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 To Mr Jerome Baron 
 without whom the bird 
 would never have gotten 
 off the ground.









    
 

  Standing in the ruins of another black mans life.
 Or flying through the valley separating day and night.
 I am Death, cried the vulture. For the people of the light.
  

 Charon brought his raft from the sea that sails on souls,
 And saw the scavenger departing, taking warm hearts to the cold.
 He knew the ghetto was a haven for the meanest creature ever known.
  

 In a wilderness of heartbreak and a desert of despair,
 Evils clarion of justice shrieks a cry of naked terror.
 Taking babies from their mamas and leaving grief beyond compare.
  

 So if you see the vulture coming, flying circles in your mind.
 Remember there is no escaping, for he will follow close behind.
 Only promise me a battle; battle for your soul and mine.
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 			 			The Bird is Back

 It would not be much of an exaggeration to say that my life depended on completing The Vulture and having it accepted for publication. Not just because it placed more money in my feverish hands than I thought I might ever see at one time, but also because I had bet more than I had a right to on that happening and it was such a long shot.
In 1968 I was a second-year college student at Lincoln University in Oxford, Pennsylvania. I had put up all the money I had earned plus a small grant from the school to follow up what had been a less than scintillating freshman year.
Six weeks after school opened I quit. I dropped out. The reason was the same one that had brought my first year crashing down around my ears. I had an idea for a novel and wanted to write it. I thought I could find the proper rhythm and could balance my schedule between class-work and work on the story, but there was no way. I was getting nothing done. Theres a story I heard once about a jackass that was set down squarely between two bales of hay and starved to death. I was just like Jack. When I opened a textbook I saw my characters and when I sat at the typewriter I saw my ass getting kicked out of school for failing all my subjects.
What I asked the school for was similar to leave of absence. I would remain on the campus for the rest of the semester since I had paid for room and board, but I would be at work on the novel and would receive I (Incomplete) for all my final grades. The advantage was that when I finished the book and if I wanted to apply for re-admission to Lincoln or elsewhere, I would not have a complete set of failures to overcome.
The Dean reacted as though I had taken leave of my senses and asked me to get the school psychiatrist to approve. That read like a challenge and perhaps a bit of C.H.A. by the Dean. (In traditional institutions when someone makes a request for extraordinary consideration the person responsible for approval likes to cover his ass.) The Dean must have thought I was crazy. It certainly seemed crazy that someone as poor as I would bet his last money on a first novel.
My plan was to finish the book before the second semester began in February. That showed how little I knew about what I was doing. By January I had little more (that I felt good about) than I had when I saw the psychiatrist in October and gained his approval. And I still had no ending for the damn thing.
January brought me the idea for the ending I needed and a method of connecting the four separate narratives to the books opening. Now all I needed was a chair and my typewriter.
That was damn near all I had. Over the next two months I worked in a dry-cleaners about a quarter-mile from the school. The owner and his wife both needed to work elsewhere and wanted someone to mind their property. I slept in the back and took meal money from the small income generated by the students.
The miracle that got The Vulture accepted by a publisher, along with Small Talk at 125th and Lenox (a volume of poetry published simultaneously), consisted of a series of cosmic coincidences and intervention by the spirits on my behalf. Let it suffice to say that the interest in the book of three brothers at Lincoln I will never forget; Eddie Adenola Knowles (a percussionist on four of our first six albums and founding member of The Midnight Band), Lincoln Mfuasi Trower (Eddies roommate, who also missed a good deal of sleep as they sat up reading the manuscript instead of doing their school work), and Lynden Toogaloo Plummer (my best customer at the cleaners who never failed to sit down and read a few pages when he came in with his things). Those three friends probably have no idea that they were the barrier that saved me from being pulled into the discouraging blank pages that I faced occasionally when a scene or an idea about the plot, the characters, the connections, something, would not work. I will always owe them.
I must also say here that I came from a family that zipped through college much like high school and kindergarten. My mother and her two sisters and brother all graduated from college with honors, literally at the top of their respective classes. I set quite another precedent by being the first one of their line to (Ahem) take a sabbatical.
To say the least it was not a popular decision but my mother had faith. In a telephone conversation we had after the deed had been undone she said that she didnt think it was the best idea Id ever had but to go ahead and finish it and promise that, whether it was published or not, I would go back to school somewhere afterwards and get my degree. She finished  by saying that I would always have a home with her and that she loved me.
I did not dedicate The Vulture to my mother. I dedicated Small Talk at 125th and Lenox to her instead because she always appreciated the poetry so much and helped me with lines and ideas (including the punch line for Whitey on the Moon). And there was a special man, a very gentle man, the father of a high-school classmate of mine, who was the person I believe the spirits helped me connect with somehow.
I did go back to school. I have a Masters degree from Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore that was sent, sight unseen, to my mother upon my completion of the work, and I have since dedicated many accomplishments in my career to the person who brought me no further grief at that time of stress and need for a kind word, Mrs Bobbie Scott Heron. She is a helluva person and a good friend.
I hope you enjoy The Vulture as much as I enjoyed the thrill of writing it. My experience of putting it together was my way of doing the high-wire act blindfolded, knowing that if it didnt work, if it wasnt published, there was no safety net that I could land on and no hole that I could crawl into, no way to face the other folks at Lincoln and no money to go anywhere else. In retrospect, I think it has held up remarkably well.
The major task of a murder mystery writer is to conceal the identity of the perpetrator while not getting caught yourself. Its a bit like a puppet master who must not be seen pulling the strings.
I admit that as a 19-year-old I had never put on a puppet show in my life. I knew that I was controlling the characters connected to each other. I knew that as the story progressed I had to advance the reader toward the identity of the killer(s), but not that each revelation had to shed new light on all of the suspects.
I was also caught in a language and culture trap. I was writing a story for anyone/everyone to enjoy and guess about as they read, but my characters and their way of speaking and language had to be true to the neighborhood and the murder had to be true to the underworld culture and its symbols.
The Vulture might work as well (or better!) on film as it does on the page. My biggest problem setting it up was how to show you the murder of John Lee without showing you the murderer. Hence, the autopsy report in the opening section.
Some people accused me of using that and a half dozen other devices as red herons. Why they are so adamant about that is a mystery to me.
I do hope you enjoy bird watching.
 		   

 		Gil Scott-Heron
New York, September 1996
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 John Lee is dead 
 July 12, 1969 / 11:40 P.M.
 Behind the twenty-five-story apartment building that faces 17th Street between Ninth and Tenth avenues, the crowd of onlookers stared with eyes wide at the bespectacled photographer firing flashbulbs at the prone body. The hum of conversation and the shadows of the rotating red lights cast an eerie glow and kept the smaller children tugging at their mothers cotton dresses.
 From the apartment windows high above the ground, faces with no visible bodies scanned the darkness and listened to the miniature confusion below.
 A young white policeman stood next to the curb leaning into the patrol car, ear to the receiver, listening to the drone of the dispatcher. Suddenly he placed the receiver down and yelled something to the photographer, who cursed and yelled that he was hurrying.
 The police ambulance driver stood next to his wagon and chatted with a second officer, a kinky-haired black, waving occasionally at the body. The two ambulance attendants, both in their early twenties, sat on the hood of the prowl car smoking cigarettes.
 You through, Dan? the white officer asked the photographer.
 Keep your shirt on, came the irritated reply.
 The crowd of passersby inched closer to the corpse, trying to get a better look. Here and there women turned their heads and shielded their childrens eyes as they noticed for the first time the red ooze that trickled from the base of the skull.
 The photographer limped away muttering, and the wagon attendants moved in with a flexible stretcher. With some difficulty they hoisted the bulky frame of the deceased onto a hammock-style death rest and pulled a sheet over his head. Then they loaded their cargo into the van, and within seconds they were whistling down the block toward Eighth Avenue.
 The black policeman was asking questions of the group of pedestrians and receiving negative replies to all of his inquiries. He walked back to the patrol car and slid in under the wheel.
 What do we have? his partner asked.
 Nothing but the wallet.
 What about the woman who found the body?
 Nowhere to be seen. Shes probly somewhere pukin her guts out.
 The prowl car lurched toward Ninth Avenue. The whine of the siren bit into the heavy silence of the night. The neon midnight beacons summoned the restless for beer and whiskey. The youngsters, knowing the Man as they do, followed the prowl cars progress up the avenue with suspicious stares.
 Does the name John Lee mean anything to you? the black finally asked.
 No, the rookie replied. I donno what to think.
 I know what you mean. At first I thought some junky had taken another overdose, but when I saw that blood comin out the back of his head, I figured somebody did him in  But he wuznt robbed.
 Shit! the rookie exclaimed. I don give a damn. Its outta our hands now. Let the others worry about it.
 Yeah. But these Puerto Ricans piss me off.
 What?
 Talk a mile a minute all day an cain answer one simple question for me.
 They got so many junkies they probably identify.
 We oughta bury um all in the gutter.
  Cant. The young white laughed. Against the law to bury a man at home.
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 			 			Spade

 June 28, 1968 / 5:00 P.M
Name: Edward Percy Shannon; age: eighteen. Nickname: Spade. Born on October 6, 1949, in Cambridge, Maryland. Mother and father died last year in auto accident. May 19, 1967. Lives with cousin named Calvin Shannon. High-school grad, George Washington High School in Manhattan. Swimming team. Fourth in class at Osaka-Kyoto School of Defense and received green belt, ninth degree. Has broken toe, left foot. Broken rib, left side. Shall I go on?
I know it all, I said.
Ha! Thats good! You know, of course, what all of that was about. That was a little demonstration as to how thorough I am. Thats exactly how thorough I demand my men to be. He paused long enough to offer me a cigarette from a gold case. I accepted. Drugs is a very serious topic around here  I see that you have no previous police record. Thats another essential. An ex-convict is a constantly hounded man. I need nothing that can tie me to illegal activities.
He looked up from the paper he had been reading about my life.
Have a seat, he suggested.
I sat down and watched him go over the typed papers from his filing cabinet. This was the first moment of quiet in the room. There had been the initial darkness when I entered, during the showing of a home movie. Then there was a brief conversation between my host and my friend Smoky. A minute later the projector was switched off, and the lights switched on, revealing the den, a working office for the man who controlled a major part of the drug traffic in the city.
Tell me. You smoke reefers? he asked.
Yeah, I 
Snort?
No.
Skin pop?
No.
Good, he said, adding that information to the sheet. I dont mind my men getting their kicks. In fact, I sponsor a thing or two now and then, but a man who takes drugs regularly is unpredictable  You know any junkies?
A few.
What do you think of them?
I dont know jus what you mean.
Theyre animals! he said. All of them. I know that youre probably fed up with that term, as much as a mans exposed to it nowadays, but Im damned if its not adequate. The men and women youll be dealing with are desperate sometimes.
I could tell that he was really gone now. His hands were waving in the air, and his eyes took on the deep concentration of a man whos really enjoying his own rap. I wasnt really interested in what he was saying as much as the way he said it.
Frank Zinari was his name. From all indications, he was one of the top men in the drug game in the Bronx and Manhattan. Of course, I knew that there might easily be a hundred or more top men, but this guy really lived the part. Smoky, an old high-school friend of mine, who had dropped out in his junior year, had seen me one night and through the conversation asked me how I would like to make some easy money. I said Id like it fine. He told me that his boss, a man named Zinari, was looking for a man; and now I sat in a fabulous crib drinking Johnny Black from a swing-out mahogany bar and sitting on clouds that some furniture maker had captured and shaped like chairs.
 the women will offer you sex, and the men will try to cheat you or rob you or maybe even kill you  Now, Ive been having trouble with Sullivan charges. I frowned, not understanding. I mean that some of my men have been bothered about carrying concealed weapons. Thats why I was particularly interested when Smoky brought your name up. You know a type of self-defense, and theres no telling when you might be called on to use it. If at all possible, avoid this type of confrontation, but if not, do your best to teach the motherless bastards a lesson.
He was grinning a bit. Proud of his colloquialism, I guess. I looked past him through the glass doors that led to the indoor swimming pool and recreation room. The man himself, Zinari, sat before me with bulging cheeks, struggling with the wrapper of an expensive cigar.
So what do you say, Spade? he asked without looking up.
Sure, I replied.
Good, he said, removing the cigar from rubbery lips. Now, I want to make sure that you and Smoky are together on everything. He paused and beckoned Smoky from his vigil by the door. Each night except Sunday and Thursday you will meet these people at these places. He handed me a sheet with fifteen names on it. They are all in the same area, but they dont know each other, so dont try to make any adjustments that might be easier for you. I have it the way it should be. You and Smoky get together on a meeting place where you will turn over to him what you collect from the pushers. Now, the people you work with know better than to be late, but the schedule allows for you to wait twelve minutes. After that, move on to the next spot. Clear?
Sure.
Oh, one more thing. You will see me only when I send for you. Our only contact will be Smoky. He will pay you each week on Friday. Naturally, hell see you every night and relay any messages that we have for each other. He stood and offered me his hand. I shook it.
What about bread? I asked.
Two hundred per week.
Zinari turned toward the projector and started rewinding his film. I took that to mean that our business was finished. I followed Smoky through the den door, still watching Zinari out of the corner of my eye. I hoped that he would not disappear and I wake up thinking of the money I might have had.
 		   

