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      Los Angeles Holocaust: Mike BarryWhen a wolf leaves the pack, he lives only as long as he can kill by himself quicker and surer than any pack he runs up against. Meet a man beyond either forgiveness or vengeance. Meet the Man they Call The Lone Wolf. Better meet him now. The way he lives, he can’t live much longer. 


      Los Angeles was not a place but a mental state, the mental state of a severely deranged person. Wulff hated it. Los Angeles and New York were nominally both American cities but while New York was a great, steaming, dying beast, Los Angeles was merely vapor. 


      Wulff was marked, but he was marked for Calabrese. He was Calabrese’s game, Wulff, was, Wulff and his two million dollar cargo. Wulff was scheduled for killing, and it might as well happen in this cheap rooming house for unemployed actors in this suburb in a city that was all suburbs at the ragged-ass end of the continent …
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PROLOGUE

Vast fucking city of the mind. Los Angeles was not a place but a mental state, the mental state of a severely deranged person. The roads ran like clotted arteries in search of a head; the smog nestled little ropes down over those arteries and drew tight. Wulff hated it. Los Angeles and New York were nominally both American cities, but New York was a great, steaming, dying beast whereas Los Angeles was merely vapor. He hated it but good. Still, it was good to be back in the States again. Not three days ago he had doubted that he would ever see his country again. It still was his country, of course. King America. Where everything began and where someday soon it would end.

Wulff found himself tenanting a residence hotel in a suburb. Everything in Los Angeles was a suburb. The residence hotel had an elegant name like the Actor’s Home or the Colony Quarters, something like that; the kind of address which when put on mail would give out-of-towners the impression that the tenant was really making it out in the Golden West. In truth, the average age of the Actor’s Home or Colony Quarter tenants was somewhere over fifty. A couple of them had busted out from being extras or stagehands. These were the top-flight residents of the home but the majority of them had come no closer to the movies than going to the movies themselves and they seemed to be merely a step above the derelict class. There were a sprinkling of women who were in even worse shape than the men, but the sex of the Actor’s Home or Colony Quarters seemed mostly to be neuter. They were scoring a little shit in the hallways, of course, and pot blew out of the rooms like breeze at night, but Wulff was not interested in that kind of stuff. That was nickels and dimes; he had long lost any passion for complete extermination. If people wanted to blow a little pot then that was their prerogative, at least until the big squeeze could be put on. He was after much bigger game. He and a big sack of shit were waiting for a two million dollar rendezvous.

Someone was going to make contact with him at the Actor’s Home for the ostensible purpose of scoring the bag. They weren’t going to score the bag. They were going to lead him right up the chain to the head and eventually back to Chicago but they did not know that. Wulff had put the word out that he was in town; there had been little trouble in making contact. By this time everybody knew who he was and the fact that he had a two million dollar sack wouldn’t hurt his social standing at all. And the fact that he was Calabrese’s game, Calabrese’s marked man, even kept him safe in this city, at least until Calabrese could get organized, get some orders through. So he hung tight in the Actor’s Home, the Colony Quarters. Two days, three days; it made no difference at all. He had all the time in the world now; he could wait them out. Waiting was the least of it. It was the confrontation that made life difficult.

There was a girl stashed in San Francisco under a different name, but Wulff knew her as Tamara. He had seen her a few months back, and she had reached him in a way that no one else during his Odyssey had; maybe she was the reason that he had come back to the coast from El Paso. He could have scored New York again or Minneapolis, anything but Chicago; it made no difference. But Los Angeles sounded good. It was close enough to San Francisco to be less than a day, fast car, and the country was the same. He didn’t think that he ever wanted to see San Francisco again though. Los Angeles was close enough.

He called the girl, reaching her at her parents’ house where she had been stashed, and she came down to see him. Wulff really had not expected anything different. If he had thought that the girl would not be anxious to see him he never would have come here, never would have made the call. She took a bus down to the Colony Quarters, walked straight in, probably the first young, attractive girl that had been in this dump in forty years, went straight to the little room where Wulff and his sack had huddled up, and came in. He spent the next twelve hours fucking the shit out of her. Why not? He was entitled. Not that his feelings about her were really that crude, not that simple fucking would have appealed to him without a kind of emotional context at this point … but keep it straight. Keep it simple. He banged the hell out of Tamara, fulfilling a promise that he had made in Las Vegas, and quite reciprocally she banged the hell out of him. She was a nice girl, not without feeling and genuine emotional range, but the really nice, uncomplicating factor about her was that she liked to screw too. She saw nothing wrong with it. Besides, Wulff had saved her from nearly OD’ing out back in San Francisco. She owed him her life. Wulff had a knack for finding pretty girls who were OD’d out. Sometimes they were alive. Sometimes they were dead. This one had been alive.

On the morning after the night the girl Tamara came, Wulff awoke after an hour’s doze lying naked against her, reached for her while half asleep, and felt her immediately curve like a bow into his arms, her body ripe for the springing … and as he leaned to take her he heard a pounding on the door and knew with a sense of regret that his Odyssey was over. Calabrese’s men or the contact point? Either way the jig was up. Twelve hours, though, was not a bad Odyssey. At the pace his life had been going in recent months it was downright exceptional.

