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When the crack of doom arrives …
man will flee from his brother.

—The Qur’an
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Part One


1
Little Round Pills

In the middle of Alfredo Batista’s brain there is a tall gray filing cabinet, frequently opened. The drawers are deep, the folders fattened with a lifetime of regrettable moments. There is, tucked away toward the back, a list of women whose phone numbers he never asked for. There are the debts accrued. In the bottom drawer, in separate folders, there are the things he never learned to do: drive an automobile, throw a knuckleball, tie a knot in a cherry stem using only his tongue. What else? In the top drawer, there is a file recounting the evening he left the Mets game early, thinking the run deficit insurmountable. There is the why-didn’t-I-wear-a-condom folder. There is—this one’s surprisingly thin—the crimes-against-my-brother folder. Alfredo is only nineteen years old, and already his cabinet overflows with files, none of them collecting dust, each one routinely inspected. All it takes is a random word, a face in passing, and a memory blooms, a cabinet drawer slides open. An intracranial research librarian—Alfredo imagines him bespectacled, with frayed pant cuffs and dandruff on his shoulders—waddles over to the open drawer, plucks out the appropriate file, and passes it on to the brain’s well-staffed and efficiently run Department of Regret. Here, unable to help himself, Alfredo scrutinizes the folder. He re-creates the event’s sensory details. He goes over, with sick and meticulous precision, exactly what was said and, of course, what was not said. He relinks the chain of events.

A new folder is to be added. It will be labeled with today’s date, June 14, 2002, and above that, in blocky capital letters, a name: SHIFRIN, VLADIMIR.

“Who’s Vladimir Shifrin?” Alfredo says.

Winston—a dark-skinned Haitian with long, delicate fingers—pulls down on the brim of his Spider-Man hat. He looks over his shoulder. Drops his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “From what I understand,” he says, “Vladimir is a drug dealer.”

“This is why you call me?” Alfredo says. “Why you wake me up? Drag me over here?”

They sit close together on a wood-slatted bench in Jackson Heights’ Travers Park. There are other parks in Queens—like Astoria Park or Flushing Meadows—where you can snooze under a tree or stick your nose in trumpet-shaped flowers. These parks are pastoral, as the guidebooks might say. They’ve got grass you can yank right out of the ground. But here in Jackson Heights, the parks, like Travers, are asphalt parks, blacktop playgrounds. There aren’t any flowers or butterflies, and that keeps exactly nobody away.

It’s two o’clock in the afternoon right now—it’s a nice, unseasonably cool, late-spring Friday—and Travers is packed. Everyone is out. Everyone and their mother is out. There are games of soccer, handball, freeze tag, skilo, and skully. Look around. Shirtless men play netless basketball. A father snaps pictures of his little girl, while a Chinese woman dances to the water-like rhythms of tai chi, while teenagers bum cigarettes off the neighborhood schizo, while bees, drunk with pleasure, swarm the bottoms of trash cans. The swings squeak. An old Jewish man—Max Marshmallow, Alfredo’s friend—checkmates another old Jewish man whose body deflates like a popped bag of potato chips. A little white boy, oddly calm, has his head stuck between the vertical bars of a fence, and Alfredo can’t help but think of his own brother, the newly named Tariq, spending his last hours up at the Fishkill Correctional Facility. On Travers’s softball field, Pakistanis play cricket. On a bench in the sun, the Mexicans who didn’t get picked up by this morning’s work truck take swigs from their brown paper bags. And in the middle of the park, over by the sprinklers, squats a giant and inexplicable stone tortoise, as if for thousands of years he’s been making the trip north from the Galápagos, and he’s decided to stop here, in the middle of a park in western Queens, so much does he favor the company of little children and the intermittent splash of sprinkler water. Alfredo understands. He likes it here too. He feels a particular affinity for the father snapping pictures of his daughter. But, all things considered, Alfredo would rather be home, asleep, his face in a pillow.

“Vladimir’s a drug dealer,” he says. “That’s great. Good for him. But hey, sorry, why do I give two shits?”

“Wow,” Winston says. He scoots over on the bench, puts some extra space between them. “I guess you give two shits because you told me to go find a drug dealer who—”

“I asked you to find a dog, actually.” Well, to be fair, Alfredo asked Winston to find both, a dog and a new neighborhood drug dealer, maybe even a two-for-one, a new neighborhood drug dealer walking a dog. But Alfredo is going to outlay some shit here anyway because he’s tired, because his feet are blistered, because—most of all—Winston is wearing that red and blue Spider-Man hat. Alfredo keeps looking at it, his eyes narrowing. “But instead of a dog, you’re talking about—”

“Vladimir.”

“You’re talking about Vladimir. Any chance he’s a drug-dealing dog?”

“He is a drug-dealing fifteen-year-old boy. Slinging outside the Catholic school on Thirty-first Ave—”

“McClancy’s?”

“Please. Don’t get too interested. He slings outside McClancy’s. He attends McClancy’s. Him being a fifteen-year-old boy and all. And maybe he’s holding down exactly the kind of package we need to pick up for Jose.”

“Tariq,” Alfredo corrects.

“Sorry. Maybe he’s holding down exactly the kind of package we need to pick up for Tariq. Oops. I’m sorry. Maybe he’s holding down exactly the kind of package you need to pick up for Tariq.”

“So?”

“God damn, you’re in a bitchy mood. Maybe I should just go over to Gianni’s.” Winston stays right where he’s at. He’s about to walk away like that stone tortoise is about to hop over the fence. “Do you have any idea how rude you’re being right now?” he asks. “I’m telling a story here, and you’re not even trying to listen. You’re looking all over the park. At God knows what. And I can’t get into a good storytelling rhythm, you know what I mean?”