yeah man! zinari iz aw ri; no trubble at all. less you try in mess wit hiz dus. you know, dat cat iz allatime uptight cauz a purty boy muthuhfuckuh think he kin git away stealin from the man. try ifn you wanna, but if he ketch you, yo ass iz grass.
Two hundred a week, I said, thinking out loud.
Smoky and I were cruising down the West Side Highway, caught in a mild stream of rush-hour New York traffic. The real crush was opposite us, where motorists were sardined together trying to escape uptown to the suburbs and to Jersey by way of the George Washington Bridge. Smoky handled the big black Cadillac easily, weaving in and out of traffic like a puppet master with the huge car as a mechanical extension of himself. His eyes, hidden behind thick sunglasses, and his hunched posture as he sort of drooped over the steering wheel, displayed his relaxation. He muttered again. His language was a combination of street slang and high-school intellect that he seemed to whistle through a LeRoi Jones beard. Having been a friend of his for so long, I had learned to interpret it.
yeah, man, he said, thass a good pil a dus you makin. iss spose tkeep you from gittin greedy  look, fergit that animal shit! jus deal wit de muthuhfuckuhs when you have to, an don git involved, ya see? all whi people think nigguhs iz animals anyway, he didn say dat shit jus cauz these iz takin a lil hoss  anyway, you meetin a lotta fine street foxes an dey gon promise you a lil dis if dey kin git a lil dat, primarily dey gon be after dat green stuff you be carryin. all you needa do iz lean wrong one time an nex thing you know, you all fucked up.
Where are we gonna meet? I asked Smoky.
what time you say you gon be through?
Bout twelve.
i be near harveys on 129th street.
Good. Ill meet you there.
Smoky swung the big Caddy down the narrow runway that the city calls the 19th Street exit from the highway. He let me off on 17th Street and Eighth Avenue, pointed back uptown. I waved as he swung back into the six-oclock Friday horde.
As you approach 17th Street on Eighth Avenue you pass the pizza shop, the staple company that went out of business, other abandoned storefronts, a grimy brownstone, and a corner group who stand in the same spot every evening whistling at the secretaries who wouldnt spit on them. It was quite a change from Zinaris Riverdale paradise. It meant I was almost home.
Midway between Eighth and Ninth avenues on 17th Street there is a park on the south side. There are blue park benches to the left and right of the entrance and a small courtyard with blue picnic tables. To the far right as you enter there is a blacktopped basketball court where teenaged Puerto Ricans run, soaked in perspiration, and call each other various varieties of bastards. In late June, just after the New York schools call it a year, the park is as crowded and lively as a small Mardi Gras.
The sun was setting when Smoky let me out in front of the park. The men of the neighborhood sat and played dominoes and twenty-card poker.
I took a seat on top of one of the picnic tables and watched the basketball game in progress.
Hi, Spade, someone called from behind me. I turned, to see the approaching figure of John Lee, smiling and clad in khakis and a T-shirt.
Whuss happnin? I asked.
I need to talk tyou for a second, man.
Do it.
You intrested in some good Red? he asked.
Can a fish dig water?
I got some, he said in a low voice.
Come on stronger.
Panamanian Red.
You dealin?
Yeah. You down?
You got trey bags? I asked.
Treys an nickels.
Whuss a trey countin for?
Ten or leven joints.
I thought about that for a minute. Panamanian Red is one of the more rare variations of marijuana. Also generally much more expensive. Along with Colombian Gold, Acapulco, and the powerful Black smoke from Vietnam, it is very hard to come by in the city. At least, an amount large enough to start dealing.
John sat down next to me on the table. The sight of the Spanish boys running, naked to the waist, with handkerchiefs tied around their sparkling hair and sweat marks staining their crotches, was enough to give me hallucinations of a great waterfall of beer.
Ten joints? I asked, to be sure I had heard right.
Well, the way you roll um, probly six. Goddamn Pall Malls.
Lemme have a trey bag, then, I said, sliding him three bills. I got to check up on Red an find out what happened, so I can roll six joints for three dollars.
John had on a pair of knee-length athletic socks under his khaki trousers. He slid down the rubber band that held the socks up and found a small manila envelope in the folds of the sock. The envelope was half full, folded over and glued to the opposite side, forming a neat square. He handed it to me and smiled a bit.
Thass some good shit, he said.
I don need no goddamn commercial. I already bought the shit.
John was a pretty nice guy, on the whole. He had worked at the food market on 28th Street all through high school and was the man responsible for many highs when the neighborhood was low on green. He was a dark, baked-bean-colored guy with a round, close haircut and a pimply face. He was heavy and slow, not much athletically, but his bulky frame indicated a physical strength.
How long you been dealin? I asked him.
Jus a coupla days, he said.
Red all you got?
Naw. I got some straight smoke too. Its Cuban.
I bet its sweet as hell, I commented. All that Cuban smoke been comin over in them sugar barrels.
John, I noticed, was lost in thought. I had gotten interested in the action on the basketball court. Two of the Puerto Ricans had gotten into a heated argument that resulted in one of the guys banging his nose into the other guys balled-up hand. I lit a smoke.
You comin tnight? Lee asked me.
Yeah. Ill be there, but I donno if Id cut them niggers loose in my crib on a Friday night. School jus gettin out, too. You know they gon wanna be high.
Itll be all right, John said.
Yo folks still gone? I asked.
Another week. Ha! I bet my ol man wishes ta hell he wuz havin hiz vacation in town. Aunt Agnes, thass my mothers sister, shes a cold pain in the ass. I couldn go see her every year. Ha! Bout once every ten yearsd do me fine.
I tapped the envelope on my nose.
Ten joints regular? I asked.
Gar-An-Teed! Lee declared.
John moved on toward the 16th Street side of the park. I saw Game and Nissy, two of the neighborhood characters, having a heated discussion about something. They were just outside the perimeter of a circle of crapshooters. Game was probably laying odds on Lew Alcindor scoring a hundred in one game or something. John got into the conversation, whatever it was. His wide ass was almost laughable from where I sat. I couldnt help but dig him, however, because his attitude was always: Spade!  and I dug that. I suppose he was really afraid of me, but a lot of people on the block steer clear of a man theyre scared of. John was one of the few who had decided it would be better to get in tight.
The basketball game was picked up again. There was a replacement for the guy with the bent beak. He sat on the sidelines with tears in his eyes and a wet T-shirt across his nose.
There was a different type of noise filling the park now. The cry of various numbers from the crapshooters as they risked their hard-earned pussy-bait on a flick of the wrist. There were shrieks as mothers decided it was time for dinner, and the traffic of small children turned toward the exit and the apartment buildings as the thought of another meal of rice and beans beckoned.
The small girls still wandered here and there with jump ropes and hula hoops, but now the night people were coming. There were the winos and phony subway blind men who had escaped the crush and the Man with enough bread to appease their Jones for one more day. The calls for Angela and Maria became more insistent as the sun slid toward the other side of the world. The victims of the street were not particular if other younger ones were fascinated by their activities and decided to give it a try. They were not crusaders for or against anything. If someone thought that they were cool because they were high all the time or trying to be, lets go and get high. Otherwise, what the hell? They had decided long ago that the game of life really was not worth playing, because the inventor of the game kept most of the rules a secret. Mothers shrieks subsided, and those who had not responded were being yanked by the hair away from the park to safety; away from the grown animals in the playground zoo. Mother always knows best.
 		   