He told her to watch it and he got a gun and then throwing a robe around himself he opened the door. She leaned back in the bed, half-closing her eyes, looking at the wall, unmoving. She certainly had a lot of faith in him. Maybe he rated it.





I

The revision in the New York State narcotics law went into the books on September 1st.

For Evans, everything on his first bust after that date went like clockwork, and then abruptly all of it fell apart. Motherfuckers. All of them. Maybe he wasn’t thinking of a narcotics bust here but of the country itself. You never could tell. It was easy to get confused.

Evans was supposed to score the deal at the prearranged corner, 116th Street and Lenox Avenue, while Finch, the senior man in undercover garb, covered him from across the street. The minute that Evans had paid the dealer with the marked bills Finch would move in, gun drawn, while Evans went for his own pistol. Then they would take the kid downtown. A little crowd noise might develop, but against two drawn service revolvers and identification nothing was really going to happen. Routine shit. He had gone through this ten, fifteen times before, and the only scary time was wondering if the dealer would show up to begin with or whether he, Evans, would be walking into an ambush. Once he had walked into something like that. Of course, Evans had never tried the gig in this neighborhood before. That was simple, reasonable policy: never pull the same trick twice in the same neighborhood. All of it was on the same chain. Word would get around.

Everything, to a point, went just the way it was supposed to. Finch, a young black dressed like a bum, was nodding away in his place fifteen minutes before the rendezvous. The kid himself showed, overanxious probably, five minutes early, talking to himself in a brisk distracted way … sampling his own goods. Evans bought three decks for a hundred apiece, cheap stuff he was sure. He was already looking forward to the lab report on this; probably it was sugar. He passed over the six marked fifties to the kid, the kid taking them with eyes half-closed, nodding away saying, “Good shit, good shit, man.” He might have been nineteen years old. “You’ll love this shit,” the kid said dreamily and put away the fifties, heaving from a crouch to take himself out of the scene, and then Finch was sprinting across the street, reaching for his gun.

Evans at that moment moved for his own revolver and the kid, seeing the situation collapse in front of him, was already backing into the near wall, hands up, terror leaking from the open spots on his cheeks. Evans could have laughed with the ease of it: how well it was going, how much he had it all under control now and then. Just like that it broke open.

Finch was no longer running. He was being swarmed on the street. No traffic here to block his view. Three men had come from hidden doorways and had pinned Finch, and as Evans watched this Finch went down screaming, the bellow of pain quite distinct in the thick air, the sound of bone shattering as a foot went into his skull. Evans was still working with his pistol, the tube of his attention narrowed down in that way. He almost had it out and was starting to bear down on the three men for a series of shots that would get them and yet not kill Finch. But as he was concentrating something hit him on the side of the head, opening up an empty place in the skull that he had never before known to be there, and Evans fell to the ground, the vague impression that bodies were swarming over him mingling with the pain of concrete against his knees. Then the pistol was yanked from his hand, and he could see faces looming over him.

Two of them: hard, bitter, implacable, street faces these. God knows where they had come from. Like all of the street faces they simply were there, and Evans, turning instinctively, trying to pull himself into a standing position, was kicked hard in the ass, the contact striking bone, bringing undignified tears, and he went down to the street again. He was crying. No one had kicked him in the ass since the fifth grade. This could not be happening. He was a five year veteran. It could not be happening to him. Laughing; they were laughing all around, and then Evans was yanked upwards, felt himself moving through dense layers of space to confront the man who had kicked him, and as he thrashed in that grip it occurred to him that he was probably going to die. He was helpless; they had given him no lead time. The decks of heroin were pulled from his pocket by one of the men and then they were filling the air, tossed around, disappearing somewhere. The two looked the same: somewhere in their twenties, nondescript clothing, closed-in faces. Neither had a gun. They had taken him that easily. “You stupid son of a bitch,” one of the men said.

Evans looked for Finch. Where the hell was Finch? The last time he had looked the man had been covered on the street and surely he must be there somewhere. Even swarmed under bodies Finch had to be there, struggling, reaching for his own revolver, trying to dig out the killing shot … but Evans could not see him. Nothing was on the street whatsoever, nothing in Harlem: no traffic, empty stones, the perspective seeming to have narrowed to a radius working within three feet out There were only the two men and himself and then as Evans looked, everything swinging into slow motion, trying open-mouthed to focus the situation, the kid from whom he had scored came into view, his face still leaking that terror, his eyes perfectly blank. “Kill the son of a bitch,” the kid said above Evans, “you’ve got to kill him now. Kill him for this.”

The unreality was still probing at him, but seeing the kid caused the angles to harden once again. Evans felt that the kid must be the pivot of the situation; if he could get a grip of some sort he could swing out from there. Grab the wheel and turn. “Cut out the shit,” he said weakly, “just cut it out. I’m a police officer. Now let me go before it gets much worse.” He had a pregnant wife and a three-year-old girl. His wife had begged him to get out, but he was going for the good twenty.