“Where’s your Mets hat?” Alfredo says.

Winston looks away. “Oh.”

Either due to stress or drug abuse, Winston suffers from alopecia, a condition that causes his hair to fall out in clumps. Coils on his pillowcase. A nest in the drain. Alfredo feels bad for him, genuinely sorry, and he makes all the requisite clucking noises of sympathetic friendship, but he does not downplay the problem, does not tell Winston that it ain’t that bad or that it’s nothing to worry about. Business is business, and Alfredo considers Winston’s quilt-like scalp to be a professional liability. The poor guy—overweight, bulging eyeballs, ashy skin—is already eminently punkable, and the alopecia just makes it worse. Shave your dome, Alfredo argues. You’re a big black Haitian. This is a post-Jordan era. But Winston says nah. He thinks he has dents in his skull. He thinks he got dropped too many times as a baby and he’d look ridiculous now with a completely bald head. He thinks he maybe doesn’t have alopecia at all, and the patches will grow back starting tomorrow, or possibly the next day. In the meantime, he wears his red and blue web-speckled Spider-Man hat. The only problem, however, is that the superhero endorsement makes Winston no less vulnerable. The red antagonizes the Crips; the blue, the Bloods. (Winston’s skin—black—does him no favors with the Latin Kings or the Vice Lords or the Netas or MS-13.) So Alfredo buys him new, more imposing, and yet more color-neutral hats. Wool knits in the winter. Baseball caps when it’s warm. But within days these hats get misplaced, left behind on a rooftop somewhere, or lost under the cushions of a customer’s couch. On Monday, Alfredo gave Winston one of the new black Mets hats, and now, on Friday, Spidey’s back.

“I think maybe I left it on the subway last night.”

“On the subway,” Alfredo says. “Let me ask you something—”

“I don’t know,” Winston says. He picks at the splintered wood of the bench. “You buy these hats for me, and I appreciate them. Seriously. And I swear to God I’m not trying to lose them. It’s just, I don’t know. I don’t know what’s the matter with me.”

On the lam from the handball courts, a Sky Bounce blue ball skips past their bench. Alfredo bends over, scoops it up. Doesn’t even bobble it. He feels tempted to bring it up to his nose—he loves the sharp, summery, rubbery smell—but that might look awfully strange, and so he tosses it back toward the courts unsniffed. The ball sails over the heads of the players, but park etiquette demands that they shout out thanks anyway.

“It was a cool hat, too,” Winston says.

“It’s okay,” Alfredo says. “Tell me about Vladimir.”

“All he sells is Ecstasy. Nothing else. No pot, no coke, no heroin. Just E. Just a straight-up E pusher. Like this is 1997 or something.”

“Is that the end of the story?”

“You’re mad about the hat still? Ask me how much he sells the E for.”

Alfredo asks.

“Ten dollars,” Winston says. He leans back on the bench, stretches his legs out in front of him. “Ten dollars for an entire pill. That, my friend, is what he’s selling it for.”

“Terrible,” Alfredo says. “You can’t even get crack for ten dollars anymore. Me and Isabel wanna go see a movie, it costs us twice that. A movie.”

“Ask me who his connect is. His brother. That’s who. I don’t know his name, but let’s call him Boris.” Winston’s feet tap out a happy rhythm as he talks. “This so-called Boris? He’s a chemist. Boris the Chemist. You can’t make this shit up. The two of them are fresh off the boat, Boris and Vladimir. Been here like three weeks. Maybe more—I don’t know. Boris, from what I understand, makes the X right in the apartment. The kitchen, I guess. That’s not factual, though. That’s just us speculating. The rumor is that he gets in his lab coat, rocks out with his beakers, and however many hours later he’s brewed up some X. Doesn’t even know he’s supposed to stamp it, so the pills go out logoless.”

Alfredo shakes his head. He says, “They’re not branding their product.”

“They don’t know what they’re doing. So then Boris gives the pills to Vladimir, and little bro stands outside the school gates at three sharp every day. And he undersells the whole fucking neighborhood. Because what do they care?” Winston’s ass is now hovering above the bench. “There’s no middleman. From the kitchen to the street. Ten-dollar Ecstasy.”

“You’ve tried this Ecstasy? It’s good shits?”

Winston grimaces. “I haven’t done E in a serious minute. You hear about those lab monkeys? Going brain-dead?” He picks at the cuticle around his thumb. “Matter of fact—not that I want to make a big deal or anything—but I am quitting all drugs. Including weed. Starting tomorrow.”

“Starting tomorrow,” Alfredo says. He watches two little Indian girls march past the bench. With their shoulders hunched forward, they clutch dollar bills in their little brown fists.

“But the preppies,” Winston says, elbowing Alfredo. “Over at that Catholic school? They’re buying Vladimir out. Rolling on X five, six, seven days a week.”

“Those poor nuns,” Alfredo says. He hears a familiar jingle coming from around the corner: the patented, crazy-making doo-doo-dee-doo of Mister Softee, the ice cream man. Kids run into one another, grab at their parents’ wallets, snap their heads back and forth in a lactose frenzy. The ice cream truck pulls up in front of the park’s entrance. The jingle is louder, the children palsied. Alfredo takes off his glasses and breathes fog onto the lenses. When he puts them back on, he grins—pleased to see those two little Indian girls at the front of the ice cream line.

“You got any of that money you owe me?” Winston says. “I could really go for a cone.”

“How much of this is fact?” Alfredo says. “You know what I mean? This Vladimir kid. The kitchen. The ten-dollar E. Boris. How much do we know for sure?”

