you to keep tabs on his family. I think he’ll try to move them before he moves on us. That’ll be our signal.”

“I can do that,” Tree said as he finished his drink. He got to his feet. “Anything else?”

“Three things.” Braxton walked over to him. “It might be a good idea to lay low for a while on the drug business. DiMarco is well connected in the police department. You wouldn’t want to get arrested now.”

Tree protested, “I’d be walking away from an easy thirty thousand a week. And you’d be giving up your cut too.”

“That’s chump change compared to the potential we can reap from our project.” Braxton forced himself to maintain an advisory tone. “Remember, it would be easy for him to get someone to take you down in jail. And we don’t want that, do we?”

“Okay, I’ll be cool,” Tree acknowledged. “What’s the second thing?”

“Don’t ride Witherspoon so hard. If we don’t handle him gently, he may crumble. He could even end up going to the police. He’s already scared. We’ve got to make him think that there’s nothing to worry about as long as he does what we say. If he feels that it doesn’t matter what he does, that he’ll be hurt anyway, we’ll lose control of him.”

“Okay, I’ll be cool on that too. What’s the last thing?”

“I want you to pick up one of the grandson’s friends. For discussion purposes only. I don’t want another botched job like the one with that Davis fellow. Tell your people not to use too much rough stuff.”

“Okay, okay,” Tree conceded grudgingly. “But who gon’ pay for killin’ my nephew? I don’t want his death to go without no answer!”

“The man who killed Frank is dead!”

“But maybe he weren’t actin’ alone! The police say that bomb was pretty sophisticated.”

“We’ll sort that out later! Right now, we want to talk! No rough stuff! Maybe with the right incentive, if it’s handled correctly, we can make a deal with one of his buddies. People can always use more money.”

“Gotcha!” Tree strode to the door. “I got me another appointment. We gon’ meet in Napa?”

Braxton thought a moment. “I doubt it, but I’ll contact you. One way or the other.”

With a wave of his hand, Tree opened the door and was gone. Braxton went back out onto the balcony and stared out at the finger of the bay that separated Sausalito from Strawberry Point. It was a beautiful view, an oriental water color captured in greens and browns and fading to gray where the fog had not yet lifted. But it was not the view which preoccupied his thinking. He wondered at the number of great ideas that were conceptualized but never realized because the men delegated to carry them out didn’t have the focus to work together. It was a problem that had plagued him since 1940. He could never seem to find thinking, rational men to work for him who could also handle a little blood. Perhaps the two traits didn’t commonly reside in the same body. But Braxton had known men who had possessed these traits. DiMarco’s uncle, for example, had been a clever man who might have risen to national prominence within his organization if he had not underestimated King Tremain. All it took was one false step. One small miscalculation.

Braxton was a man who was used to success. In his youth, he had been a medical doctor, among the more prominent in San Francisco’s black community. He also started the second black-owned San Francisco newspaper, publishing the Bay City Gazette. He recently had retired from his medical duties and now devoted himself entirely to his publishing business and his investments. Although he was in his late sixties, he had aged well. His hair was silver gray and went well with his light brown skin. On the surface he had a lot to live for. Yet he carried in his heart scars from his encounters with King Tremain.

He turned back into his hotel room and pulled an attaché case from beneath his bed. He removed a manila envelope from the case and sat down at the table to review its contents. It was the same envelope that John Tree had brought him the night after Sampson Davis had killed himself along with three of Tree’s men. There were only two pieces of paper in the envelope. The first was a letter written to King Tremain from his attorneys in New York, and the second was a piece of a map. Braxton read the letter for perhaps the twentieth time.


May 20, 1982

Mr. LeRoi Bordeaux Tremain
1717 Embarcadero Blvd.
San Diego, California

Dear Mr. Tremain,

We were extremely sorry to hear of your serious illness and your subsequent hospitalization. It is our hope that sound medical intervention will assist you in regaining your health so that we may continue our long professional relationship.