“Fucking cop,” one of the men said. He tightened his grip, banged Evans into a wall. He could feel the stones coming into him like so many fists and he would have hit ground again, but something was holding him up now, and then the two were in even tighter focus. “Fucking son of a bitch cop.” He turned toward the other, the man propping up Evans, needing confirmation of some sort but there was nothing doing there at all. The other man said nothing. “You know what fucking kind of trouble you’re in, cop?” he said. “Do you know now?”

He guessed he did. Oh, yes indeed, he did. Evans tried to say something, felt his throat constricting, dry, croaked, decided to say nothing. Everything had reared out of control like a crazed horse off the rein. Here had been a nice, tight, simple score and bust which had broken away from him and now it had turned into something else. He might, he thought, even have gone on to deal with that. These things, he understood, happened, but what he could not deal with was the hatred of the two men pinning him and his growing sense that what he did would have no consequence; he was going to die here and now in Harlem. It was not fair; that was about the only thought which persisted. He knew his business, he had been in narco long enough, there was nothing that was supposed to shake him at this point. Nevertheless, here it was. Where the fuck was Finch? Where was traffic in this area, had they sealed off the streets to get him? Surely they could not have anticipated this so tightly. Everything was crazy, that was all. The kid who he had scored off had now closed the last of the ground between them. He was staring at Evans. Sweat came off his face in little chains.

The other two smiled then and stood aside as if they had been the official greeters, the kid being the celebrity, set up. “You fucking cop,” the kid said, “I try to score you a little shit and you pull a badge on me. That’s rotten. That’s really rotten.”

“You’re in a lot of trouble.”

“Am I?”

“A lot of trouble,” Evans repeated. He tried to make the words come out evenly, aiming for some menace, but they did not. Nevertheless. Stick with it. No choice otherwise. “You’re in a hell of a lot of trouble.”

“You’re in more, cop.”

“Give up,” Evans said. “It isn’t worth it If it’s a first offense they’ll go easy on you.” He thought he had been doing well but his voice broke on the easy. “Easy on you,” he said again, keeping his voice flat this time. Something was wrong with his breath. It leapt and stirred in his chest, out of synch with his attention. It could not be a heart attack. He was twenty-seven years old.

The kid reached out a hand, and one of the others handed him the pistol slap! just the way operating room nurses handed scalpels to surgeons on television. The kid pointed it at Evans. “I’m going to kill you, you bastard,” he said.

“No, you’re not.”

“Yes, I am. You set me up. You set me up for a life bust.” The kid’s voice was breaking too but he made no effort to control it. Why the hell should he? He was the one with the gun. “No one does this to Willie,” he said.

“Now listen here, Willie,” Evans said, seizing the name for the contact. He had to establish some connection. Maybe Finch was struggling with the other two at this moment; maybe Finch was in the process of pulling free, coming to bail him out at just this moment He had never believed that he could die. “Listen, Willie, it doesn’t have to be this bad. Give up. Give me the gun. Give me the gun, Willie. Using a weapon on a police officer in the performance of his duty—”

“I ain’t using no fucking weapon, man. I’m going to kill you.”

“Killing a cop is death, Willie,” Evans said. “It’s death in this state, the only capital punishment left. It’s much worse than scoring shit, Willie.”

“Is it?” Willie said. “Is it?”

The gun was steady in the kid’s hand, and at that moment Evans knew he was going to be shot. Funny, you could live on the borderline of death for years and years. Every cop or cardiac did, thinking that it might be stalking you, too, but its presence when it came was unmistakable. It was the difference between swimming and drowning, dreaming and happening. He knew that his death was coming at him out of that hand.

“It’s after September 1st, you son of a bitch,” Willie said. “I’m going to go up for life, mandatory, no appeal, no parole for selling. So what the fuck’s the difference between life and capital anymore? Capital’s a better deal.”

“Listen—”

“And besides,” Willie said, looking cunning, “this way I got at least a chance; you take me in I got no chance at all. I’ll be looking out bars for fifty.”

“There are ways—”

“There are no ways,” Willie said quite matter of factly. The two men beside him seemed to nod solemnly; he gave them a checking glance, looked back at Evans. “You see, your fucking white man’s law has given me no choice,” Willie said.

He pulled the trigger.

Evans saw the fire and then something strange happened as the bullet hit him; the bullet gave him an altered perspective, a feeling of vaulting insight, and suddenly he was no longer himself, he was Finch. He was Finch and he was somewhere in an alley across the street, and just as Evans had been shot, Evans/Finch had been shot, too, in the chest, a killing slug for him under the heart. Evans/Finch bellowed with the pain of it, Evans/Finch slumped and then he was only Evans again, locked into his own flesh forever. He saw the kid’s face in the aftermath of the discharge streaked by terror again, looking the same as it had when he had been caught with the score, and Evans thought, my God, he really doesn’t want to do this; he wasn’t lying, he doesn’t want it anymore than I do. We’re both trapped, trapped by what they’ve done to us, trapped by the law. He thought he might say this to the kid, point it out to him in a casual, courteous way—hey, don’t you understand; we’ve got nothing against each other, it’s just the law that they put between—but the hell with that, the hell with casual, courteous conversation. He was falling crosswise, arching into the pavement.