“Nothing,” he says. “Never even seen the kid. These are things I’ve heard over at Gianni’s. A couple of times. From different people. But still.” He puts his hands in the air, exposes for inspection the cool whites of his palms. “This is just shit I’ve heard.”

Alfredo turns away and looks around the park for his favorites. The picture-snapping father is gone. And the little boy—where’d he go?—has somehow slipped his head free from the metal bars. At least the tortoise is still here. And Max Marshmallow over by the stone chess tables, harrumphing and kvetching toward another checkmate. He’ll be here as long as I will, Alfredo thinks—forever. And ah, here come the numero supremo favorites, the little Indian girls, walking past Alfredo’s bench now. They hold their ice cream cones high, the first children to return with bounty.

“How’d you know Mister Softee was coming?” he calls out to them. “You got his schedule memorized?”

They hasten their steps. Don’t talk to strangers, their mothers have warned. Don’t go into vans, or pet somebody’s dog, or accept candy from an outstretched hand, or discuss ice cream with strange men sitting on park benches. It disturbs Alfredo to see himself through their eyes: a menace. He fingers his mustache, wondering if it makes him look like a child molester. His jeans begin to vibrate. It’s his phone, humming inside his pocket—it’s either Baka, his drug connect, looking for the money he’s owed, or it’s Isabel, his girlfriend, calling to confirm that Alfredo will have his Boricuan ass home by four o’clock, so they can walk over to Elmhurst Hospital together. She may cap this reminder with a threat—If you’re late, expect a frying pan upside the head—or she might hang up with some sweetness, sing him a snatch of whatever Spanish love song she just heard on Mega 97.9. Could go either way. Isabel is seven months swollen with the tentatively named Christian Louis Batista, and Alfredo, while trying to be a sensitive guy about the whole thing, is having some migraine-inducing difficulties negotiating the minefield of her moods. Pregnant! Third trimester! Alfredo wants to chase those Indian girls down and shove his phone in their faces. You see this? This is my girlfriend calling. My baby’s mama. A woman who loves me. See? I’m not some scary chester. I am a Puerto Rican, an American citizen, a father-to-be. But Alfredo also understands that chasing two little girls in a city park is not the best way to prove one’s own innocent intentions. He stays on his bench and lets the phone vibrate. If Isabel needs him home by four, then he doesn’t have time to be taking calls. He doesn’t have time to hear about frying pans or Enrique’s “Experiencia Religiosa” or little Christian karate kicking the walls of her uterus or the latest shit Alfredo’s mother pulled. Alfredo’s got work to do.

“Look at you,” Winston says. “You’re deliberating on this Vladimir situation. You’re saying, ‘Hey—hey.’ You’re going, ‘My man came through with some info that’s not too shabby this time.’ ”

“This kid. He’s going to have much drugs on him?”

“You know what today is? Today is the last day of school for all the private-school kids. Get out a week early so they can beat the traffic out to the Poconos. Remember when we was in high school? Last day before summer vacation? Kids lining up for drugs. Dealers coming correct.”

“And Vl—”

“And our man Vladimir is gonna have his pockets full of pills. Make his money for the long summer ahead. Know what I mean?”

Alfredo stands up and feels dizzy. “Okay,” he says. He punches his timecard, clocks in for the day. “Let’s go rob him.”

Back in the day, when Alfredo and Winston were little shits and new friends, they chanced upon the Alleyway. Too narrow for a car, but wide enough to accommodate a couple of teenaged boys, the Alleyway succeeded an earlier discovery—marijuana—and provided an ideal venue for the smoking of those first, poorly rolled blunts. No police, no old ladies, no moochers asking for a real quick hit. Nobody but the two of them. The Alleyway is T-shaped, and Alfredo and Winston got blazed at the bottom of that T, behind a gate door closed to the street. On either side of them they had stores—a Laundromat and a nail salon—both of which produce their own olfactory, marijuana-masking chemicals. At the top of the T are two- and three-family homes, far enough away that crinkle-nosed neighbors rarely called the cops; close enough that when they did, Winston and Alfredo ran right at the houses, choosing among multiple escapes, this one’s driveway or that one’s backyard, and slipping safely to the street with the ease of THC coursing through capillaries. This went on for years. Winston and Alfredo would duck into the Alleyway and come out fifteen minutes later, giggling and red-eyed, a cloud of smoke blooming behind them.

When Tariq went to prison, all that stopped. Because when Tariq went to prison, Winston and Alfredo went to work, using the Alleyway now as their base of operations. What made it so well suited to recreational purposes—low exposure, multiple exits—made it equally well suited for professional ones. But no more smoking, Alfredo said. Can’t shit where we eat. Can’t toke where we sling. It was one of many rules, and today he’s allowing it to be broken.

“Fifteen years old?” Winston says. Pinched between his fingers he holds what was supposed to be a courage-fortifying blunt. “I mean that’s just a little kid. You know?”

Alfredo sits on the ground, his back against the wall, his hand on his chest. He counts his heartbeats. The big dark pillow hasn’t materialized yet to smother his face, but he knows that it’s coming.

“And it’s the middle of the day,” Winston says. “And it’s like a really nice day, too. Hey, Jesus. Do you need like a paper bag to breathe into?”

Alfredo shakes his head.

“Well, let me know,” Winston says. A glass bottle lies on the ground, and Winston kicks it, sends it clattering, helicoptering down toward the other end of the Alleyway. “The kid’s gonna be outside a school,” he says. “That’s what worries me. They’ve got cops in schools nowadays. Right? Aren’t there like cops in the hallways?”