We received your written, notarized request regarding the disposition of your estate upon your death. For the most part, your desires are fairly clear and easy to implement. There are, however, a few concerns. These concerns relate to your grandson, Jackson Tremain, inheriting all of your estate. At this time, there is no problem with the transition of land and fixed assets into his name, but there are some problems concerning the unsigned stock certificates which represent the bulk of your estate. According to our records these stock certificates amount to nearly a hundred million dollars. Since these certificates are unsigned and are not currently in your possession, there will be considerable problems with your grandson assuming control and ownership over them. We’ll have to establish a chain of possession and ensure that these certificates have not been sold. Still, we may be open to challenges by parties as yet unknown. Clearly, it is in your best interest to find these certificates and have them in your possession at the time of your death. We also acknowledge your request that any transfer of possession of these certificates to parties other than your grandson can only be accomplished if he appears in person at the Central Bank of San Francisco and notarizes the transaction.

We further understand that it is your wish, should your grandson meet an untimely death before he inherits your estate, that everything you own shall be donated to charities related to the care and maintenance of children. While we may experience similar problems as those outlined in the preceding paragraph with the transfer of the unsigned certificates, it should be less of an obstacle in that there is no specific party of interest.

We await news of your recovery and are here to assist you in any way possible. Please contact us, if we have misunderstood any part of your bequest, or if you’ve regained possession of the certificates.

Sincerely,
Noah Goldbaum
Goldbaum & Goldbaum
3932 Fifth Avenue
New York City, NY



The other paper in the envelope was a torn-off piece of a map. It looked like a schematic of the San Francisco sewer system. He shook his head. What could those fools down at Tree’s have been thinking about? How could they have mishandled this gift? Here in his hand was part of the key to breaking up King Tremain’s estate.

The phone rang. It sounded harsh and discordant in Braxton’s ears. It disturbed his reverie, and since he was not expecting any calls, he considered not answering it. However, after the fourth ring, it entered his mind that it could be one of his co-conspirators, so he picked up the receiver.

A familiar voice with a raspy, southern Louisiana accent asked, “Was the meetin’ successful, William?” There was no warmth in the tone; at best it was businesslike.

“Uncle Pug? Is that you?” Braxton inquired with surprise.

“Co’se it’s me, William! Who else know about this meetin’? You sho’ put in some work in keepin’ it secret, din’t ya! You certainly din’t try to call me and tell me about it! I got to say, after I found out I was some surprised. Yesiree! What with you conductin’ secret meetings and all, a suspicious person might think that you was tryin’ to get independent action goin’! But I knew better! I knew you remembered how we deal with traitors down here. I knew you’d remember—”

Braxton interrupted, “Uncle Pug, this really isn’t necessary! I—”

“Don’t interrupt me ag’in!” The voice had turned cold and authoritarian. “As I was sayin’, I knew you’d remember the summer of 1954, the summer you spent with us when we opened that man’s veins and staked him out in the swamp for the fish to feed on! I knew you wasn’t fool enough to try anythin’ at the expense of yo’ family! Because, if you did, I just don’t know how we’d deal with the disappointment! Get my drift?!”

Braxton quelled his anger and replied in a resigned tone, “I understand you.”

“Now, was the meetin’ successful?”

“Yes, I have assigned people to watch the key grandson and establish his social circle. The DiMarcos will use their Mexico City connection to follow him if he travels down to see King Tremain. I’ve also arranged for the next to the last payment of your money to be sent to your Nassau bank. If you please, Uncle Pug, I didn’t know I had to check in with you to clear my every move. I thought I was serving you well by using my own initiative. That’s the way we’ve been operating for the last few years.”

“This be a new day! All debts is due now! We gon’ take over this operation! You’ll take your orders directly from me or my grandson, Deleon! You ain’t got no say in this! We have some debts to settle and we don’t want no bunglin’! One of us will be to Frisco in a couple of weeks. You hold your horses ’til we get there!”

“DiMarco isn’t too receptive to direction,” Braxton offered, trying to mount a diplomatic argument as to the drawbacks of his uncle’s plan.

“We’ll use him as far as he’s useful, after that he’s swamp food. As a matter fact, all the men you’s met with gon’ be swamp food after this is over. You should take care that you don’t end up the same. You’s a distant relative, yo’ DuMont blood ain’t that thick.” The phone went dead.

Braxton exhaled and returned the receiver to its cradle. He spent a few moments breathing deeply. The intrusion of his mother’s family was about the last thing he needed. Although he had gone to them when he had needed money for medical school and also years later when he needed capital to buy the Bay City Gazette, he didn’t like spending too much time with them. The summer he had spent in Louisiana had been enough for him. He saw them as the epitome of an inbred, unsophisticated backwoods family. Nonetheless, he was not foolish enough to cross them. He knew they would track him across three continents to exact their revenge.