Funny, Evans thought, still thinking, thinking all the way down the pipe until the end, he had expected that his body would collide with one of the other two but it did not. Instead of striking flesh he went through the point of prospective contact, sliding smoothly, and then he was on the stones, stone puncturing his throat. He must have been shot in the heart, he thought, and everything was vaulting upward.

Evans lay there, face down in a sewer. Thought slowly chased itself out of him with the pulses of blood. Then finally he heard, or thought he heard, the sound of sirens. They were coming up Lenox Avenue to save him, the governor and his legions were coming to put the shitseller into prison for life, but too late, governor old man, too late. Evan’s last thought as he died, oblivious of what was around him (but he knew the men had probably run away) was that he hoped the wagon would take Finch first. Finch certainly had more of a chance than he did, that was for sure, and regardless of chances it was not fair that all efforts were not made to save Finch since Finch had just been the sidesaddle man. The bust was Evans’s, the true responsibility his. Sidesaddle Finch, helping Evans on a score, Evans himself sidesaddle to the damned narcotics laws which had killed him.

Life without parole for dealing. Better to kill a cop.

Evans died.





II

A few days before, the bearded man who was piloting the hijacked copter took Wulff all the way up to El Paso in a crazy, zagging journey that had Wulff on the floor most of the way, battling the impulse to throw up, not so sick however that he was not holding the pistol steady on the bearded man. The bearded man, dodging heavy cloud cover and the fear that Calabrese’s men might be up in their own craft trying to intercept, was sick almost all of the way but he was a professional; he kept the thing going. In truth, he had no choice.

“Put that fucking gun away, you clown,” he had said to Wulff once over Rio, and once somewhere over Mexico he had said, “I can’t ride this fucking plane with a gun in my head,” but without hope, and on neither occasion did Wulff put the fucking gun away nor did he stop feeling sick. The bearded man pretty well got the idea then that Wulff would not release him from cover, and resignation added skill to his piloting. He was able to level the plane off pretty well.

They came into an abandoned military airstrip in El Paso in the dead of night. The bearded man worked the controls with one hand while he kept the other free to pray, or if not to pray, at least to make some intricate gestures of his own toward the heavens, which were, with the rotation of the copter in rough weather, sometimes one place and often the other. The copter did not hit straight, hovering to a landing the way they were supposed to do in the movies. But instead it bounced, hit again, and then began to slide down a long, thin wedge of runway, a diving, panicky slide at the end of which it collapsed in a bank of woods, nestling against a tree hundreds of yards from the impact point. Wulff, almost knocked out, was the first to recover, coming off the floor in cautious stages, holding onto the pistol, locating the sackful of shit, millions of dollars worth that he had taken out of Peru for a dead man.

The bearded man lay on his back looking at Wulff almost without interest. All fight was gone. His eyes followed the pistol but they did so incuriously. It was all the same to him, the eyes seemed to be saying with a calm that the mouth would not have, whether Wulff killed him or not because he, the bearded man, could not be bothered with something of so little significance. After a ten-hour flight like this maybe anything would have been a relief; any change under the circumstances.

“I’m flat out of gas,” the pilot said in a dull voice. “They used to have some tanks at the far end, the other side on the west, but I doubt if they even have them anymore. They closed this up two years ago when the Pentagon socked it to them. It’s interesting, you know,” the bearded man went on, “the war was going on for a long time and no one minded and then all of a sudden when public opinion turned against it the Pentagon couldn’t raise a dime. I don’t think that you could get a cent in new military appropriations nowadays if you put it up to a vote.”

“I was in Vietnam,” Wulff said absently.

“So was I,” the bearded man said. “Two years flying stuff out of there for the Red Cross. Never in, only out, mostly sick bodies. It was a stinking mess.”

“Yes, it was,” Wulff said, “but it wasn’t anybody’s fault.”

“I don’t give a fuck whose fault it was. You going to let me go?”

“I don’t know,” Wulff said standing, supporting himself against a cabin wall. “I’m thinking about it.”

“Really nice of you to think about it; I appreciate that more than I can say. Leaving me with an empty gas tank and a ruined copter in this hellhole after I got you out of Peru.”

“Yeah,” Wulff said, “yeah, well it’s tough. Ingratitude runs rampant, you know how it is. These are difficult times for all of us.”

“Sure,” the bearded man said, “sure, difficult times, right down the line.” His voice was emotionless. If the ten-hour flight had left Wulff momentarily without conviction it seemed to have drained the bearded man of purpose. Probably he was still disoriented from having been taken at gunpoint out of the airport down there. “You know,” he said, “you’re a really great man. You’re everything that the press said you were. You’re not only a tiger, you show a true and real kindness to your fellow man.”

“I don’t deal with my fellow man,” Wulff said, “I don’t believe in fellow men.” He went over to the hatch, began to struggle with it. The bearded man watched impassively, his fingers curling. After a time Wulff was able to get the hatch open, bringing in a dank draft of air from the Texas night, the first fresh air that he had breathed since the thin fumes of Peru, which counted only in the marginally life-sustaining sense. “I deal with myself,” Wulff said, “that’s the beginning and the end of it.”