“I don’t know about cops,” Alfredo says. “There might be some nuns.” Winston extends the blunt toward Alfredo, and Alfredo waves it away. He’s already taken two, three hits, hoping to dilute the panic filling his chest. It hasn’t worked. He leans forward, away from the wall, and puts his head between his knees.

“Why don’t we just go over to Gianni’s,” Winston says. “Cop a few slices. Chill out a bit.” As he inhales another lungful of weed, the cherry at the tip of his blunt glows red. He passes it back toward Alfredo, but again Alfredo waves it away. “You serious?” Winston says. Confused, he looks down at his hand, as if to make sure this is still a blunt he’s offering, that it hasn’t turned into something else entirely, a cup of tea maybe, or a big brass tuba. “You don’t want any more of this?”

“It’s all yours,” Alfredo says. Keeping Winston smoking keeps Winston quiet. As long as he’s got that blunt bopping between his lips, he can’t prattle on about everything he’s worried about, and he can’t, in turn, sharpen Alfredo’s own secret fears. God knows Alfredo’s not above breaking the law, but he hates to steal. He wishes he were more like the recently deceased John Gotti, a gangster who saw the pleasures in thieving, who’d hijack a truck full of fur coats just for the thrill of getting away with it. But that’s not Alfredo. To talk about it, sure. To sit on a park bench and scheme. But to be in an alleyway about to go do the thing—that, for Alfredo, is a chest-seizing nightmare. He closes his eyes and carefully, carefully breathes in through his mouth. It was more than two years ago, while sitting next to his older brother in the backseat of a Camaro at three thirty in the morning, that the hairs on Alfredo’s arms stood up, and he discovered he was a hyperventilator.

Earlier that night, Virgil’s Catering Hall in East Elmhurst had hosted the sweet sixteen birthday party of a Miss Rashida Katabi. There had been a DJ spinning records, shawarma in warm buffet trays, an elaborate cake-cutting ceremony. The privilege of using Virgil’s for this special occasion had cost Rashida’s father, a walleyed Lebanese man, $2,800, which sum he paid in cash. How did Alfredo know all this? Because his brother told him. And his brother knew because the guys in the front seat of the Camaro—Gio and Conrad—told him, and they knew because they worked at Virgil’s and had closed down the catering hall only a couple hours previous. They were driving back now, still wearing their polyester uniforms, with friends in the backseat, with intentions: they were going to break in and rob the place. The plan had been formulated weeks in advance over late-night bottles of Corona. Keys had been copied, combinations scribbled down. They’d just been waiting for someone like Mr. Katabi to walk into Virgil’s with an envelope stuffed full of cash.

Alfredo had begged his way into the car and now he was asking to get out. Bent over on the sidewalk, his skinny legs quivering like a dog’s, Alfredo could take deep breaths but he couldn’t breathe any of it out. December’s cold air poured down his lungs. His fingertips felt numb. A hive’s worth of bees seemed to buzz in his ears. In his haste to get out of the car he left the back door open, and the Camaro’s internal system beeped and dinged. The ceiling light glowed above his conspirators’ heads. Alfredo watched them watch him. Outside, exposed in the street, choking on air, certain he was going to die, Alfredo felt that it was the tears falling out of his eyes, more than anything else, that disqualified him as a criminal badass. With shouted apologies from the front seat, the car drove away, left him behind. They drove toward Virgil’s Catering Hall, and—although they didn’t know this at the time—they also drove toward their eventual arrests, toward court dates and public defenders and years-long imprisonments.

That first panic attack, and the ones he’s had since, the palpitations he feels now, might have something to do with the sacred prohibition against stealing. Alfredo wonders if he’s crazy to credit his breathing difficulties to a fear of supernatural retribution. And yet it is a commandment, number seven, Thou shalt not steal, right after don’t kill nobody or commit adultery. And while he doesn’t go to Mass anymore on Sunday mornings, or melt the paper-tasting wafer onto his tongue—it has been five years since his last confession—he still walks the streets afraid. He peeks up at the clouds, fearful of somehow giving offense. He has rules: he won’t take the Lord’s name in vain, he says a quick grace before dinner, he can’t pass a church without making the sign of the cross. Sometimes before he falls asleep, he’ll send God a silent prayer in which he offers a general thanks for the life he’s been allowed to create for himself and asks only that God do nothing to snatch the pleasures of that life away (Isabel mainly, and now Christian Louis too). Alfredo respectfully prays for noninterference. No lightning bolts, okay? Please don’t burn down New York. You leave me alone, I’ll leave You alone.

Alfredo stands up off the ground, but that only seems to make it worse. His arms are goose-pimpled, his tongue coated with anxiety. All this trouble, and he won’t even get to keep the pills for himself. He intends to give them to Tariq, who returns home tomorrow after an absence of two and a half years. A drug package being the standard reentry-day gift. Alfredo hoping to impress upon his brother that he is a weight-slinging gangster with resources to spare. Well, that changes everything, his lungs say. If you’re not going to keep the pills for yourself … Yeah, right. Stealing is stealing. He can ask for Vladimir’s E, he can put in a request—what is religious scholarship if not the prying open of loopholes?—but if Vladimir says no, nah, nyet, go fuck yourself, then Alfredo, the weight-slinging gangster, knows he won’t be able to just reach out and take it, hit this stranger, this ninth grader, right in the mouth.

Winston, who’s never thrown a punch outside the world of two-dimensional video games, blows a gray stream of sticky-smelling smoke into the sky. The smoke rises, drifts toward the two- and three-family homes, toward a clothesline with pinned-up jeans and T-shirts and orphan socks. It curlicues into an open pant leg. Alfredo expects the smoke, now hidden, to ascend even farther up the jeans and come out the waist, maybe in the shape of a man’s chest, and this thought is quickly replaced by another: two, three hits of that blunt and I’m already blazed, waiting on some gray-skinned savior to come out of the sky.