The name on the small label read Bamb, and under that was: Sobrinos de R-Abad Santonja. Alcoy.
I lifted the protective flap and read the inscription.
El papel marca Bamb es el mejor  fino y mas aromtico.
I hadnt had any Panamanian Red in a long time. It had given me sort of a festive idea, and instead of the Top brand of paper that I usually rolled with, I skirted the neighborhood to 23rd Street to secure some of the stronger, more expensive Bamb. I tore open the small manila folder and peeped in at the red and green leaf mixture. I took a good lungful and then poured it all into an ashtray to separate the seeds from the grain. These are the seeds that pop from the heat in the middle of your smoke and scare the hell out of you.
I pulled out two sheets of Bamb and folded them, forming a neat trench. Then I tapped the fine powdery grains into the paper and leveled it off. I licked the glue on the corner and stuck the sides together. Then, using my key chain, I sealed the ends of the paper off. Presto! A perfect joint. It took a lot of practice to roll a joint like that every time.
I rolled the entire bag and marveled. Six joints, and any one of them could get a man high. No wonder all the cats quit drinking once they got hip to smoke. I looked at my watch. Eight-thirty already? Time to take a shower and shave before I got dressed to go to Johns party. I knew that the niggers would be out in full force. Gig time on a Friday night!
John Lees Party / 10:15 P.M.
Theres something about Friday night that reminds me of a starters pistol. It seems to release everybody from their week-long hangups. They feel a freedom that they wish they could feel all the time. Stay up all night and get high if they want to. Stay up all day the next day and get higher if they want to. Go and praise God on Sunday if they see fit. Or ignore Him if thats what they feel like doing. You can see a whole lot in seventy-two hours in New York City. All you have to do is know what youre looking for.
Friday night in the neighborhood has always been a gas. There is always somebody throwing a private gig, or some organization willing to inhibit your delinquency for a dollar. These groups had started to flourish once it was no longer the thing to run the block with your main men and roll over anybody who didnt dig what you were into.
The parties in our area, the Chelsea district, are notoriously wild. When we had all been fifteen or sixteen, there had been a gang for every block and a chick for every gang member. The big gang fights had been often and bloody, but rarely fatal. It was a chance for every cat to go out and swing a chain with little chance of being the major concern at a Sunday funeral. That was a passing fad. As the gang members grew older, their turf and their women became more and more a part of their pride and what they symbolized. It was a something to hold on to. That was when the knives, razors, and guns turned up on the weekend and people started searching you at the door when you came to a dance. All of a sudden the fun of ambushing a whitey became a serious topic. Most of the gangs started to dissolve when killing became reality, but the ones who decided to stick it out were hell. Everything was for keeps. The whiteys battled the P.R.s and the blacks, and it went the other ways around too. The gangs all wore their jackets and insignias. The Easter suits stayed in the closet. They were reserved for your burial.
The Dock Battle of 1966
I had made my reputation early. At sixteen, I was already out in the street by myself. Spade, gravedigger for all bad niggers and spics. I wasnt a gang member, and I fought anybody I had to. In doing a thing like that, you set yourself up as a quick target the minute you beat up a gang member. Even a punk will try to back you up if he knows he has a follow-up and you dont. It just so happened that before I became a serious problem I had a break. A friend of mine from school named Hicks, who was the leader of a Chelsea Houses group called the Berets, called on me one evening to invite me to a party. He had been trying to convince me that I should hook up with his gang for protection. They were supposed to throw this beer-and-reefer gig on the docks at 20th Street on a Friday night. I took myself for a look-see.
I went to the party, and there were perhaps thirty of us, girls and guys drinking beer and roasting hot dogs over an open fire. The girls that the Berets had invited were primarily Puerto Rican chicks. This was a guarantee that everybody would get some leg, even if a few trains had to be engineered. All of these babes were notorious for drinking like fish and screwing everything that wasnt nailed down.
Out of the darkness behind us we were attacked, caught completely by surprise. I was sitting on the edge of the rotting dock with my feet hanging over the water. Before I could even turn around, I was pushed or kicked and was plunging into the murk that lapped up around the decaying columns.
I went under immediately, taking in a great mouthful of the slimy water. The shock of the cold blasted my brain, and tears stung my eyes. As I went under, I could hear the foghorns from the drifting barges of garbage farther up the filthy Hudson. As I came to the top, I could see a fire starting to grow on the dock about twelve feet above me, and I could hear all the broads screaming and the yells of surprise and pain coming from the other Berets.
My blue jeans felt like weights around my thighs. They had somehow come loose during my fall and now were binding my legs together and hindering my attempts to tread water. I went under once more and struck my head against something. Pain flashed across the length of my mind. I grabbed out in front of me and managed to get a hold on one of the pillars that supported the dock. All of the noises that had previously been so frightening to me now attracted me. I wanted to see someone and be with some people. The wet, mossy wood felt like a snakes belly, cold and alive. The knit sweater that had been my pride and joy was ripped open, exposing my quivering skin to the snakes bosom. I started to cry, I know, but at the same time I started climbing, hoisting myself up the column.
The scum and murk of the water irritated my eyes, but still I could see the smoke rising above me in great balls. The sweet odor of the reefers had been replaced by the stink of burning wood. When I peeped over the platform, I could see the battle. My man Hicks, the leader of the Berets, was on his knees trying to fight off an attacker. He was dressed only in his bathing suit, and blood poured from a slashing razor cut on his shoulder. The towel he was kneeling on was dripping with the fluid from the head of the Puerto Rican girl who had been in his arms short minutes ago. Without really being aware of what I was doing, I seized a beer bottle and began to raise and lower it on the head of the fallen leaders attackers skull: over and over I hit him until I felt his blood splatter against my chest and I was sure he was dead.
Hickss eyes sought mine, but I was dazed and unsure of reality. Everything had happened so fast. The Beret that Hicks held in his hand was soaked with blood too. I watched without moving as he rolled the distorted figure of his woman over and pulled a revolver from beneath the towel.
BAM! BAM! BAM! Three times the sound of dynamite split the night in half. Twice it seemed that the noise had been the guns greatest effect, but the third time Hicks had aimed at the body I had beaten into a pulpy mass. The form jerked, hung on the edge of the pier, and then dropped into a coffin of water.
The sound of sirens registered for the first time. Much of the screaming had subsided. There were no enemies left; few of the Berets remained. They had either chased the P.R.s back toward Tenth Avenue or fled from the Man. Hicks collapsed back onto the towel with the revolver curled under him.
I touched the girl next to him. She was barely breathing, and the warmth that her body had seemed to possess before had faded as she lost more and more blood. Hicks too was in trouble. I ignored the girl completely and lifted Hicks over my shoulder. I threw the gun, which dangled from his limp fingers, over my head into the river. Blindly I started trotting, running, stumbling toward Chelsea. I was familiar with many of the back alleyways that made up the neighborhood. We would be safe if I made it east of Tenth Avenue.
I turned under the West Side Highway exit ramp at 20th Street. It seemed that the sirens were coming from every direction at once. I started thinking that Hicks and I would never make it out of there alive. The cops would beat us and say that we died in the gang fight. I thought we had escaped death, only to find it all over again.
Hey, kid! Kid! Cmere!
The words came out of the shadows of the storefront next to me. It was an old black man, nearly invisible in the inky darkness of the entrance to the shoddy store.
I wuz lookin atcha comin down the street, he croaked. Cmin an Ill hidja.
I didnt raise any objection at the time, but I wondered why he would do this. All of the old people I knew wanted the hoods dead and all gang members lined up against a wall and shot. I got to the partially open doorway, and the old man lifted Hicks from my shoulders. His strength amazed me. I started to protest that I could make it, but I wasnt really sure that I could.
Close de do, he said back over his shoulder.
I reached back for the door, but the sound of the sirens drove me to the threshold again for a final look. Fire engines and prowl cars and ambulances made red a dominant color beneath the shadows of the highway overpass. The acrid smell of the flaming pier was still wedged in my nostrils, painting my mind ugly.
Jus hi long you think you kin stan inna do lookin like de wrong enda hell? the old man asked.
Im sorry, pop 
I aincha pop  wouldnt be pop fo no young hoods an thugs like you.
He was shuffling around in the darkness with a clarity of movement. I couldnt even begin to recognize any of the hazy forms that presented themselves in the no-light of the store.
Hows my man? I asked.
Thass whut Iz bout to concern mysef wit ni, was the reply. Im tryin tfin some dry close fo you so you kin go git whut I need. He done los a lotta blud, joo know.
I knew. Blood had poured from the wound on Hickss arm, all down his chest and into the waistband of his swimming trunks. A crimson blotch covered the damp knit on my back.
The old man raised from his slumped position long enough to hand me a stiff flannel shirt and a pair of paint-stained overalls.
This all I got, he said.
Thass all right, I told him.
Gotta be  you got any money?
Naw. I ain got nuthin but a wet ass.
 an a dyin frien. Mebbe we bettuh take im to the hospital.
We cant! I shouted.
His old eyes regarded me with annoyance from their sunken caves. He shrugged and reached into the front pocket of his own tattered overalls and came up with a ten-dollar bill.
You go an git me a big box a gauze an some cotton swabbin things an some adhesive tape. I need some a them ice packets too. Evything else I need, I got  an git what-evuh you need fo yo own patchins. You don look like you bout to fall out dead to me.
I had been changing into the dry clothes, waiting for the instructions. The thought of Hicks laying in that back room was scaring me. More than the gang leaders death was at stake. What to do about the old man would be a problem if Hicks died. Maybe he was willing to help me as long as Hicks lived, but death would change all that. What would I do with the body? What would I do to silence the old grocer? I was thinking that I would definitely be forced to kill my good Samaritan if Hicks couldnt make it. I broke into a cold sweat and started running toward the drugstore.
The old mans ten spot was squeezed tightly in my hand. Even the dampness of my body could not overcome the warmth that came with the fear that was now a part of me. Inside my head I was reviewing the stores layout and making plans. There had to be a back way out. I had to convince Hicks when and if he recovered that he had been responsible for the death of the boy whose body the police had probably already seen floating in the river. Once I had made Hicks believe he was the killer, and not me, I wouldnt have to worry about any pressure that the Man would apply to Hicks when they caught him.
I played the part at the drugstore, listening to the druggists jokes about winos burning the docks down while high on Robutussin Cough Syrup. I bought the articles the old man had listed and started back down Eleventh Avenue. The commotion that had been in the streets fifteen minutes before was fading. Firemen remained to hose down the blaze, but ambulances were speeding away behind patrol cars. I returned to the store.
The old grocer was waiting quietly when I returned. He had left the door unlocked for me, and I went straight through to the back room, where he sat with a wet towel across Hickss forehead. He had ripped another towel into strips and was using it as a tourniquet. Hicks was twisting and moaning in a semicoma.
Without a word the weatherbeaten hands took the package from me and set things in order on a scratched nightstand next to the cot. A dim light cast shadows around the cubicle and distorted the crows feet about the eyes.
I useda be a medic back in prehistry times far as you concerned. I wuz a man noted fo steady hans an allat. He was talking for me, not to me.
Why you doin this, old man? I asked him suddenly.
I dunno why, he said, without looking up. I wuz jus askin me why I wuz doin it. He took a needle and thread from a pan of hot water on the nightstand. I guess its cuz I knew them whitey police wuz gon ketch yawl an whup yo po lil asses. I didn wanna see no white man beatin yawl.
One cop like another, I said.
I wanned tsee yo poppas beatin yawl, not no cop, he said.
That was the last thing I remember hearing. He told me the next morning that I had passed out.
     		   

    The thoughts of the Dock Battle party entered my mind as I hiked the three flights of stairs to Johns apartment. Four people had been killed that night, and no telling how many beaten or cut. As Hicks got better, I began to fill in the missing details in his mind, making sure he considered himself a killer. We stayed in the back of the old mans store for almost five days recuperating, so that we would be ready when we hit the street again. The P.R.s had been bragging that they had gotten rid of Hicks and me. When we came out on the block together almost a week later, all the black people in the area knew it within minutes.