He reached behind him, took up the sack, struggled to get it over his shoulder feeling like Santa Claus with two million dollars worth of shit to waft down the chimney. The bag banged into his ankles knocking him off balance, he staggered, reached to support himself overhead. “It cuts both ways,” he pointed out, “you don’t like your position but what about mine? I’ve still got to make it out of Texas.”

“My heart still bleeds,” the bearded man said faintly.

“I’m letting you go, that’s something.”

“You calculate it,” the pilot said, “you think about that.” But Wulff had already vaulted, was into the air, hit the ground harder than he thought he would, was rolling in the mud. Three turns, the sack twisting under him, and then he was on his feet again beginning that slow, staggering walk from the dark runway to an empty, lighted space in the distance, the sack banging his rump … but before he had gone more than a few steps Wulff heard the sound that he must have been expecting.

Surely he knew that it was going to happen; his body, unconsciously, had already arched against it. There was the sound of metal hitting metal, then a bullet went off somewhere to his right missing him by a good distance, five yards or more he estimated. Then there was the sound of a chamber being spun clumsily, an empty click against the grain, and then the second shot came off-angle, hitting behind a little and to the left this time. The bearded man was cunning but just a shade overeager; maybe it had been overconfidence.

Well, fuck him. He had been willing to give the man a chance, small gratitude for being run out of Peru even at gunpoint, but this was ridiculous. Wulff allowed the sack to drop to the ground, turned around and ran toward the copter, that sound of the spinning chamber coming through the air again, and then the third bullet came as expected. This one was a wild shot completely, the bearded man folding in the clutch as bearded men were apt to do unless, of course, they came from Havana. Wulff had his own pistol out by then, putting a shot through the open space up the hatchway.

Inside he heard a scream, then the sound of thrashing. The pilot’s pistol hit the floor of the copter with a clang, and Wulff stretched, then leaped, got a handhold on metal, and one-armed himself into the abcess of the copter. Here in the spokes of dim light coming from a distant part of the field he saw his assailant flopping like a fish on the floor of the cabin. Moaning. “Please,” the fish said, “please, now.”

Always the same. They would kill you fast or slowly; they would kill you like a fly, construct your death out of indifference and then walk away laughing, but at the moment of confrontation when the weapons were stripped from them, when their own death was imminent, they would break open. They had done it that way, all of them. In San Francisco, Boston, New York, Havana, Lima, the tough men had opened up screaming and pleading. But this, Wulff thought, this was not necessarily anything against any of them because their own cruelty and terror (he understood this now) came not from a contempt for life but out of excess respect and for love of that fragile light which was conveyed through their bodies.

“I had to do it,” the bearded man said. “You would have done the same thing, you know it; we’re no different you and I. What could I do?”

Well, maybe yes and maybe no. Maybe he would have done the same thing and maybe he would not, Wulff thought; he might well have done it if positions were reversed, although he liked to think that he had not changed so much during his journey, that in many ways he was still a cop and took the cop’s dictum: only necessary force. There had to be a level at which a man could be spared simply because of the value of life itself, call it the sacredness of life to reach for an odd term. Then Wulff felt a backlash of bitterness because looking at the bearded man he understood that life meant so little to this creature precisely because he had never understood it. The thing on the floor understood nothing and therefore it had no reverence.

If life was death for this creature, then death was merely a transition. The thing was crawling, flopping before him, and Wulff felt nothing; this was merely another body, more meat to be conveyed from one part of the slaughterhouse to the next. Life was a slaughterhouse with a lot of cubicles and only one exit out to that great yard of decomposition. Wulff thought, drugs were perhaps the best conduit for a lot of dead meat, and the thought was a flare of revulsion, a bright spot of rage out of which the pistol kicked twice, his body shaking with recoil.

The man died silently. Nothing came from him but the sound of escaping air, his bowels voiding. He lay quietly, a neat, almost imperceptible entrance hole in his neck, a somewhat slighter exit wound to the side of the head where the blood was already puddling in its murky escape. He had no sensation whatsoever. All of the feeling had left him a long time ago.

Wulff put the gun aside shoving it deep within his pocket and then he leapt from the copter for the second time, carless now of his angle of descent (killers had luck; he was a killer again), hitting the ground hard on the shoulder blades as he went into a roll. He came from that roll slowly, gaining his feet, dusting dirt and death from himself, moving casually and purposefully through the dark to reclaim his prized sack of shit. That was why the bearded man had shot at him. There could have been no other reason. Wulff himself would not have been worth killing.

Wulff walked away, Santa Claus with his sack, blanking his mind. So many yards to the far side of the field, so many more yards, perhaps, perhaps not, to a highway on which he could flag down a car or hijack one if necessary. So many miles to the car until the next stop and he had an idea where he was going to go from there.

Not Chicago. Not to Calabrese.

He was not ready. He needed to rest, to recoup, to plan his next and final campaign against Calabrese but he could not bait that tiger now.

He found himself thinking of Tamara.