“What’s the matter?” Winston says. “What you looking at?”

“Maybe for this Vladimir thing,” Alfredo says, and, as always, talking relaxes him: better to be pushing words out of his mouth than drawing air in. “I’m saying if it’ll make you feel better. Stop your crying. Maybe we can call the Alphabet Brothers.”

“Why? So they can rob Vladimir while we stand in the background and cheer them on?”

“So you can stand in the back. So I can stop hearing you bitch.”

“Sure,” Winston says. Having smoked the blunt down to roach size, he stubs it out on the brick wall of the Alleyway. There was still some pot left, the best part actually, but Winston doesn’t do roaches. He doesn’t like burning his valuable fingers. “Whatever. Do your thing. Call up the Alphabet Brothers.”

The Alphabet Brothers—Alex, Bam-Bam, and Curtis Hughes—are a trio of tough black guys from Corona, Queens: Jackson Heights’ neighboring neighborhood. The brothers don’t look too tough, though. Each of them is over six feet tall, but not one of them weighs more than 145 pounds. (Their mother, Mrs. Hughes, calls them a bunch of skinny belinks.) They’ve got the long lean bodies of blacktop basketball players, and if you saw them out on the court you’d think they were pure shooters, the guys who spot up behind the arc and put up J’s, who are squeamish about running through screens, who don’t like to bang in the post for rebounds. The Alphabet Brothers, however, don’t do any of that. Sports aren’t really their thing. Their thing is punching people in the face.

It starts in the hands. Due to some genetic quirk, the Alphabet Brothers have arthritic-looking fists, with bony knuckles as big and as round as walnut shells. If Vladimir refuses to hand over his goods, the brothers will act. Each one punches from the shoulder and hits like a mule.

But, unfortunately for Alfredo, the Alphabet Brothers don’t work for free. The negative aspect to their involvement is the negative of any merger, corporate or piratical: splitting the spoils. But like the Comcast/AT&T merger recently announced in the papers—Alfredo’s a proud reader of the New York Post—without the collaboration, there ain’t no profits. The two parties need each other. Alfredo provides the information; the lump-fisted brothers, the violence. The brothers, God bless ’em, do the actual stealing. They also cover Alfredo’s ass retribution-wise. If the young and inexperienced Vladimir cops a postrobbery, pride-stung hard-on, if he gets all horny for revenge, then he’ll have to come after two separate crews, and—seeing as how the poor kid’s unaffiliated—he’ll have to come after crew one (Alfredo and Winston) and crew two (Alex, Bam-Bam, and Curtis) all on his own. “And to make moves like that,” Winston suggested, “guy would have to be drunk on some mad vodka.”

But as is Alfredo’s wont, he worries still. The concern isn’t that the Alphabet Brothers will, after robbing Vladimir, turn around and rob Winston and Alfredo, too. They’ve got too much history together, too much mutual business: they’ve got a dogfight going off tomorrow night in Max Marshmallow’s basement. But what if the Alphabet Brothers try to press their man advantage? Intimidation artists, they might lean over Alfredo with their cumulative height advantage of twenty-one inches (Alfredo’s five foot six and a half) and loudly insist the spoils be split according to man, and not crew, thereby giving the brothers the majority of Vladimir’s E and cash. What if they gang up and … oh, never mind. Alex and Bam-Bam’s cell phones go directly to voice mail. Only Curtis answers Alfredo’s call.

A good thing, too. Pulling the string on one Alphabet Brother is easier than marionetting all three, even if that one is Curtis Hughes, seventeen years old, the youngest of the trio and the most belligerent, which is a little like ranking last in a leper colony beauty contest.

“You’re not serious,” Curtis says when he arrives. “That is your drug dealer? The little white boy across the street? With his hands in his fucking pockets?” Curtis hocks up a loogie and spits it onto the sidewalk, just far enough away from Alfredo’s Timberland boot. “Tell me that the real boss hog is round the corner. Slinging X by the fistful. Tell me, Alfredo, that you’re fucking with me.”

Alfredo and Winston had Curtis meet them here, on the sidewalk across from the Catholic school, and he’s shown up scowling. He climbs off his bike, a twenty-four-inch Schwinn built for children. Face doused, shirt stuck to his chest, Curtis, despite the cool weather, is sweating like Patrick Ewing at the foul line. Little bikes are his preferred mode of transportation—they advertise to the world that he’s an original gangster, not above taking a bicycle away from a child—but it isn’t easy for a grown man to ride a boy’s bike, it’s especially hard on the knees, and Curtis agreed to pedal the twenty blocks over here because he thought he was robbing a drug dealer. Not some wannabe, his thumb up his ass.

“Because I don’t need to come all the way out here to rob white people. I can do that at home.”

“Don’t worry,” Winston says. He pops a piece of General Tso’s chicken into his mouth. On the way over here, Winston, his eyes red and his stomach grumbling, stopped in the Wok ’n’ Roll on Seventy-third for some Chinese takeout. He eats the chicken straight from the container, pork fried rice sticking to his chin. “Trust me,” he says.

Curtis stares, his face contorted as if somebody just smeared a dollop of fecal matter under his nose. “Now I know I’m a fucking idiot,” he says. “I know there’s nothing I can do about being so obviously stupid. But over in Corona, the drug dealers? They look like me. And the kids that look like that? Over there, across the street? Those are the wiggers playing dress-up for Halloween. Punk bitches just trying to look hard. And nobody gets fooled, starts thinking these kids are for real, worth anybody’s time, except, you know, the jerk-offs. But hey. That’s Corona.”