I could hear the sound of light laughter as I approached Johns door; a good time being had by all. I entered without knocking and was greeted by a startled smile from Debbie Clark.
Hi, baby, I greeted.
Everythings all right, she said. But youre late.
Thass impossible, hon. The ball dont really ball till I show.
Yeah, but one night youre gonna come in drag-assin an we all gonna be gone.
Aw, you sweet young thing. If I hadda known you wuz gonna be here early, I woulda been here all day.
Bullshit! she said, smiling.
I chucked her chin lightly. Wheres John L.? I asked.
Hes further on in. Im the hostess. She struck a pose. Look for him at the bar.
Why dont you hostess me on back, so I can see what I can get into.
Wow! You do move fast!
I wuz jus thinkin over what you said, an decided I might be a little late.
You aint that late.
An my rap ain that good?
No comment.
Someone knocked on the door, and Debbie pushed by me, muttering about leaving the door open. Her nicely built chocolate frame rubbed a part of me that I liked to have rubbed, and I plunged into the darkness looking for a drink.
Already passed out was one nigger who had had a little too much of whatever it was he had had. That was one of the good things about our neighborhood, however, among the booze brothers, anyway. When a man had too much to drink, he didnt cramp, he camped until he and the room got back on friendly terms. There was very little wine in the air, and less liquor. John had everything under control. It seemed that the people were content to sip beer and do some dancing.
I walked through the small hallway toward the living room and the two back bedrooms, where the people were doing their thing. The people were spread along the walls and jamming the middle of the floor with some wild dancing. There was only one red bulb lighting the room with the bar in it, and that was where I knew Id be operating from. I sensed rather than saw people. I checked for a path by looking for a silhouette and then blundering forward until I hit something.
So Debbie is hostessin John L.s gig, huh? Another innovation on the block. I was thinking out loud. John had been after Deb for almost a year, but she would never give him a play. I had always told him that it was because she didnt want to be tied down to any one man, but I really thought that it was because everybody believed that John was a nowhere cat.
My eyes started focusing, getting accustomed to the light. Bodies took on form, and faces had names. I was hailed from several parts of the room, and I waved and shook hands like a politician.
My main record started spinning, and I caught a glimpse of a mini-skirt that revealed a fine pair of legs. So I said to myself: Why not? I touched her hand with mine, and she grasped my fingers firmly and followed me onto the dance floor. Somewhere out of the walls Smoky Robinson was crying Ooo Baby Baby. Our bodies touched, lightly at first, a gentle probe on my part. You can never tell when youve got somebodys Cousin Minnie from Over the Ridge, Ohio, whos going to scream bloody murder and go home telling everybody that she was raped on a dance floor in New York. This was nobodys Cousin Minnie.
I thought I knew every fine chick on this side of the Mason-Dixon Line, but I seem to have missed someone. Who are you? She took the compliment with a smile. I knew that at best it was only a variation on a theme she probably knew by heart.
Im Crystal Amos, she said. Who are you?
In truth I was Humphrey Bogart, romancing a good-looking young woman in a darkened, secluded hideaway. My voice was noticeably deeper as I went into my thing.
Eddie Shannon, I bassed. Some folks call me Spade.
She stopped dancing. Eddie Shannon?
Yeah. Is it that bad?
She relaxed in my arms again. Our bodies began to touch, rhythmically, more firmly with each beat of the song.
No, its not bad, but Ive heard the name. Her smile was genuine.
I let it drop and pulled her closer to me. The song was coming to its climax, Smoky begging and pleading for the woman to give him that chance he needed. Crystal flattened her hips against me, and we touched completely. The record ended, and I took her arm.
Im afraid you lost your seat, I said, indicating the fact that a woozy cornerboy had fallen in her spot.
Thats all right. I was tired of sitting anyway.
You been sitting? Whats wrong with these niggers, anyway? I asked. They blind?
She smiled a warm, shy smile. She had a cute face that a smile did things for. Her eyes were light brown, and everything was complemented by her caramel complexion and soft brown hair.
Can I get you a drink? I asked, discovering the makeshift bar abandoned behind us.
No  I dont drink. It, uh, tastes like medicine.
I smiled. Im gonna have one, was all that I said. I poured a shot of Scotch and threw in two ice cubes and lit a smoke. As I leaned back against the wall, I struck another pose and maintained my scowl as much as possible.
In Chelsea, Spade was supposed to be the closest you could come to witnessing a walking death mask. I had picked up the tag Angry Man because I seldom decorated my looks with a grin. I thought about that and chuckled. It was just another part of being onstage twenty-five hours a day.
My thoughts shifted to the little thing next to me. She had turned down a brothers invitation to dance while I was pouring my drink. I saw her now looking up trying to catch my eye. I just wouldnt give her the satisfaction of acknowledging her attention. I was actually trying to figure her out. It had been a long time since a young lady in my neighborhood had said that liquor tasted like anything but a good time. Most of the chicks were so hung out on acting grown that they fell into the parties in worse shape than the cats. They were buying their own Bacardi Light and really struggling into gigs with too much drink and too little coherence to offer any kind of companionship. Most of the time they werent even good for screwing, because they passed out or threw up all over everything.
I didnt expect you to be a gentleman, I heard Crystal say.
What?
You know what I mean. Like not drinking when the young lady that youre with refuses.
You can only refuse for you. You cant refuse for me. What I think youre talkin about iz some real phony shit, I said. All it really turns out to be iz coppin out on yo manhood. What do you care if I drink or not? Im gonna enjoy it, an it wont get you high  Excuse me if I dont make a big deal out of it.
She looked a bit deflated. I didnt know if it was because I had been so blunt with my disdain for manners that she appreciated, or because I hadnt gone out of my way to get in tight with her. She turned her head, so that only her profile was visible. She started to pay a lot of attention to the dancers.
By the way, was I a good guy or a bad guy? I asked.
Nothing like that, she said. My cousin Delores mentioned your name a few times during our gossip. You know how girls talk.
And you remembered me from that?
 And the way you came in tonight, with everybody calling you and speaking to you. I couldnt help but notice how well known you are.
Well, to tell the truth, I dont know yo cousin too well. I guess shes mostly into a younger thing.
There is a social caste system in the neighborhood. Since the Dock Battle I had been accepted anywhere I wanted to go. My running men during the corner years, fourteen to seventeen, were always all at least two years my senior. The legend reads that after you go through the corner stage you evolve into a lounge-and-bar man. That was the period I was entering now. When I hit eighteen, I went straight to the Man and got my card. I had been drinking and buying taste in the neighborhood for a few years, but that was simply because my reputation told the liquor-store man that if he didnt sell to me he might have some repairs to make on his store when he showed up the next day. Immediately after my signing to go to war if my number came up, I started hanging out at places like the Cobra on Tenth Avenue. The customers were generally bigshot whiteys. Businessmen, tourists, career women, and entertainers all flocked to the joint because it had a write-up in Playboy and a few other magazines that said it was in.
Delores is seventeen, Crystal said. How old are you?
Eighteen.
Whats one year? A lot of girls have boyfriends older than themselves. Most girls feel like they need it.
I can unnestan all that, but what I mean is that she aint travlin in the same circles that I am.
Which means that shes too young for you?
It simply means I aint got time for no lead weights aroun my legs right now.
Few people can stand lead weights around their legs.
Somehow Crystal and I had gotten into this tug-of-war thing, each of us trying to make a point.
Yeah, but a lot of people dont see the situation as I do. To me, youre either a girl or a woman, a boy or a man. Im not really speakin now only in terms of age. I mean the way you dig life.
What decides which? Crystal asked.
You either live life or you dont. You either get out an go for what youre after, or you watch the world drift away from you.
And?
And if you know what you want when youre twelve, youre grown.
She was watching me drink, and I had a sneaking suspicion that she wanted a drink. I thought she was about to show me a little independent action to show me that she was mature. I was reaching for the bottle.
I still dont want a drink, she said.
I stopped in midair and smiled at her. She was watching the couples in the middle of the floor dancing and weaving in time to the beat.
In the distance, Derek Martin was singing a song called Youd Better Go, and an angel soprano accompanied him, telling him that his time had run out, but he kept on rapping strong. I watched a few couples appear from the shadows and cling to each other. I wrapped an arm around Crys and led her onto the dance floor.
 		   

By eleven oclock Johns party had turned into a downhome sweat box, with barely enough room between people for a man to know what in the crowd was his and what belonged to someone else. The fast records were for breathers and time-outs. All of the windows were open, but late June is no time to be looking for a breeze in Manhattan. Crystal and I were sitting on the stairs even with the next floor. I was smoking one of the joints I had rolled from Johns bag, and Crys was holding a cigarette to camouflage the sweet aromatic drug.
Take a drag, I coaxed.
I dont want any, Eddie.
Look here. I ain tryin to turn you into no junky or get you high so I can screw you. You ain gonna get high the first time you smoke anyway.
So why should I do it?
Cause damn holy rollers iz always preachin bout the evil a this an the evil a that an come to fin out they wouldnt know a joint an couldnt identify one if they got bit on the ass.
Have I been criticizing you or what you do? she asked slowly.
Thats not the point, I said. Look, what am I sposed to be? A pusher or what? Like, I want you to start smokin to add to my income, right?
The effect of the liquor and the Novocain reaction that comes with marijuana had me talking and listening in slow motion. I was starting to ramble about nothing. Behind the lenses of the reflector sunglasses, tears were welling up in the corners of my eyes as I began to nod and lean on the stairs and lose parts of the conversation.
All right, Crystal agreed.
She took the stick from me and tried to imitate the way I had inhaled it, taking it straight down to my lungs. She only succeeded in damn near choking herself to death. I couldnt help but laugh, and in spite of everything. Crystal fell all over me, laughing at her own ineptitude.
She looked at me carefully when the laughter subsided and took the sunglasses from my eyes.
Do you always wear these? she asked me.
Yeah. I wear them most of the time, anyway.
Why?
To be cool, I guess. I started laughing again.
I can never really see a person who wears these things. People just arent the same when their eyes are hidden.
Softly she wiped the tears from my eyes, tears that had been uncontrollably released when I became temporarily hysterical at her attempts to get high. Everything always seems to be a million times funnier when youre high, and I was sorry that I couldnt stop. I could nearly feel the embarrassment that Crys felt.
Im too young for you too, arent I? she asked.
Well  arent you? You claim seventeen, but how old are you really? How long have you been livin insteada just watchin? My eyes werent focusing properly. I took another drag from the bush and then stubbed it out and put the roach in my shirt pocket. I felt as though Crys and I were caught somewhere in a mist between life and reality.
Her face was very close to mine. I felt very masculine and in control of everything that happened between us; lord and master of a slow-motion jungle. I draped an arm around her and looked away. The dim lights flickered at the bottom of the stairs, and the smoke fought its way across the ceiling. I turned her face to mine and kissed her very gently. I felt her lips parting under mine. Very tenderly I touched the fabric covering her breasts, and her sighs began, her breathing ragged in my ear. I touched the cloth of her skirt just above the knee. She gasped for air and clung to me. The drowsiness that had grabbed me blunted my senses and kept my mind away from her small sobs.
No, Eddie. Please, no  Will that prove that Im a woman?
I removed my hand and touched her face softly. She kissed my cheek and mouth as I struggled to light a cigarette. There was nothing I could say.
August 3, 1968 / 4:00 P.M.
Memories of the party faded. I started working for Zinari on the Monday following Johns gig, and I was raking in more money than I had planned to see for quite some time. I got involved with the job and lost sight of friends from the block. I was determined to do a good job.
At the same time, John Lee had become very involved with his job too. I heard about one narrow escape he made from the Man because Junior Jones burned up the patrol car. I knew that I wouldnt want to have my business balanced on anything as dangerous as that. I tried to act as though it was just a part of life. I told myself that it was no concern of mine, because I wasnt on the corner anymore. I still heard the news, though, and it was very strange to hear one of your basketball teammates referred to as a twenty-dollar Jones. The mainline train to hell was collecting passengers at a rapid clip. The older cornerboys had gone the way of the needle, and all I could do was shake my head and swear that it wouldnt happen to me. Sometimes in the middle of the night I saw myself in a dream world of rubber walls and straitjackets, crying and trying to free myself from insects that crawled all over me and nibbled at my privates. My hands would be so covered with ants and spiders that I couldnt determine the fingers. My hair was infested with lice and leeches. I would wake up screaming and run to the liquor cabinet, where I sat up for the remainder of the night with a drink in my hand, trembling.
It was a Thursday in August. I had worked for fifteen straight nights, and Zinari sent Smoky with a message to take a four-day weekend. He also sent a fifty-dollar bonus.
Thats how I happened to be in the coffee shop on Ninth Avenue when John Lee came in. There had been very few words between us since the party. There was no static in the air. It was just that our new roles seldom crossed paths. We both mingled with the night people in different sections of town. When I was off, John was working, and vice versa.
Hot days like this gave a man an idea of what life in hell itself would be like, and made a lot of wishy-washy people think seriously about trying to find God. Inside, the air-conditioner was keeping everything together, and I kept the jukebox playing, so Tommy, the owner, said next to nothing to me.
My job had been running as Smoky predicted. The pushers I met nightly were no trouble. They were people of darkness who wanted to spend very little of their time under the streetlights where I met them. There was seldom any conversation. Maybe once in a while they would try a Whuss happnin? But after a while they saw that my answer would be You, and no more. Our relationship was entirely business. I wasnt really as cold as all that, but in the eyes of the junkies there were always too many things being reflected. The death of men and women without a burial. It was as though death had paid his call and left without stamping his usual notice on the forehead of his victim. He took the heart and soul, but he left the shell of the listless survivor, discarded as worthless. The bulging facial expression, bloated features, and shaggy clothes that often disguised blue veins filled with pus in scrawny arms. The silly smiles that met your inquiring stare when they snapped out of a nod leaning on an impossible angle. All of these things were a part of the cats I had been with and of. There was no running away from the faces that were often transformed into familiarity by the dim light. There was no denying that this was an old friend with a different name and a different reason for dying before his time.
ain nothin persnal bout nothin, Smoky whistled through his beard.
There were often evenings when I came through the door at Harveys near the witching hour and saw Smoky rapping with the women who frequented the place in the late evening. They were all nurses and librarians and social workers, lonely women in general who knew that respectable men often came in to eat at Harveys because it was the nicest cafe in Harlem.
I would fall in about ten of twelve or so, and more often than not the game between Smoky and the women was already under way. I would come over, be introduced, and then lay and listen through the hum-and-giggle conversation. Smoky would say things like, yeah, well dadadadada, and the chicks would Hee Hee! Harvey would come out of the kitchen in the back occasionally and make up fantastic tales about the service, where he always turned out to be at least the indirect hero by pulling a fast one on some white officer. Harveys wife would look out from behind her perch in the kitchen and wink at me as her mate rambled on.
The women who sat with us always seemed to strike a chord somewhere in the back of my mind. They were always reasonably intelligent women, with a secret storm boiling between their legs, but too much pride to get into a thing with the first man who came along with the equipment to extinguish it. The eternal longing in their eyes was for some man to make a positive effort to seduce them, so that they could momentarily imagine themselves in love and discredit the evil thought that their actions were only the timeless, rhythmic movements of a woman in heat, a woman being destroyed from within because her physical needs fought the constant battle with her mind to control the countless caresses that she eventually would succumb to and the many orgasms that she desired.
Smoky would sometimes forget that we were supposed to be working. We would be joined in the small dining area by two women, and he would nudge me in the side as though my own eyes were failing me.
look, man! two birds come in lookin for a play. les play.
What about Zinari? I would ask.
zinari got miz zinari an any else he want, i wan some too.
Anything that would resemble a difference of opinion on my part would never be considered. He would always call the women as though he knew them and invite them to join us. If they balked, he would go over and sit with them, assuring them that we werent drunk and that our only desire was for a little freshness to decorate our table, a little female company.
I must admit that Smoky was generally a winner. He was an ideal man to double-date with. Whereas I was a bit picky, he would rap to the girl that I paid least attention to.
nuthin but some leg, he would say.
He would always bill us as clerks in the real-estate business. This is a business with a future. With determination and a few breaks, there were tremendous advances to be made by Negroes. This was all a part of Smokys initial approach. He explained it to me very simply one night.
wimmin in harlem jus like whi wimmin. they movin becuz uv two things. firs thing iz the body, mos a them out that time a night cauz they can sleep. they cain sleep cauz they wan a man. the secon thing iz that they alwaze thinkin bout tomorrow even if tnight iz mo important. they ezier an mo quick to the sack if they think the cat iz ejucated an got a lil money. they know they takin a chance they never see im agin, but they need a lil romance an all that shit they read bout in the movie magazines, they wanna be wined an dined, but a cupa coffee an a charmin rap will do jus as good.
I saw the whole point. We all used each other. The women used us for sex, and we used them the same way. A double cross with no winner, because all the participants were aware of the swindle.
 		   