Well, it had been a long time, quite a time since he had seen the girl, almost as long since he had last spoken to her from Las Vegas. There had been a time when she had reached him, another when he thought that he was beyond reaching and that what had happened in San Francisco was just a brief collision of the bodies … but now she had touched him again. He realized that he wanted to see her.

So be it. He was entitled at this stage of the game to the integrity of his impulses. He would see her then. See her, and finally Calabrese.

Wulff walked through the darkness of the abandoned airfield, moving toward the far side. He had killed four hundred and fifty men, most of them fairly prominent at one level or the other of the international drug trade. Four hundred and fifty in four months. He had swept from New York to San Francisco, Boston to Havana, Vegas to Peru and most of these centers would never be the same again, not in relation to the drug traffic, maybe not in relation to anything. He was thirty-two years old. He had a girl behind him and a girl ahead of him. He had a dead man in a cockpit and a couple of other corpses almost as fresh to the far south. He had a lot of bodies ahead of him, still moving, breathing, fucking, drinking, that had his name on them too.





III

“Get him,” Calabrese said over the phone. “Get him. I don’t care about the cost, I don’t care about the risk, I don’t care what kind of troops you have to bring around. Get the bastard.”

“You should have gotten him a long time ago,” the voice on the other end said calmly, “I could have told you, I—”

“Shut the fuck up!” Calabrese screamed. He felt the blood working its dangerous way through the channels of a network, pressing to burst free, moderated himself with a few even gasps of breath. He was not worth dying for. No son of a bitch was worth a stroke. “I know that,” he said more quietly, “I know all about that now. Don’t get into that again.”

“All right,” the voice said. He was a professional subcontractor, working out of the coast area, not really part of the organization at all, which was the only reason that he could get away with talking to Calabrese like this. If he had been almost anyone else Calabrese would have touched him with death right then. “You see the trouble you make for yourself, Calabrese? You see the fucking time and expense? It’s your own goddamned fault. You had him and you should have killed him.”

“That’s in the past,” Calabrese said, “the situation has changed.”

“You bet the situation has changed,” the voice said almost meditatively. “This is a hell of a job you’ve given me, Calabrese, I want you to know that This man is no clown. He’s no fool.”

“I know that,” Calabrese said, “don’t you think I fucking know what we’re dealing with? But at least he surfaces easily. You won’t have any trouble fingering him.”

“I know that,” the voice said, “in fact he’s already surfaced. He’s in LA, do you know that?”

Calabrese paused deliberately, reacting against screaming into the phone. Two more breaths and his control had returned. “Sure,” he said, “I suspected that.”

“We’ve got pretty good information where he is and what he’s doing. Word gets around about him pretty fast.”

“So why didn’t you go after him?” Calabrese said. “Don’t you know there’s a bounty on him already?”

“I was waiting,” the voice said, “waiting for you to call. I’m no bounty hunter, I’m a professional. Besides, I figured that we could do better in direct negotiations than working any bounty and I was right, wasn’t I? I’m usually right. I’ll be in touch,” the voice said and hung up.

Calabrese held the empty receiver in front of him for a while and then very slowly, very neatly he placed it down. He stood, walked from the desk, turned and looked out at the spaces of Lake Michigan for a while, and then he turned back, very slowly reseated himself, ripped open a fresh pack of cigarettes and began to scatter them, one, two, three, broken butts and edges over the room.

I should have killed him when I had the chance, he thought. I had him and I let him get away. So it’s my own fault but what does that mean? What does any of it mean? Fault or no fault, you have to go ahead.

I’m losing my grip, Calabrese thought, and I’m getting old, and it’s all starting to move away from me, but one thing is sure; one thing is absolutely sure; I’m going to get that son of a bitch before he gets me and I’m going to stand over his corpse and I’m going to spit and laugh. And then I’m going to kick his eyes out of his head.

Sure, he thought, and broke another cigarette, that will be very constructive.





IV

Wulff had been a New York police narco for three years. They had thought that they were doing him a big favor on his return from Vietnam, giving him a job with the ones who were considered to be the golden boys of the department in those days. Only the vice squad could come near it for sheer fun in the sun but the vice squad was in the process, in those late sixties, of falling apart whereas narco just got bigger and better all the time. J. Edgar was gearing up his Federal Bureau for the final assault on the international drug merchants at about that time, and surprisingly the new federal money and interest just made things better for everyone in the racket. There was no competition between the bureaucracies, there was just fallout.

Wulff was on the squad for three years. Considering his state of mind when he got the assignment it might have been something of a record; longest time in a job held in highest state of revulsion.

He had come back from mid-sixties Saigon in a total rage, a rage which was only partly compounded of war fatigue, mostly it was the clear intimation that here it all began. Saigon was the living, beating heart of the world’s corruption, and it was this heart that was being used by the blood of America to test out the most advanced forms of death. Here funnelled the poisons and from them the poisons spread out again through the trunk and limbs of the world and much of the poison was junk. Saigon was awash in drugs.