“We wanna know if he’s a drug dealer,” Alfredo says. “Let’s go ask him.”

They make their way across the street. Monsignor McClancy High School is a graffitiless, freshly painted three-story building, with large windows and grass lawns and big, shadow-casting trees. This could’ve been Alfredo’s school. Without his father’s accident, without the subsequent loss of Jose Sr.’s store and the soaring costs of his medical bills, Alfredo might have ended up here, carrying books and notebooks through McClancy’s heavy doors. He went to grammar school at the nearby Our Lady of Fatima and the all-boys McClancy would have been the next logical parochial step. Oh well. Alfredo went from Fatima to I.S. 145 to Newtown High, where he lasted a little under two years before dropping out. Had things broke differently—had lightning bolts not been tossed—Alfredo might’ve found himself in McClancy’s smaller classrooms, learning from ear-yanking nuns who don’t take any shit. Who knows? He might have gotten that cap and gown after all. Might’ve been in seminary school by now, on his way to wafer-dropping, thurible-swinging priesthood.

As a preemptive measure, Alfredo takes off his glasses and stashes them in his pocket, next to his baggie of Internet-purchased prescription pills. The edges of trees, windows, people—it all goes fuzzy. He squints. What else can he do? These glasses are his only pair and he doesn’t need Vladimir landing a lucky punch and cracking a lens. Although a battle royal seems increasingly unlikely. Alfredo wants to believe Winston’s story, but Curtis’s doubts match his own. There’s no question the kid they’re walking toward is Vladimir—his is the only Slavic face in a sea of Hispanics—but is this Vladimir a drug dealer holding down weight? He’s certainly trying to look like a drug dealer. Over his McClancy-mandated shirt and tie, he wears a purple and gold retro Lakers jersey. On his head he’s got on a straight-billed black baseball cap, turned around backward. His pants are baggy and slung low. But the problem is that the kid’s trying too hard. It’s as if Moscow’s version of MTV just recently started playing Snoop Dogg and Dr. Dre videos, and Vladimir—anticipating his own American debut—took notes. He’s even got an old-school pager clipped to the waist of his wool pants. And it’s all wrong anyway. Not only does the hip-hop outfit clash with Vladimir’s pale skin and above-the-lip peach fuzz, but it’s a pusherman ensemble from a different time and place: the early nineties, the West Coast. There is, however, one cause for hope. A group of kids float around Vladimir. A promising sign—split the nucleus of a teenaged atom and you’ll often find drugs—but in the five minutes Alfredo and Winston were across the street, waiting for Curtis, they didn’t see one hand-to-hand. Not a single money-for-pills exchange. Either the kids have already copped, or they’re waiting to cop, or—Alfredo hates to even think it—this little Russian’s got nothing to sell.

“Hey, Vladimir,” Alfredo shouts as he gets closer. “What’s good with X? Let’s talk about some E.”

Vladimir’s face goes blank. His pink lips don’t twist or curl or bend; his mouth is a dumb slot set into the bottom of his face. His eyes move from left to right, scan his interrogators: one black guy; another black guy, heavier and shorter than the first; and a Hispanic, the one who’s talking, and the shortest of the three. Vladimir’s eyes move without fear or excitement or confusion, as if he were a third grader reading a quadratic equation. As if he were staring at a pile of bricks. He blinks often.

“You speak English?” Alfredo whispers.

“Jesus Christ,” Curtis says.

“Ecstasy,” Alfredo says. For Vladimir’s benefit, Alfredo pantomimes dropping a little round pill onto the tip of his tongue. He makes his eyes go wide, smiles with all his teeth. “You eat them and dance to techno? Start feeling fantastic? No? Doesn’t ring a bell?”

Curtis punches Vladimir in the chest. He falls backward into the chain-link fence. The metal squeaks and strains as the fence flexes to keep Vladimir upright. His mouth hangs open. The air has jumped from his body.

“Those are Air Jordans?” Alfredo says, pointing to Vladimir’s shoes. “I haven’t seen those in a while. What year are they?”

Vladimir rubs his chest, chews on the air around him. Winston, Alfredo, and Curtis are circled around him, and around that circle a larger one has formed: the onlookers, the Catholic schoolboys with leather bookbags slung over their shoulders. These kids watch in profile, their bodies half turned in case they suddenly need to run for their lives.

Curtis drags his tongue across his upper row of teeth. He leans in close to Vladimir and breathes softly onto his face. “Run your shit,” he says.

Vladimir moves as if submerged in honey. From his pocket he takes out a money clip—a thin wad of tens tucked into the fold—and hands it to Curtis. Vladimir reaches back in, roots around, and pulls the pocket inside out. A white tongue outside his pants, the tip flecked with fuzz. That’s all he’s got: a money clip and some lint.

“This jersey expensive?” Alfredo says. He pinches the fabric between his fingers. “You get it off eBay? How much those Air Jordans cost?”

“Take off your shoes,” Curtis says.

To untie his sneakers, Vladimir crouches down into a catcher’s stance. Blond hairs uncurl from the bottom of his hat. The back of his neck needs a shave, Alfredo thinks. He grabs the kid’s shirt and eases him back up. Poor Vladimir. It’s his first ball, and he doesn’t know whom to listen to, when to sit down and when to stand up.

“I’ll get my own sneakers,” Alfredo whispers. “But the Ecstasy. Can you please give one of these black guys your Ecstasy?”

Vladimir turns his other pocket inside out. A set of house keys—attached to a dirt-smudged rabbit’s foot—falls to the ground. Toppling out after them is a silver-and-black cell phone, and some loose change, too. The coins jangle as they hit the sidewalk. Vladimir looks down at the ground. He smells faintly and sweetly metallic, like a can of soda opened and left out overnight. His hands are steady, but his eyes have gone moist.