I was injecting my third quarter into Tommys jukebox when John came in. His huge bulk obliterated a customers view of the steam that rose from the smoldering concrete. I waved and indicated the booth I was parking in. He returned the wave and plopped, mopping sweat from his fat cheeks.
Whuss been happnin, man? I asked, sitting opposite him.
You know how it iz, man. Same old same o.
Yeah, but I think this heat is some new shit.
That motherfuckuh is fryin brains.
James Brown came on doing Cold Sweat, and John and I grinned. The smiles were forced, and I thought about that. It was odd that we would be forcing grins for each other. Things were changing, I had to admit. John was into his dope thing, and I was into mine. I looked back at him with renewed interest. The youth was gone, and he looked like an old man, freshness erased by some unknown blackboard cleaner. It was a new day for John Lee. There had always been a smile on his lips and a chuckle rolling over his vocal cords, ready to be exposed with only the slightest provocation. The daytime was gone from his eyes. All that remained was the night. He was dressed in a good Italian knit shirt, double-breasted, and silk pants. He was the corner fashion post. The blue jeans and T-shirt were gone, but so was the sunshine. Along with the height of fashion had come the alleys of the neighborhood and the shadows of buildings that purged the air of theater cops who would inform you of your constitutional rights. John knew all of this stuff the same as I did, but nevertheless the fame and fortune that was his as the dealer was not something that could be easily dismissed like a T-shirt. It was a type of recognition, perhaps not the applause given to a movie star, but the sort of praise you dream about. It was attention, and that was what John wanted. He wanted it badly enough to live near the junkies, who would kill him for a dollar. He wanted it badly enough to take the chance of being dimed on by some punk who would never reveal himself. Somehow I saw all of these things in the lines in Lees forehead, and I slowly turned to face my own crumbling mask in the mirror over the booth.
I took a swipe at my hair. There were dark, curly waves that I brushed carefully in place every afternoon before going out. My nose was flat and wide, but it went with the lips and eyes that mirrored my fathers Latin ancestry. I breathed on the reflector sunglasses, wiped them, and put them back across my view.
Whuss gonna happen when you git busted, man? I asked Lee.
I ain gonna git busted. What are you, Mother Nature?
He was irritated. I took another swallow of the soda before me.
Yeah, I am, I said. Hows things wit you an yours?
Who?
You an Debbie.
We all right. I bought her a leather coat, three quarters, and a watch. One a them wide square watches with bout half a dozen different bands. She digs them things.
John yelled back to the kitchen for some food, and Tommy scurried out, wiping his hands on his apron and muttering some nonsense about the Mets.
John ordered, and I got up and put another quarter in the jukebox. A group of five girls came in and took the booth opposite John and me. One or two of them timidly faked conversation while the others watched us out of the corners of their eyes.
For the first time since I started working for Zinari there were questions rolling around in my head  questions that were important to my work and to Johns. Until I looked at John and saw the circles under his eyes and the lines in his forehead, I had been unaware of everything except two yards a week. Now there were images of the things that were really involved. I was running up and down on a felt cushion with lime stripes. Next to me was James Bond and Our Man Flint and Bill Cosby. We were all wearing Dracula capes and laughing at each other but not at ourselves. In the corner was Rod Serling, watching us and speaking into a microphone. He was talking German, and the whole audience was Crystal, and she was crying because of what was being said about me. Behind me were Oddjob and Smoky  the hired killers. But I was the only one who didnt know that the play was fiction.
I saw a picture of white Narcotics detectives with powdery faces falling on Lee from a rooftop and beating his knotty head with billy clubs as long as firemens hoses. They beat him until the shape of his head was no longer familiar and blood ran down Ninth Avenue and small children came out to sail their boats in the crimson river.
The chatter from the girls in the booth across from Lee and me became more bold as we ignored them and made small talk. They began to speak of us in the third person, just loud enough for us to hear the compliments over the din of the records.
Goddamn teeny-boppers! I snorted.
Not the one in the red shell blouse, John said without looking up. I saw a pair of legs on her that could wrap around a mans waist and have him begging for mercy.
Bet she couldnt get um aroun yo waist, I said, eyeing Johns middle.
The conversation reminded me of Crystal. I was still with her on and off, and everyone in the neighborhood thought that I was taking her down. The truth was that I had been afraid. I hadnt known quite how to deal with her freshness, her smile, her warmth, or her obvious affection for me that went beyond that idolizing that a lot of chicks had. I didnt want to lose her.
 		   

I was shaving when she knocked lightly on the door. I had opened the apartment to her, expecting my older Cousin Calvin. Calvin and I shared the apartment, and he had left only minutes before to see his girl. I thought he might have left his keys. Crystal came in, and I complimented her light blue skirt and blouse. She smiled as I ducked back into the bathroom with lather all over my face. She rambled through the stacks of old forty-five rock-n-roll records and through my cousins jazz LPs and then called me. Can I put on some music?
Sure.
Lou Rawls came on nice and easy. I could hear her humming and singing the blues rendition as I wiped the remaining foam from my face. It was inspection time. I actually needed a haircut, but Crys said that she liked long hair, so I submitted to a bit of henpecking. Also it made me look older to some of the women that Smoky and I talked to. There were chocolate half-moons under my eyes. I hadnt really been getting a lot of sleep. I got home about one-thirty most of the time, but when Smoky and I had some women, I was crawling into the sack with the sun and the big trucks, and Con Edison men were starting their noise. I just sat in the kitchen and watched TV. There was no sleep. I tilted the sunglasses over my eyes and went back to the living room.
Hey, girl. I smiled. Lemme have a kiss. She pecked me on the cheek. I thought I was coming to get you at Delores house at eight, I said.
I wanted to come, she said. She pulled me to her when I was back within arms reach. Her lips found mine, and I was taken over by the fire within her body, the sheerness of the silk blouse, and the perfume that blew my mind.
She ran her fingers through my hair and under my T-shirt. The cool touch of her palms across my stomach and chest made me gasp and crush her to me. Her breasts flattened against my chest, and I ran my tongue across her lips until they parted and gave me entrance. I began to touch her everywhere as our tongues fought each other. Her breasts, arms, and hips were all targets for my hands, and the sudden desire that I had for her alarmed me. Already I could feel myself swelling and yearning to enter her.
I began to undress her. I shed her clothes and threw them in the direction of the easy chair behind us. The couch sighed as I lay next to her and wrenched my pants down over my knees. With tenderness and all the restraint I could manage, I guided her hand to me, and she was released by her desire to touch me as she was being touched.
The ribbon that had held back her brown locks became tangled and fell to the floor beside us. Her face was framed by the curls, and I saw her more as an angel than ever. I bent to kiss her breasts.
Somewhere on the other side of the world I heard her voice break through the fog in my mind.
Eddie, she called. Im not  this isnt the first time.
I heard her and understood all of the things that the statement implied, but I couldnt stop to analyze. There was a naked woman next to me. Without thinking of what I was doing, I was on top of her. With one smooth movement we were one. She shook momentarily and then bucked under me. Our chests flattened against each other, and I could hear through my own body her rapid heartbeat as we began to match our rhythm and response. Then as quickly as I began, it was over. She shook spasmodically, and her nails dug furrows deep into my shoulderblades. I could feel the onrushing end and fought it until it all but overcame me, and I sent the messengers of my virility hurtling through her body.
I rolled off onto the floor and lay quietly. I could hear Crys trying to retain a normal breathing pattern. She was the first to move. My eyes were closed, but I saw everything clearly. She stepped over me and padded to the closet, hesitated, and then went into the bathroom. I heard the sound of running water, a splash, and then nothing.
When she emerged from the bathroom, she was wearing a pink towel around her neck and one of my bathrobes. I had put on my pants, but I still lay in the middle of the floor, smoking a cigarette.
She sat on the couch behind me as the seconds ticked away.
Whats wrong, Eddie? she asked softly.
Nothin, hon.
This is what youve wanted, isnt it?
Now there was a question. My jaws started to tighten, and I could feel the blood rushing to my head. What in the hell do you think? What does a man want except to lie next to a woman and embed himself in her loins and feel her shudder? What does a man need except to know that somewhere in the world he is still the master? That nothing can take the place of the power he possesses between his legs? What is the supreme prize but the treasure that a woman carries at the base of her stomach? What is life all about except fucking?
All at once I realized that this did not answer the question.
I don know, I told Crystal.
She didnt look surprised. There was neither anger nor disappointment in her eyes. The brown stare that I loved so much had clouded to a noncommittal gray.
Is the game all over? she asked no one in particular. Now that the hunter has captured the game  and found out that it will not go down in history as a singular accomplishment?
Thats not the point! I yelled.
Then what is the point? What have I done today except the thing that youve wanted since the night we met?  Now I want to know if thats all you want? Youve had me! Is it over? Do you want me to go?
There was a blazing fire in her face. The smile that I wanted to see was gone, replaced with bitter disappointment. I knew then that our first act of love had been a failure. My own ego had eaten up the happiness that she should have returned to. My pride was ruined because I was supposed to dance a victory dance after breaking down all of the girls defenses; but all I had was, at best, more empty, pointless exploitation. I was not the conquering hero. I was the runnerup. I was not Leif Ericson. I was Christopher Columbus. I had been deceived.
No! I had deceived myself. She had never told me that she was a virgin. I felt like banging my head against the wall, but instead I extended a hand to Crystal, and she lay next to me crying in my arms.
 		   