Wulff had seen whole platoons wrecked on hard shit; he had seen hundreds of men, boys really, who had been sent to death by shit, and all the time that he was living and seeing this and keeping his own hands off in horror the trade was going on. He could see its map streaked out in a thousand Saigon faces every day and when he came back to New York, finally, it was with the feeling that he would either have to single-handedly put shit out of the world, or failing that, would have to get as far from the racket as possible so that he would not have to think about it. In more ordinary circumstances he would have gone the latter route; Wulff was angry but he was not that angry, and war did things to a lot of people’s heads that eventually got pushed away back in civilian life. Or drove them to suicide.

Wulff might have settled for the comfortable, easy way but narco wouldn’t let him. He couldn’t escape the war frame of mind. New York was war. He was in the middle of it every duty day.

He saw the informers: smiling, empty men with the shit stashed in their own back pockets, the informers who were working arm in arm with the arm as the saying went, selling their brothers on the streets down the line for a nickel bag and a little less heat. He saw the periodic sweeps when the inspectors would move in from headquarters in response to the newspaper campaigns demanding arrest, and the narcos would go out to pick up truckloads of smiling, willing, nodding informants. In with them today, out by the middle of the next morning, all charges dropped for lack of evidence. He saw the other empty, smiling men in their big cars cruising by the distribution depots at midnight, a last check before turning in for the wife and kiddies and home. He saw the look on the lieutenant’s face when a rookie had been stupid enough to have busted one of the Eldorado men. Wulff got a good taste of all of it.

Well, Vietnam and Harlem; they were both places in the same city. When the dusk began to crawl they even looked the same; combat zones. It made no difference, shit was the name of the game, over here, over there. Fight to keep America free for shit. Twenty-forty a bag or fight. Don’t give up the shit. It got Wulff angry, all right. It got him pretty damned mad.

Finally, he got mad enough to bust an informant in a bar for possession. He collared the son of a bitch and took him into the local precinct. The informant must have had six decks sticking out from his jacket and back pockets. Smiling, nodding, bullshitting Wulff along, just daring him to do something because he knew that Wulff was the man and the one thing that the man never did was to break the rules. Wulff wasn’t going to put up with it. He had his limits, too. So he brought the informant into the precinct and lost sight of him for four hours. He was sitting around the record room, filling out his reports like a fool, bullshitting with the sergeant, until the lieutenant came in finally and said that Wulff had made a false arrest. No evidence. All evidence had disappeared. How could Wulff have brought in a man who was not holding? The lieutenant was very serious when he said this; he was even able to meet Wulff’s eyes. If there were any drugs in the informant’s possession he must have managed to ditch them somehow, somewhere between the bar and the precinct when Wulff had not been watching, the lieutenant said. Wulff had been watching. The lieutenant was a liar. Still, what was he going to do about that? Bust the lieutenant himself?

There would be an investigation, the narco supervisor told Wulff when he came on for his next TDY. Something about Wulff fucking up. In the meantime, though, they had no choice; false arrest was a very bad thing for the department’s image and they were going to send him back to a patrol car. The narco supervisor at least had had the decency not to meet Wulff’s eyes when he went through this but maybe he was not the old hand that the lieutenant was.

Well, going back to a patrol car was a bitch as they conceived it but it was all right with Wulff. He would have taken a beat for that matter except that about that time the department was phasing out the beat policy. Patrol was fine with him. After three years in narco, hustling family disputes and bar hassles, delivering a couple of babies or pegging numbers, runners would have looked like a good clean job, and he found himself looking forward to the assignment as if it was actually some kind of an honor. Which in fact it was. It was fairly rare to get bumped down in the PD for making any kind of an arrest.

But the gig that he had been looking forward to turned out to be his first and last TOY pulled that way because on duty, riding sidesaddle with a black rookie named David Williams, Wulff had stepped into a blind tip about an OD’d girl in a tenement on West 93rd Street. When he, as the sidesaddle, had sprinted up the five flights of the premises to do the honors he found a girl named Marie Calvante lying in the middle of the room, absolutely OD’d out, all twenty-three years of her, her eyes fishlike on the ceiling trip.

Seeing a pretty white girl OD’d out in circumstances like that would have been bad enough for Wulff, hardened ex-narco, combat veteran and all that, but the Calvante call had been even tougher because, unfortunately, Wulff knew her. He knew her very well. In fact, he and Marie Calvante had been engaged to be married within a couple of months, earlier if he could push her, and it was hard for him to believe that she was lying on the floor of that tenement unless someone had put her there. Someone personally interested, not so much in the girl, but in Wulff. It all tied in pretty clearly, he thought, to the informant bust. Cause and effect Chain reaction. It was nice to think that at least this was one murder in New York which wasn’t senseless.

All things considered, Wulff had taken it pretty well. Pretty professionally. He hadn’t cracked up, he hadn’t pulled any dramatic shit like throwing himself across the body, he hadn’t sworn vendetta. That kind of crap was for the movies. All that he had done was to move out of the room right away, almost immediately after David Williams, the rookie, had come upstairs to find out what was taking Wulff so long for verification. He had told Williams very quietly where they could take their police department and stick it and then he had gone onto the streets past the patrol car (Williams had left the keys in, the motor still running, pretty stupid, Wulff had noted professionally) and chucked his badge and credentials into a sewer. In this way he had resigned from the department immediately without bothering to give them the benefit of notice. Loss of pension, of course; he would have to swing his own way after the twenty. But Wulff did not expect to get anywhere near the easy twenty now. He doubted if he would make eleven.