“Oh jeez,” Winston says.

Curtis throws a left hook, punches Vladimir in the ribs. There’s a dull phttht, the sound of a bowling ball getting dropped in the sand. Vladimir falls to his knees. Hunched over, his forehead kissing the sidewalk, he holds the side of his rib cage with one hand, and with the other hand he slaps at the pavement beneath him.

“Come on,” Winston says. “Maybe we should go.” In a circular, unconscious movement, he rubs his chest, inadvertently wiping chicken grease all over his shirt. “Maybe we should just get out of here.”

“Shut up,” Curtis says. He sticks his hands in Vladimir’s back pockets. He looks in his hat, and, finding nothing, tosses it into the street. He bends over and crooks a finger into Vladimir’s socks, feeling around the kid’s ankles and heels. The futility of the search, not to mention its intimacy, its skin-on-skin contact, seems to embarrass Curtis. As he straightens up, he gives Vladimir’s shoulder a shove. “Take off your pants,” Curtis says. “And squat.”

“Come on,” Alfredo says. “It’s not up his ass.”

Curtis smiles. “See? I’m so incredibly stupid. I don’t know these things. Tell me, Alfredo. Please. Where’s the E at?”

They look around. While nobody was paying attention, the high school rubberneckers have vanished. Those kids have money, they’ve got parents who can spend six thousand a year on tuition, but they are still an urban crowd—they knew how long they could watch and they knew when to slink away. Only a matter of time before the skinny black kid with the all-bone fists turned his interrogation toward them, and so they took off. Maybe to go get the wheezing Vladimir some help.

“Hey, Winston,” Curtis says, still smiling. “Where’s this E at?”

Alfredo considers putting his glasses back on, but it doesn’t seem necessary. He squints and sees nothing. This long stretch of sidewalk is wide open, without sharp corners or alleyways. And because it’s outside a school, in front of a tow-away zone, there aren’t any parked cars nearby. No tires or front bumpers where a supply of X might be stashed. If Vladimir doesn’t have the drugs on him, then he doesn’t have any drugs at all. Alfredo rubs his overstrained eyes.

“I think we should get out of here,” Winston says.

Again, inside Alfredo’s pocket, his phone begins to hum. “What time is it?” he asks no one in particular, and perhaps accordingly, no one answers him. It’s gotta be pretty close to four, he thinks. He could check his phone for the time, find out for sure, but he doesn’t want to see his home number flashing and chastising, Isabel on the other end of the line, her knuckles turning white. Incoming … a frying pan to the head. He reaches for Vladimir’s waist and unclips the kid’s pager. Vladimir recoils, collapses his body inward.

“Don’t worry,” Alfredo says. “Hey, listen. Tilt your head back. Breathe in through your nose.” Alfredo holds the pager up to his eyes. He puts his glasses back on, checks again, and sees that the pager is off, the LCD screen dim, blank save for the ghost outline of digital eights.

“What time is it?” Winston says.

“Three twenty-seven,” Alfredo says. Vladimir begins to push himself up off the sidewalk. He opens his mouth, and Alfredo kicks him right in the neck.

The last time Alfredo’s tias visited from Puerto Rico, they reached in for a cheek pinch and then stopped. Straightening their backs, they eyed his mustache with suspicion. It can’t be, they said. This is Alfredito? The third grader who used to memorize license plates? He had changed beyond recognition. Sometimes he can’t even recognize himself. There are old family photographs in shoeboxes, in albums, in frames on the walls of the Batista house, and when he sees the kid in these photographs—the little boy with the bow tie, standing with his nursery-school classmates; the little boy who’s got his arm around his brother’s shoulders at Coney Island; the little boy holding a stuffed duck or a baseball, or sitting on the kitchen table eating cake with his hands—when he sees this kid in unremembered clothes in unremembered rooms, playing with unremembered train sets, he can’t quite believe that the picture person is him, one and the same, Alfredo Batista.

It awes him to see Vladimir gag. On all fours, red-faced, Vladimir crawls on the sidewalk, away from Alfredo. He doesn’t get far.

Curtis hooks his hands under Vladimir’s armpits. He yanks him up, braces him against the chain-link fence. Vladimir’s eyes are open and white. His feet pad at the ground as if slipping on ice. Close to his face, Curtis pants with an almost sexual excitement. He’s been taken off his leash. He snaps his hips, deals from the shoulder, and hits Vladimir in the mouth. Vladimir’s head smacks the fence. Perhaps because of that head-on-metal clang, no one hears the soft tear of his lower lip. His eyes are closed. A tooth—a lower canine, yellow rimmed—punctures the lip and pops clean through to the outside of his face. Around that tip-filled hole, blood swells, drips down his smooth white chin.

Winston walks away. Alfredo, seeing his friend leave, gives pursuit.

“Hey,” Curtis says. “Where you guys going?”

“Keep the money clip,” Alfredo says without turning around. “It’s all yours.”

“But hey. Hold on. Are we still doing that thing tomorrow?” He’s a little boy whose pals have just gone home for supper and taken their ball with them. “We’re still doing that dogfight, yeah?”

Alfredo doesn’t answer. Winston, elbows out, is hustling down the block, and Alfredo needs to jog to keep pace. “Hold up,” he says. His boots aren’t made for running; they pound preexisting blisters. “Slow down, wouldya?”

“I gotta go home.” Winston, like Alfredo before him, does not turn around to answer. He rounds the corner, putting Curtis and the boy out of sight.

“Winston.”