Spade! What the hells wrong wit you, man? It was John Lee.
Oh, wow! I wuz daydreamin, man.
Thinkin bout tryin to git to that broad over there? His eyes slanted toward the red-bloused teeny-bopper.
Naw, I said quickly. Thinkin bout callin Crys an tellin her to come over an watch us smoke some a that mean bush you got. How bout a nickel bag?
Sounds hip to me.
Tell me somethin, man. Whut wuz that shit you came up with las week about the Juneyuhs shootin up?
Wuznt what I thought, Lee said. They been shootin wine in their legs.
Wine?
In their legs, said Lee.
January 4, 1969
When January comes to New York City, she brings traveling companions  dirty snow, forty-mile-an-hour winds, jackets, earmuffs, and scarves. As the weather grew colder in the city, I totally lost contact with everyone who had been a part of my life except Crys. She and I constantly saw each other, but everyone else was just a part of the gossip I heard about when I stopped into Tommys for a cup of coffee. Once baseball season ended, Tommy became a radio who broadcast all of the neighborhoods misfortunes.
Usually, come winter, I make the Cobra my home. It features a three-piece jazz group on the weekends and tasty soul food all of the time.
I visited the bar on the Saturday night following New Years Day. The collecting had been light, and neither Smoky nor I had seen any reason to sit and chit-chat in Harveys. Fortunately, he gave me a lift down the West Side Highway and then plowed off through the slush.
I was dipping into a Jack Daniels as the group came on. The pianist did a few light chords and the group swung into Cannonballs Mercy. The crowd began to warm to the strokes from the bass, and the rendition brought out the soul in the audience. Here and there you could hear a Git it, baby! or Do it jus one time! The waiters and waitresses waded through the crowd serving food and drinks from trays balanced on one practiced hand.
From the dimness behind my corner table an arm reached over and tapped me on the shoulder. It was Howie, the head waiter.
Nissy wants to see you, man. Sez its urgent, he whispered.
What the hell about? I asked.
Man, I don know. Might be jus another excuse to try an git the hell in here, but I ain havin none a that shit.
I got up from the corner of the bar and waded through customers and candlelight atmosphere. Through the door that led to the small alcove I could see two struggling figures.
My mind went out to meet them. Nissy? What the hell would he want with me? He could possibly want some wine money, but he knew better than to bother me about something like that.
Nissy was a wino, a man dedicated to the pursuit of the grape. He was always either drunk or trying to get drunk. His whole hustle was shining shoes when somebody set him up with the equipment. And as soon as he had enough for a quart, he would be gone to get high, and a little kid would cop his polish and box and be gone. Occasionally he could get a job running messages for the numbers man or something, but once he got high, hed quit. Money was only important because it furnished wine for today. To hell with tomorrow. His bloated face gave me a wild stare as I came through the frosted glass.
I gotta see ya, Spade, he squeaked breathlessly.
Thass what I hear. Cool it! I commanded, dropping the sarcasm. Let im go, Hemp. Hemp was one of the Cobra bouncers. He was holding Nissy at arms length by the front of his filthy overcoat, the smaller mans feet practically off the floor.
I gotta see you, Spade, he repeated.
I waited until Hemp had disappeared back inside. I turned and faced Nissy with contempt in my eyes.
How menny times I tol you not to hussle this place? I asked. You gon come by here one night when I ain here an Howie ain gonna be for no bullshit, an he gonna have Hemp an Jason throw yo ass in the river. You need a cold bath?
Naw, Spade  Lemme tell yeh. Then we see whos right. I nodded. Somebody got to Isidro tnight. They put a bullet in between his eyes. I swear! Paco an Jessie went to fin Slothead, an they gonna get John Lee. They said they gon cut his dick off! Nissy was panting, and his eyes were rolling in his head.
You drunk! I yelled.
No! Man, I seen Seedy dead wit my own eyes! I swear!
I looked him over for a second and then nodded.
Wait a second. Ill be right back. I turned and went inside. Howie was standing in the corner I had occupied: his face wrinkled when I reached for my coat. I picked up my topcoat and scarf and swung over the bar and grabbed a bottle of Jack Daniels Black.
Im goin, I told Howie. Ill pay you later.
In the street, Howie whispered. Please don start no shit in here tnight.
I ain startin nuthin, I told him.
I slid back into the lobby and found Nissy regaining his cool, leaning against the outer door smoking a stogie. I handed him the bottle and started squeezing into my coat. I waited until he took a shot.
I need all the details you have, man, I told him.
Okay. Fifteen minnits ago the cops pull up at Seedys pad an jump out, runnin upstairs. You dig? Then a ammalance come an they haul his ass away. Its Seedy. They got im covuhud but I know who it iz. There wuz a hole in the mid of hiz head, a small un. Not too much blood. The cops come out an they ast a few questions an then they haul ass. Thats when I hear Paco an Jessie say then gon get Lee.
How you know I wuz in here? Wheres Lee? I couldnt ask the questions fast enough. Nissy was still pulling at the mash.
I jus took a chance. You know, Saturday night. Where you gon be? I donno where Lee iz at. Home?
I was already preparing myself to deal with the Hawk. My gloves were on, and the scarf was around my neck.
Somebody hadda hep Lee. I donno who else would hep the cat, considerin heppin him agains who. Them spic mothuhs gon tear him a bran new one. Nissy was starting to ramble.
What makes Paco think that Lee did it? I asked.
I donno. No sign I could see. Look like a clean hit. Guess he put one an one togethuh an got Lee. Nissy fell out laughing at his joke.
I came out of my pocket with a bill. The little winos eye caught the picture of Hamilton and nodded.
You havent seen me in a week, I said. You know nothin bout Seedy an John an none a that shit. Right?
You goin, huh? he asked, pocketing the bill.
Aint rilly got no choice, I said.
Damn! Gon be mo killin tnight. Wish all this could happen in the summer when it ain too cold to go an watch.  Who you wan me to see if they git you? Nissy asked.
I dont give a fuck, I snorted.
I went through the last set of doors on that note and out into the early-morning chill. My watch read one-thirty. The wind blew grains of snow up against my sunglasses, and the swirling flakes began to crust on my eyebrows and in my hair. At my feet, along the sidewalks, were stains where dogs had come along escorted by frozen masters and done their thing to help keep New York beautiful.
From the high-rise apartments that faced 17th between Ninth and Tenth avenues, there were still millions of lights hanging in the windows, fighting to aid the streetlights illuminate the corners and save travelers from muggers.
A sudden thought crossed my mind. Where in the hell could Lee be at this time of night? The answer was home, but if he was there, what would the P.R. boys do to get him out of the house? Even they werent so bad that they were going to bust in to the mans crib and take the whole family off. That was Roaring Twenties action. I checked for cars and crossed Ninth Avenue. I was tired, hungry, and needed a drink. I should have taken that Jack Daniels away from Nissy. A wino couldnt even begin to appreciate a mellow thing like that. It was almost like handing a grade-A-1 steak to a vegetarian and watching him throw the choice meat to the dog.
I headed downtown on Ninth Avenue. John lived at 306 West 15th Street. I passed the four-hundred block between Ninth and Tenth. John lived between Seventh and Eighth.
Cars and trucks struggled through the foot-high slush with fog beams that simply flashed everywhere except through the dirty mess that children wake and marvel at. No school tomorrow, and a million games to play. Building snowmen and castles and hitting the fat bully across the street with snowballs would be the order of the day. With a little luck, the pony-tail girl from the next building would be out, and she would either be impressed by his sled and marksmanship with snowballs, or be pushed in the drifts with the other creepy things.
I ran up the stairs to Johns apartment. The dim light in the hallway added to the shivers. Inside my fur-lined gloves my hands felt like icicles that couldnt be flexed. I took off my sunglasses to wipe away the haze. That was when I saw the figure standing in the corner of the hall, wrapped in a shadow and smoking a cigarette. As the smoke was inhaled, the corner was illuminated.
Whuss happin, Paco? I asked the Puerto Rican.
I theen you know whuss happnin, he said slowly.
No, I don, bruthuh. Thass whut Im askin you. You know I dont go through no bullshit thing, right? I stopped about five feet from him. He remained in the corner dragging on the weed. I removed my gloves and slid them into my coat pocket along with the sunglasses. I pulled out a cigarette and in so doing made sure that my coat was unbuttoned and would not restrain my arms.
Seedy iz dead, man. You know that? Paco asked me.
Yeah, I jus heard. Thass a shame. You got any ideas?
One. Paco grinned. Yo amigo John Lee.
Why you think that? I quizzed.
Paco shook his head, and a small smile took over his face. He was convinced that I was playing a game with him.
If I gotta tell you, man, I will. John an Seedy in the same job, an if Seedy ain in the job, then John get alla business. Izzit right, o what?
Whuss John gotta say? I asked.
He ain in here, Paco said. He be here soon or late, but he gon be here. You see what I mean?
I see yo point. But how you know John did it? How cum somebody else didnt do it?
I know he is the one, Paco flashed. He could win mos!
There ain nuthin I can say, huh?
Paco giggled and tossed his cigarette down. I tossed mine down too.
You can say adios to John Lee. He giggled. I could see now that he was high. He scratched the side of his face softly, and his head swung out of the corner darkness. His eyes were half-closed, and his teeth were bared.
John ain goin nowhere, Paco. You are. You leavin here, an if I ever hear about yo hangin out near this place, Ill kill you. I was moving in on him. All at once I realized that Paco was not the real danger. His eyes opened at the sight of something behind me, and I had only a second to duck as Jessies arm swung by neck-high. I caught the startled P.R. near the elbow and turned it until I heard the straight-edge clatter to the floor. I hiked the arm another notch and was satisfied by the bone-cracking snap that answered me. Rushing up from the lower landing, I heard the hurried stumbling of Slothead, so I reversed my position and flipped Jessie back down the flight, where the sounds told me he had met his bald brother head-on. There was a collision, and I heard them tumble back to the landing below.
I turned around and stooped for the razor, but it was gone. Paco had it clutched tightly in his left hand. His high had evidently deserted him as he scanned the darkness for an angle on my body. I backed up a couple of paces and lowered my arms, allowing the heavy coat to drop to the floor.
Im gonna kill you, Paco, I breathed. Im gonna grab you by you neck and choke you till the blood comes through your teeth, an then Im gonna drag you to the Man an swear you committed suicide. I was almost screaming, and the echo of my shouts came back at us again and again.
Dyou hear me, Paco? Im gon kill you!
He was standing there unsure of what his next move should be. Sweat materialized over his top lip. I blocked his exit to the stairs, and I didnt know if I was glad of that or not. Any man is dangerous when hes in a corner. I knew just how good Paco was with a razor, too. I had seen the chicken fights in the park on 17th Street. Paco was seldom beaten, but I wasnt bluffing at all. I had every intention of taking the razor and choking the scrawny bastard until life was only a memory.
Without the slightest warning, however, the door behind the Puerto Rican opened, and Johns father was standing there with a .45 pressed against the base of my enemys skull. Paco dropped the razor and waited for instructions. The straight-edge hit the floor.
Go on and move! Mr Lee said.
Paco walked slowly past me, not looking to the right or to the left. His eyes were wide open. He disappeared down the stairs, and I heard him fussing with his two brothers, who made no reply. Seconds later the echo of their slow departure faded. I exhaled.
Goddamn spics! Mr Lee cursed. Alla time with a lotta crap, even at this time in the morning. What the hell wuz that all about?
Oh, they followed me here, I lied. Something about me not covering a bet that their brother was supposed to collect on. I told them that I paid him this morning, but I didnt have any proof.
Goddamn spics, Mr Lee said. Its a good thing Cassies not here. She would have had eight heart attacks.
I was waiting for him to hint about how he was glad nothing like that ever happened to John. I wanted to hear a few words about good ol John Lee who never did anything except pull a pigtail or two. I needed to hear Mr Lee say that John was a fine boy on his way to college and all that. I wondered silently how John had so easily blown his parents minds.
Come on in, Mr Lee said. I bet you could use a drink.
Or two, I admitted.
Were you on your way up here?
Yeah, I said. I got locked out, and the Hawk was howling so tough that I wuz gonna lay here for the night.
Johns somewhere with his girl, the big man said, pouring me a drink.
Thats good, I said.
What?
Make that drink a double, I said.
April 17, 1969
The days seemed to disappear. Before their arrival could be announced, their departure was already a matter of fact. I saw pictures of Santa Claus on a broomstick. George Washington and Abe Lincoln rode in on a one-horse open sleigh. Suddenly, before you could say April Fool, spring was back. Small girls appeared with ropes to jump and colorful hula hoops to spin around nothing waists. Little boys popped up with new skates and bicycles to ride. The grass sent up tiny buds, like periscopes, to scout around for Jack Frost and see if he had really gone back north. Before the arrival of the scouts, everything was only an underground rumor.
I was returning home on a Thursday, trying to beat what seemed to be an oncoming spring rainstorm. The skies were just beginning to tune up for a good cry when I met Debbie Clark. She was sitting under the mezzanine in front of my apartment building.
Where is everybody? I asked.
On a Thursday? Who knows? Its hard enough to find any real people around here on the weekends.
An whuss Lil Miss Happiness doin spreadin so much sunshine?
Nuthin at all, Debbie said.
Wheres I.Q. and Websta an all them othuh triflin niggers?
Webstas workin his ass off probly, an I.Q. is bookin.  You know, thass a real oddball.
Wuznt he some kind of good-student-list man or somthin?
He got that college scholarship he was after, she replied. An hes a regular guy, too.
You find that odd?
Well, hes the only guy I know who quotes Shakespeare an smokes pot, she said.
The pot is the regular part?
What I mean is that hes not  well, hes smart but he hangs out.
I see what you mean, I said.
And then again, hes odd. I think hes girl-shy or somethin. Debbie wandered back and forth between I.Q. being regular and odd. I mean, hes okay, but hes not like you.
Hows John? I asked.
She blew up.
Why does everyone expect me to know? Am I some kinda radar, or do I have the fat freak in my pocket? I don know where he is, an I rilly don care!
All right! All right! What did I do wrong today, Lord?
Im sorry, she said, like a river changing course. I know what you think, but I don know where John iz, an I don go with him, so I get tired of folks askin me about him like Ive got him tied to a tree somewhere.
I didn 
I know you didnt. Thats what makes me mad. Did you ever try to find out? Everybody in this neighborhood is into the same bag. I go out with him a few times, and right away, no matter what, Im eternally hooked to him. She paused. Her anger faded and then rekindled. What kind of spell does he have on you all? Are you afraid of him?
I laughed out loud.
Me? Afraid of Lee?
Thats not funny. You never asked me out, an Delores told me that you dont go with Crystal  Am I that ugly?
I had nothing else to say. I sat back and lit a cigarette. Debbie held out her index and middle finger, forming a V. and I filled it with a smoke.
Well, Ill tell you this. Ill never go out on another date with that fat ass, if Im in the house forever!
Hell still ask you, I said.
I jus wont go.
So why did you ever go with him?
I never went with him. We dated. I like to go out. I didnt realize a date was a marriage license.
Okay, I breathed.
I had always kinda hoped that you would ask me out, Debbie said suddenly.
You always been a fine thing, Deb, but I guess I wuz jus one a the ignorant multitude.
Well, you know how it is. Youve always been sort of the man around here. Spade this an Spade that. I had heard of you a long time before I met you. An when you were nice an everything, I had to get a crush on you.
John is the man aroun here now, I reminded her.
Yeah, and Johnny used to be a lot of fun. I was never really strung out on him, but he was a good time, an he was good to me. Now he doesnt have time for this an that. Sometimes he sleeps all day an runs all night. He was lonely before, but you know there aint nobody aroun here lonely with money.
I paused and thought about that. I thought about the lines I had seen in Lees face. The lines that were in my face. I knew that the Puerto Ricans would still kill John if they thought they could do it somewhere that I wouldnt find out. I knew that Lee must have dreams about the Narco men catchin him with a whole bag of smoke. There was no more nice-guy John Lee that was my friend. He was dead. All that remained was for the new John Lee, the new street man, to remember the sleep he used to get, and to see clearly that the next time he closed his eyes they just might not open, or the ushers could lower him into the ground. The sad thing was that I was not much better off. I never touched the skag that the junkies were ridin on, but I touched the money that they got together by mugging and stealing and selling their womens bodies. I did a harmless thing when taken literally, but right over my shoulder was Smoky counting the bullets he would fire into disagreeing heads at the first sign of trouble. I was just another link in the chain that was wrapped around the body of so many slaves who would soon be cast into the slimy Hudson or dumped into a niche at Potters Field. All I had was Crystal. As long as I had her to pull me back into the good world from time to time, I would make it. I wondered at times like these why I didnt just crush her to me and say, Girl, you are all in the world I have, and I cant lose you. I knew that this was the only thing that was missing from our relationship that could make her happy. I knew that as long as I played all of the hands with icy fingers, her heart would carry a section of the chill.
So well go out sometimes, I told Debbie.
Why not tonight? she asked.
You got school tomorrow, I said quickly.
Aint no problem.
All right, I agreed weakly. What time?
Eight-thirty? she asked.
Punctuality is my middle name, I said, forcing a smile.
I sat there with a lead weight in my stomach. There was a size-ten shoe in my mouth. Already, however, in the back of my mind a plan was forming to keep my candle burning at both ends. If I could get Debbie to and fro on a date, and John Lee didnt find out, I was straight both ways. The thing to do would be to take a cab up Tenth Avenue, since the gang would be on Ninth, and then come back the same way about midnight, when most of the younger cats and chicks would be in the house. I would be a two-way loser if I got caught, but a helluva winner if I got over. I cursed my ego as I realized how I had done myself in. It had all come to a head when she hinted that I might be afraid of John Lee. It had been a subtle dare, and I was always a man to accept a challenge. I had always needed to prove my bravery. Not to reinforce the image that was handed out, but for myself.
Bye. Debbie pecked me lightly on the cheek and skipped off through the light rain. I sat there dreaming up a device with several size-twenty boots on a rotating wheel so that I could plug it in and kick my own ass.
April 17 / 8:35 P.M.
Debbie wasnt ready when I arrived at her apartment. The rain had stopped, leaving the evening overcast, and birds returned to waterlogged trees: but they had had their audience chased. I was wearing silk pants and a Nehru shirt-jacket with my raincoat tossed over my arm.
Debbie met me at the door with her housecoat on, and I thought for a moment that our date might be off.
Im sorry Im not ready, but Mom was going to a P.T.A. meeting with Dad, so I had to fix her hair and everything before I could get myself together. They didnt really want me to go.
But its okay? I asked.
I told them it was something special, so they agreed, she said.
Good. I smiled.
The thought occurred to me that Debbie and John might not have such a hot thing in bed. That just might be her reason for playing with me.
Debbie was whistling something. She asked me if I wanted a drink, and when I accepted, she came out with a bottle of Dunhill. I poured myself a small hit and threw in a couple of ice cubes. I was back in my profile bag. I leaned back against the couch and dug the furniture and interior decorating. Nice upholstery and covers for all the chairs and sofa. Some sort of thick drapes blocking out the night, and pole lamps that looked like lanterns.
I thought we might hit a place uptown called the Night Owl, I called in to Debbie. Its a totally new thing. Ive only been there once.
Whats it like? she asked.
Wait and see.
I hope I like it.
Oh, Im 
I was interrupted by a knock on the door.
Could you get that? Debbie called.
I opened the door. It was John Lee.
Spade, what are you  John began his question and then put a spot on Debbie over my shoulder, clad in only her slip. His mouth clamped shut, and he yanked the door from me and slammed it in my face.
I turned to face Debbie with shock. I found it impossible to change expressions. I dont know how, but at that second I saw through Debbies whole facade, as easily as I saw through the sheer slip that she wore.
You black bitch! I screamed. You set that up! You called Lee and made sure that hed catch me, didnt you? You knew hed be working ordinarily, didnt you?
My right hand shot out with cannon force and slapped the girl into a sitting position halfway across the room.
You black bitch! I repeated.
At least he wont bother me now! Debbie cried.
I grabbed my coat from the couch and lunged out into the empty hall. My own stupidity was blinding me, and the walls seemed to be closing in on me. I punched angrily at the button that summoned the elevator. I needed a drink.
I stepped into the trap. She wanted me. She wanted a man. She needed someone to caress her and do the thing to her she had been trying to get all that liquor to do. She wanted me to do what the fat boy couldnt do for her, if he did anything at all. Cool Spade, I thought. The man has done it again. His program is so together that not only is he getting the leg that hes after, but stuff that he didnt even know he was in line for. The main man is pulling another fast one on the world. Poor silly bitch cant resist the reputation and the coolness that this nigger wears like another vine. Goddamn! Goddamn a silly-ass Spade and all the idiocy that it represents! Goddamn motherfuckin make-believe people! They ain out here and they wouldnt dare try to pull all that cool shit in the middle of 17th Street with the P.R.s on one corner and the whiteys on another and them right in the motherfuckin middle! Goddamn! There was no point in getting into a thing about saving the princess from the fat ogre. All I had really been doing was trying to screw Johns piece of tail. I had needed that just for myself to prove to me that I was the MAN, while John was just another two-bit dealer. He would never be another Spade. All Debbie had been was just another piece of ass!
I sat in the corner of the Cobra and drank a Jack D. and listened to Ray Charles sing about crying. Listen to the blind man see.
Time. The word comes through the turnstiles of your mind, ringing that bell that attracts your attention like the warning bell near the end of a line on a typewriter. Time is here; then it is gone. I remember the first day I learned the meaning of the word gone. I had found my grandmother dead. Gone meant no tomorrow. Gone meant over. Dead meant that you, who had been something, were now nothing. That was the first time I saw a body lowered into the ground while people cried. I cried too, because I realized that I would someday die, and I was afraid of death. No longer was death a shootout in a cowboy movie or Christians being eaten alive in a Roman arena by toothless lions. It was the end of everything.
Time is also supposed to be the great healer. In the weeks that followed, I knew that John Lee would give me a chance to explain to him. I was sure that John would be man enough to sit down and listen to what I had to say, but he seemed to avoid me as though he knew that talking with me would be fatal for his ideals. It never occurred to me that he might sense the truth and just not want to hear. I never thought that he would rather believe something that was wrong than to find out the truth about the woman he called love, but I was no student of the mind. John held Debbie the way I held Crystal, free of blame. To find out that Debbie never really wanted him would have been to discover that the solid ground he walked on was really only sand.
July 9, 1969 / 8:29 P.M.
I didnt travel the same roads I had once traveled. The corner Spade had become the missing link, and instead of greetings on the block, I heard whispers being thrown past, talk of my former deeds, as though I were a ghost instead of a man. I was looking down on the corner from my window when the phone rang.
Eddie?
Yeah, Crys. Her voice was shaking.
Ive got to see you, she said.
Yeah, baby, tomorrow, jus like we planned.
Now!  Not tomorrow or next week or whenever. Now!
All right, I said. Ill be right there. I dropped the receiver and then picked it up again. I dialed Smoky, hoping that he wasnt gone for the rounds. I told Smoky that there was a family emergency and asked him if he could make my rounds for me. He said that he would, and I thanked him.
I ran out into the street dressed as I was. Blue jeans and a sweatshirt was all that I wore. Not my general street thing at all. I hailed a cab as it rolled down Ninth Avenue. All sorts of things grabbed my middle as I remembered the urgent, pleading tone in Crystals voice. I had never heard anything like that from her, even during our infrequent arguments.
The cab made fairly good time, but nothing like the instant teleportation that I wanted. We were going down-town on Avenue D just off 14th Street when I told him to halt. I tossed him two bucks for the dollar-and-a-half lift and made it inside. In the elevator I lit a cigarette and wiped my sunglasses clean.
Progress was slow in the elevator. Riis projects had been around a long time, and the elevator was a part of the history it represented. I thought about what it would be like inside with Crystal. Id try a Hey, baby, and see how that got over.
As I knocked at the door, a flash of fear shot through me. In spite of the exterior thing that I was trying to get together, I was nervous. I could feel cold drops of sweat forming in my armpits and trickling down my side. I shivered involuntarily.
Crystal opened the door, and I stepped in, false smile in place. I stooped to peck her on the cheek, but she moved out of range. It was only ten before nine, but the house was silent and empty, like a tomb.
Crystal had been crying. The attempt she had made to straighten herself out had not been worth the effort. Her eyes were puffed and red, and the little lipstick that she used was uneven. I had been shocked to see her looking like that. I forgot the part I was supposed to be playing. She handed me a letter as we walked through the hall to the living room. I reopened it where the seal had been originally broken and read it.
I pretended to keep reading even after I had finished. My mind was gone. I couldnt even stop and focus on the written words in order to salvage the deeper meaning. Surely this was not what the author had been trying to say. It was some sort of code, some kind of trick. This was a lie!
You believe this? I asked Crystal.
Why would she lie?
Do you believe it? Thats what Im asking you, I yelled.
Yes, I do. I believe every word of it. Crystals eyes clouded, and she started sobbing again. She stretched out on the sofa and turned her back on me. I wanted to lean over and hold her and comfort her, but my feet were embedded in rock. I couldnt pull them free of their position.
I looked around the dimly lit room. The only light was the one directly behind me that I had used to read the letter. I wanted Crystals mother and little brother there. The only jury I had before me were the silent furniture sentinels, who could only observe. I needed people.
I saw Mrs Amos sitting in the corner easy chair where she usually sat during my visits, making small talk and waiting for Crystal to come out and entertain her guest.
Mrs Amos, I was saying. You know me. This is Eddie. Remember Christmas when we all went shopping together and I bought you the house shoes and the sweater? Dont you remember me? Mrs Amos sat unmoving in the corner. Unmoving and unblinking and unbreathing. Why in the hell dont you say something, Mrs Amos? God, whats wrong with you?
Crystals little brother, Mack, was sitting at his mothers feet playing with a section of an electric train.
Hey! Mack! This is Eddie. Im like a big brother to you, Mack. I took you to the movies and the zoo, and I gave you that train. Im yo boy! Mack? Well, at least look up at me and act like you know me. Doesnt anybody here know me?
I glanced down at the letter again and looked to the crying girl on the couch. I realized with a start that there was no one else in the room.
 		 			Dear Crystal,
How are you? Perhaps you are wondering already about this letter. Perhaps I should not be telling you this. Most likely the letter will make you absolutely no difference. I am writing because you need to know that the man you are probably sleeping with, Eddie Shannon, is going to be the father of my child. When I told him this, he laughed and said So what? In a few times that I saw you, you struck me as a very nice girl who would probably fall for a guy like Eddie, just as I did. You raised questions in my mind very often, but Eddie assured me that you and he were just good friends. It was only recently that I learned that he was using both of us for play toys. I am telling you all of this because you probably think that Eddie will marry you if something goes wrong. Thats what I thought. My life is all messed up as a result of this. I will have to raise a child without a father. I have moved away from home. I could never live with my family after this. Please do as you see fit, but remember that I warned you of it all for your own good.
Debbie Clark