He was beginning to regret that he had discussed Sampson Davis’s death and the letter with his uncle. He had thought his uncle would be satisfied with his taking the lead in the matter as he had done for years, but that was obviously not the case. Once the old man heard about the possibility that King was seriously ill, he got extremely excited, spouting far-fetched plans as soon as they came into his head. His outburst exemplified what Braxton feared most about the DuMonts. They were a primal, frightening, and passionate people, more interested in displays of courage than caution. A folk who after spilling the blood of their enemies would drink, dance, and carouse until exhaustion and excess took them. They relied less on organized planning than spur of the moment, impromptu actions, which often led to messy results, like witnesses, clues, and fingerprints. Given the DuMonts’ overriding mania in all matters regarding King, Braxton was concerned that their impulsive brutishness might be directed at him should he show reluctance to perform some poorly thought-out directive.

A pain lanced across Braxton’s back as the tension in his body reached critical mass. He needed to relax. Braxton went to the phone and made a call. A woman’s voice answered. Braxton said, “I’m ready, come now.” He returned the phone to its cradle and went out on the deck. His only option to keep control of the situation was to bring it to resolution before his relatives arrived.

There was one major, nagging unknown: the grandson, Jackson Tremain. If Jackson was anything like his cousin Franklin, there would be no problem. But if this grandson had more of King’s skills, everything might unravel. Braxton simply did not know with whom he was dealing and yet he had already set actions in progress involving that person. This broke a cardinal rule of his, which was never to take an offensive move without a clear understanding of your opponent.

There was a knock at the door. Braxton had a moment’s hesitation before answering it, thinking it might be DiMarco’s men, but he put that thought out of his mind. He knew DiMarco would wait until the job was finished, or nearly finished. Braxton opened the door and a tall, stylishly dressed, golden-brown-skinned woman walked in and gave him a peck on the cheek. Her hair was in a full natural and she wore large, colorful hand-crafted earrings. She smiled at him, showing white teeth and sparkling eyes. She took off her coat and Braxton admired the curves of her body underneath her dress. As he ushered her to the bar his last business thought was, Who the hell are you, Jackson Tremain?

[image: ]

Deleon DuMont, a lean, whipcord-wiry man wearing an olive double-breasted suit, a white silk T-shirt, and loafers without socks sat at the bar and watched John Tree walk out the front door of the Miramar Vista. He sipped his drink slowly and turned to watch himself in the mirror. He was a brown-skinned man with high cheekbones and a triangular face who, no matter how well he shaved, always had a visible five o’clock shadow. Nonetheless, he thought he presented a striking image. He had tailored his look after that of the black detective on Miami Vice. He liked to wear silk T-shirts under his suit jackets and he liked the way his thick black hair was pomaded into waves. He pulled a pack of imported cigarettes from his jacket pocket and lit one of its dark brown cylinders of tobacco. There was a faint perfume in the smell of its burning ash. By the time he had finished his cigarette and watched a bit of a baseball game that was on the bar’s TV, he saw the young woman with golden-brown skin and large, colorful earrings stop by the entrance to the bar. She did not enter, but merely nodded to him then continued on her way.

Deleon paid his bill and went into a phone booth, where he made a long-distance call. The phone rang several times then a male voice with a raspy, southern Louisiana accent answered the phone: “It’s yo’ dime!”

Deleon spoke into the phone, “The girl just went to his room, Grand-père. He’s going to be there the night. It isn’t likely he’s going to leave before tomorrow morning.”

The voice was querulous: “Any of ’em make you?”

“No, Grand-père. I was discreet, as you requested. No one saw me. I was simply calling to report in. There doesn’t appear to be much else to do here. Unless you wish me to go upstairs and chastise him for his disobedience, perhaps show him how sharp my blade is?”

There was a moment of silence, then, “Naw, keep yo’ knife sheathed. We don’t want him to know you’s already on the scene no way. You just keep an eye on him and that Tree feller. You done good, Deleon. Look like you gon’ get some help on this here particular assignment. Some of our Mexican friends want a piece of the action. Frankie San Vicente will be arrivin’ tomorrow. He’ll be stayin’ at the Hilton by the airport. Pick him up tomorrow night.”




End of sample
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