“I’ve gotta go home, okay?”

Alfredo grabs him by the elbow and turns him around. “Would you just hold on, please?”

Winston won’t look at him. Half his forehead is streaked with sweat; the other half, dry. A preexisting condition. When hot or anxious, the right side of his face perspires; when eating samosas or Sammy’s halal or KFC spicy chicken or pizza slices overflaked with red pepper, the left side beads up. Alfredo blames the drug abuse. The pot, the coke, the E, the everything else—somewhere along the way a switch got flipped, Winston’s glands derailed.

“Please,” Alfredo says. He pulls Winston by the elbow, steers him toward the pay phone on Seventy-second Street. They have a history with this particular phone. When Alfredo and Winston were ten years old they used it to make prank calls; at eleven they tagged the side of it with a black Magic Marker, “Yap” for Alfredo, “Sagat” for Winston; at thirteen, and working off the instructions of Jose Batista, Sr., they cottonballed the phone and others in the neighborhood; and now, at nineteen years old, Alfredo picks up the receiver and dials 911. When asked what his emergency is, Alfredo looks at Winston and tells the operator a little kid has been hurt, knocked out on Seventy-first Street, between Thirty-first and Thirty-second avenues. He’s surprised by the evenness of his own voice. He didn’t expect to be so calm, to ask for an ambulance in the same easy tone he’d use to order a gypsy cab or a pepperoni pizza. The operator asks for Alfredo’s name, and he answers by hanging up. He sticks his finger in the coin return slot, just to make sure.

“All those kids saw us,” Winston says. “They saw our faces.”

A red and yellow bodega squats at the end of the block. Signs advertise the store’s wares, but for whatever reason the plurals have been lopped off. The bodega promises its customers cigarette, magazine, sandwich, bus ticket to Atlantic City. Alfredo points his chin at the place. He tells Winston, “Come in here with me. I want to show you something.”

Bells clatter as Winston and Alfredo push through the door. Behind the cash register, the Pakistani proprietor jabbers Urdu into his headset, talking to some long-distance relative in Islamabad or Peshawar or someplace Alfredo’s never heard of. The man smiles at them as they walk past his counter. They pass the coconut ices, the ramen noodles, the mousetraps and ant traps, the single rolls of toilet paper, the dusty packages of Indian rice, and they keep going till they reach the back of the bodega, where giant refrigerators rise up out of the ground. Behind the frosted-glass doors sit six-packs of Budweiser and forties of malt liquor, each can and bottle individually priced.

“We’re gonna get drunk?” Winston says.

Alfredo reaches into his pocket and pulls out Vladimir’s pager. With his thumbs, he pushes the top off the plastic case. He slides it carefully along its grooves. Inside the pager, where one might expect wires or microchips or triple-A batteries, are little round pills of Ecstasy. Neatly stacked in three rows of—the numbers burst in Alfredo’s head—nineteen pills each, minus five that Vladimir must have already sold that afternoon. Fifty-two pills in a hollowed-out pager.

“Abracadabra.”

Winston looks at the pills. “I told you,” he says, but there’s no swagger in his voice.

“How tough was that kid?” Alfredo says. “Took a beating and wouldn’t give it up. Know what I mean? I tell ya, I’d like that kid to work for me.”

“You don’t pay enough.”

I don’t make enough, Alfredo thinks. But right now, in his hand, he holds fifty-two pills, with a street value of $25 apiece. Talking about—Alfredo’s math is immediate—$1,300. That’s Christian Louis money. That’s money that could help pay for cribs, cradles, high chairs, humidifiers, mobiles, titanium strollers, diapers, plush giraffes, breast pumps for Mama, clothes the baby will grow out of, and the endless parade of pediatrician visits. Of course $1,300 can’t cover all that. All by itself a crib with a waterproof mattress can cost close to a G. But $1,300 would help. At the very least it could buy more drugs, which could be converted into more cash for more drugs for more cash for more drugs and on and on and on. But this package ain’t for me, Alfredo reminds himself. It ain’t mine, it ain’t mine.

Winston licks the tip of his finger and plucks out a pill. Instead of swallowing it whole, he chews on it, so the MDMA can zip into his bloodstream.

“You gonna give my brother twenty-five bucks for that?” Alfredo asks.

“Take it out of what you owe me,” Winston says.

Again, Alfredo’s phone hums, and he feels the tug of its telecommunicative leash. Time to go. He fits the cap back onto the E-beeper and slides it into his pocket. It’s got to be close to four o’clock, if not later, and Alfredo is nine blocks from home. He and Winston make moves toward the front of the bodega. The Pakistani behind the counter cups his hand over his headset’s mouthpiece. He wants to know if he can help them find anything they need. Oh sure. Alfredo needs a time machine, stronger lungs, a pit bull, a healthy baby, a Lotto ticket for his father, a more mentally balanced brother. Actually what Alfredo really needs right now is one of them Ecstasy pills. After watching Curtis punch a hole in Vladimir’s mouth, Alfredo would love to swing open a neurological floodgate and get a brainful of serotonin howling through his body. He could take just one pill, he tells himself, and give Tariq the remaining fifty, a nice round number. Outside the bodega, the sun is shining.

“I don’t hear any ambulance sirens,” Winston says. “Where’s the whoop-whoop?”

Alfredo decides to keep the E in his pocket. He doesn’t need the guilt. He doesn’t need another file for the cabinet: Ecstasy, June 14, 2002, afternoon, another drug I shouldn’t have taken. Besides, Alfredo has a long day ahead of him. He can’t show up at the hospital with his pupils all dilated, his teeth grinding. Isabel would be pissed. Or worse—she’d be disappointed in him.
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