 		 	Crystal continued to lie on the sofa, sniffing. Some sort of wall had sprung up between us. I could only shake my head silently. My mind would not permit my body to do the things I needed to do. I was helpless and hopeless. I balled up the letter and tossed it to the floor. I took the envelope and put it in my pocket, and without so much as a good-bye, I went through the door and down to the street below. I cast one single glance back to her window as I started uptown on foot. The lights were out in the apartment. It was all over.
I was back on the block in twenty minutes with my head still spinning and the atmosphere of the world pressing down on me like a bleak moment in one of Edgar Allan Poes nightmare classics.
I stopped at Delores house on 13th Street and Eighth Avenue. Delores was Crystals cousin, but she was also Debbies best friend. There was another mystery involved with everything now. Delores met me at the door and ushered me through to the living room with a smile that I quickly erased.
Wheres Debbie? I asked point blank.
How should I know? At home, I guess.
Look, Delores, I was speaking with my teeth clenched and my voice barely above a whisper. Im gonna find her if it takes me the rest of my life. You had damn well better tell me if you know anything cause if I should ever find out you knew an sent me huntin turkey, Ill beat you until yo own mama wouldnt recognize you. An yo boyfrien aint bad enough to stop me.
Shes in Baltimore, Delores said.
I knew that to be true. I had taken the letter envelope and seen: Baltimore, Maryland July 8, 1969. I needed an address in Baltimore.
Where? I asked.
I dont know.
Look here, I said. Yo bes frien gits knocked up, an I ask you where shes at, an you say you don know. Girl, you mus think Im crazy!
She has friends, Delores said. Her eyes were pleading with me not to ask her any more questions, but I didnt care.
And thats where shes havin the kid?
Shes gonna have an abortion.
I was completely out of everything. I needed a drink, but I didnt trust Delores out of my sight. I could hear her parents running off at the mouth about some TV show they must have been watching in the next room. I could barely see the girl through the sunglasses. I took them off.
That cost money, I breathed.
She had almost five hundred dollars when she left.
I whistled out loud. Is that enough?
I dont know, was the reply.
Whos she stayin with? I asked.
Shes stayin with Faye Garrison. The conversation was becoming thick and weighted. Delores kept throwing suspicious stares back over her shoulder toward the door that separated us from her parents.
Where do  I began.
Spade, stop! For the first time Delores raised her voice, and I looked to the door. I dont know everything! Ive already told you more than I should have. That wasnt really any of my business! I dont know how youre mixed up in any of this, but anything youre involved in is always bad and ugly. I told Crystal to leave you alone! You know how tight Crys and I are  Now you come in here askin me about Debbie when Ive just seen Debbie leave here four days ago with more money than Ive ever seen in my life. Youre a rotten bastard, Spade. I wish you were dead! She ran from the room and slammed the door behind her. Her father looked out into the living room and saw me.
You know how women are, I grinned.
He didnt say anything at all. He simply sat looking through the wedge he had made until I closed the door behind me. At the corner store I bought another pack of cigarettes, a paper, and a sports book. Once inside my apartment, I showered and shaved, then donned new clothes. I checked myself out in the mirror as I made the front door. New shirt and silk pants, plus a white raincoat and alligator shoes that started at sixty-five bucks. I caught a cab to the Port Authority at 41st Street and was entering the terminal when they announced my bus; 10:15 P.M. to Baltimore.
Baltimore, Maryland / July 10 / 2:30 A.M.
Nine oclock hits Baltimore like a nightstick. All of the facilities of the central nervous system go immediately off duty. I arrived during the time each day when morning and night are colliding just offstage. The lords of the night are not yet fully prepared to relinquish their confiscated territory. The night people on the planet Earth are sullenly aroused by a knock at the door atop the solar system. It is the sun. Several stars are involved in a mutiny, and little by little the sun robs the moon of all his subjects. The moon dreams of recapturing the stray night lights, and he fades either east or west to recall them. It is daybreak.
I stood in the Baltimore bus terminal watching the beginning of the fray near the other side of heaven. I checked the city phone book looking for the name I knew would connect me with Faye Garrison. There was only one such name, and I prayed that I could find it.

     			 					Garrison, Odom 216  Chas	BI 60907
	Garrison, Oliver 37 Aztec Dr	KL 86472
	Garrison, O.T. 995 Royal St	TA 47299




    I stopped at the name O.T. That had been Oscar Taylor Garrisons initials. Faye had been a go-go girl at a dive called El Sombrero on 20th Street and Eighth Avenue. The owner had been . . (On Time) Garrison, who bought another place in Baltimore, where he and Faye moved. All of this came back to me when I saw his name and address listed.
 	I jumped into a cab outside the terminal. The warm air assaulted me after my sit in the air-conditioned coolness of the bus. I gave the driver the address on Royal Street and then settled back, watching the sleeping city flash past the windows. Sleep was closing in on me. Lights changed: Red-yellow-green-yellow-red. The initial anxiety I had had was wearing off. The tense feeling that had choked at my bowels was releasing me to the warm womb of drowsiness and ease. I thought I might need to see Debbie because I had lost Crystal, and there was no doubt in my mind that Crystal was lost to me. Crystal had been a great part of me. She had replaced the love I lost when my mother died. My father and I had been enemies. We stood opposite in terms of everything. My mother had been sort of like a mediator who struck agreements for us, so that it was possible for us to live together under the same roof. Crystal had been my love. She gave me the kind of love that cannot be measured in the amount of fear you command, because fear cannot be a mother for true love. The love that supplements reality when your goals become hazy and obscure.
I got a tremendous surprise when I knocked at the door. I could see the whole situation turning around in my hands. Debbie did not seem surprised to see me. I was a bit let down.
Im watchin a late-late-late, she said. Cmon in.
I followed her. The door opened onto a wide red carpet that needed a vacuum cleaners services.
I came about the letter you wrote Crystal, I said.
I know, she admitted, looking back. She plopped down on the couch in front of the idiot box and stared at Humphrey Bogart, my man. She was eating an apple.
I want to know why you did it? I asked.
I needed the money.
Well, just how much was my soul worth?
Tsk. Tsk. Lets not be like that. Five hundred.
From who?
John Lee.
Of course. Why in the hell? What in the world? Why in the devil hadnt the image of that fat idiot appeared on my screen. Of course. What had I been thinking of?
I went to John and told him that I needed money. He said he would give it to me if I wrote the letter. Its that simple.
You have the abortion yet?
Day after tomorrow.
Did you tell dear John I wuzn sleepin with you?
No  Would you believe that?
She was perfectly in control of everything, at ease with the world. I was the one who wasnt sure what was going on. I could not even look at her.
Pardon me, she said in Spanish. Have a drink? I nodded.
She nodded in return and went off behind me somewhere in the kitchen, coming back with Old Grand-Dad, two glasses, and ice.
You want to mix? she asked. I shook my head no.
How you gon make out? I asked.
Okay, she said.
Five hundred ain a whole lotta bread.
Itll do. When Im well Im gonna dance with Faye down at their club. Thats where theyre at now.
How much she had changed since I had last seen her. She had aged so much that she hardly seemed like the same girl. She had decided just what she was going to do, and she was making the most of it. I wondered how many girls I had known who came up pregnant and decided that life was over and started screwing for a living?
You know, I said, Youre carryin my kid, an I never went to bed with you.
So? She smiled.
I wuz wondrin if I gave it to you by proxy or somethin.
No. Nuthin like that.
We both had a good laugh at that. The drinks I had originally poured were now warming our midsections and loosening the initial discomfort. I dished out refills.
You sold me out, I told her.
I had no choice, she said softly.
Youre the one who had this crush on me  and you sold me out twice. Once to get rid of Lee. Once to get money from Lee.
Dont act hurt, Spade, she said. Nothin ever really hurt you. You came to my house with one thought. That was getting into bed with me. I got you into a corner before you got me on the sheets. You know how the game is played.
I lit another cigarette. She was so right and so wrong at once. I wanted to scream and break the silence that surrounded us. Yes! We were out to use each other the first time, and you won, but not the second time. You were wrong the second time. You swung a long way below the belt when you took Crystal from me. I noticed that Debbie wasnt kidding me. She hadnt known how much Crys meant to me. It was all part of being Spade, the man with a death mask for a face. The man with a tombstone for a heart. The man without a solitary soul who knew how he felt, what he wanted, or how much he was alone. The silly actor who could never get off-stage long enough to tell the one girl who mattered that he loved her.
But John Lee knew.
John Lee had to have known how much Crystal meant to me, or else he could never have done such a perfect job of destroying me. He was in the street just like I was, and the only thing that kept him going had been Debbie. Even though he probably knew that he was buying her love. Bought love is better than no love at all.
John Lee knew! He must have seen me on the shore with Crys, and he wanted me out there trying to swim next to him. Too far out of reach to swim to safety or be rescued. Two men who could not survive. Two men in a cave-in with no air to breathe. Two men in the desert without water, watching the vultures circle overhead.
Lets go to bed, I said.
What?
Lets go to bed, I repeated.
I thought for a second that I was going to be Humphrey Bogart one more time. Then I realized that I was going to be Spade again. The truth was that Bogart and Spade never battled. It was always Spade and Eddie Shannon who fought for control. Deb followed me into the bedroom, whoever I was.

July 12, 1969 / New York City
I was on my way to work. The only exception was that for the first time I really felt like I knew what my job was. I could no longer be detached. There was nowhere else to look except into the eyes of the junkies and streetwalkers and pimps. They were my people. I felt that I was killing them just as surely as Smoky would if they didnt pay. I felt dead.
It wasnt even the same type of feeling I had before I met Crystal. I hadnt known what love was then. You can never miss something until you have experienced it and have to do without. I was now a man without love.
At about ten oclock I stood in back of the church on 127th Street and Seventh Avenue in the park, waiting for one of my men to deliver. He would be the first of fifteen. The breeze came in with token force and swirled the charred ashes of a burned newspaper around my feet. When I looked up at the sound of footsteps, it wasnt Kenton, but Smoky.
Happnin, Smoke? I asked.
Nuthin much. i come tell you they ain no work tnight. i try to call an git you at home. zinari give a lil thing in his crib startin bout twelve.
Oh? That sounds pretty good.
yeah, man! menny girls, much tas, lil smoke.
 think Ill make that, I said, nodding.
want me to pick you up? Smoky asked.
No, Ill be getting there a little late. Could you give me a lift home now?
sholy, sir. my limazine iz alwaze at yo service.
We hopped into the Cadillac, and Smoky burned rubber getting away from the curb at 127th Street. It would be good to do a little partying. Parties do a lot for the nerves.


    

	


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/a5-1.png
In accordance with the Act of April 16, 1907, P.L. 62,
as amended by the Act of July 12, 1935, P.L. 710,
16 P.S. Sec. 9521, and on section 503 of the Vital Sta-
tistics Act of June 29, 1953, P.L. 304, 35 P.S. sec. 450,
503, I hereby request that an autopsy be performed on

thebodyof ___John Lee at

the expense of the County of New York and send a

report to me or the coroner of the County of New York.
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