He went out to murder the international drug trade.

He had wanted to do it ever since Vietnam. That was for sure. For a long time a lot of things had held him back, all of those things wrapped together under that deadly, all-inclusive word system: the good twenty was system and busting the informants was system; the thirteen grand a year plus increments and benefits and graft was system, too and system with a capital S had been the gentle girl named Marie who had really hooked him in with pictures of the house they were going to buy, the babies they would make. Nobody in the house-buying, baby-making bit was going to attack the shit-dealers when he had something like that to protect, but the murder of the girl after what they had taught him in the precinct house the night before carried the message for him pretty well. They weren’t going to let him play after all. He was going to have to go outside of it.

Well, he thought, why not? Why not fulfill an old ambition now that the furniture of life had been carried out for him? He might as well try to put all of them out of business. One at a time. Face to face.

The funny thing was that they all denied it.

As Wulff cut his path across the continent, starting in New York, sweeping his way to the coast and then back to Boston, into Havana and Vegas, out the pipe to Chicago and then to Peru, spreading death in bright, broad strokes, there were a lot of system men he met, most of them at the point of his gun or theirs, and none of them would admit that the organization, if there was such a thing, had had a thing to do with Marie Calvante. They had never heard of her. It must have been ten different people was the consensus, because no one in the organization killed anyone on the sidelines, particularly relatives or close friends of antagonists because that could only put things into a newer and uglier context where it could, by implication, become open season on everyone. Marie Calvante had been an unfortunate accident, then. Some freelancer might have done it, maybe the girl had secretly been a junkie and ran into very bad luck on West 93rd Street. But Wolff should understand the protocol of the trade the systems men had advised, averred, insisted, articulated, slobbered, begged, gibbered across desks, back seats of cars, open fields. Wulff should know that the organization had its own code of honor more stringent than anything in the outside world.

Wulff killed them anyway.

What the hell, they were all liars, and responsible for the girl or not, they had killed a lot of innocent people. Directly or indirectly. It was a good philosophy. There was nothing wrong with killing when the enemy was dealing from a stack of cards smeared with blood.

There had been a girl in San Francisco who had given him back a few particles of life; there had been a copter pilot in Havana who had turned out to be a bastard but had taught Wulff a few things first; there was the rookie cop, David Williams, who had pitched in and made himself useful a couple of times before he got hit in the stomach checking out a methadone center in central Harlem. What would cautious Williams make of his precious system now? Wulff wondered. So every now and then you met a few people who were not as bad as most but essentially it had been his own trail. He had played out his own hand without expectation of help and in the conviction that he was going to die soon anyway; why not, then, take all those he could down with him? Peru had been the roughest of all the stops so far, but he had even managed to get out of Peru with a big bag of shit, so what the hell, what the hell indeed … maybe his luck would hold to the end of the trail after all. But Peru had been a rough one.

Peru had damned well not been on his list to start with.

Peru had been the decision of a Chicago boss named Calabrese. Chicago had been on Wullf’s list all right and finally in Chicago he had run up against something really major league, something that possibly was not within his capacity to handle, although he did not want to truly accept this. Chicago, in any event, had been the stomping ground of an old, deadly man named Calabrese, a man in his early seventies who lived in an estate on Lake Michigan and who was so far ahead of the rest of them that he could almost operate out in the open. He virtually did. Calabrese had insisted to Wulff that he, Calabrese, was simply a legitimate businessman trying to make it in a very tough world. He had almost killed Wulff twice, this legitimate businessman. The second time, locked in his office with Wulff, he had laughed in his face, said that he guessed he would not take Wulff out of the game for the time being because he was interesting, he gave Calabrese something of a charge and a challenge just knowing that he was around and functioning.

The idea, Calabrese, that deadly old man, said, was to get Wulff out of the picture for a while but only to a place where he would remain under Calabrese’s control. Peru had been the choice then. He had dumped Wulff into the Hotel Deal in Peru where Wulff had met an ex-Nazi named Stavros who was trying to work his own figures around Calabrese, and although Stavros had been Wulff’s exit ticket from the country, Wulff had been the ex-Nazi’s undoing. Stavros was dead. His pilot who had flown Wulff into El Paso was dead, too.

Almost everyone with whom Wulff had been dealing was dead, come to think of it.

Still, that was one of the breaks of the game. If you administered death you were going to get caught up in it, sure as hell. Wulff found that he didn’t mind it that much. After awhile, for high purposes or low, killing could be almost as much fun as sex if you put it in the proper perspective … which was easy. He had nothing, personally, against killing. As a tactic against these clowns it beat all hell out of busting informants in prearranged sweeps to get headquarters and the newspapers off your neck.

Wulff, carrying a big bag of shit with Stavros’s odor still on it, cut his way out of the border town of El Paso. He had a pretty good idea of where he wanted to go and who he wanted to deal with. But the girl came first. Los Angeles came first. Too much action, too much impacted in too little; he needed a stopover before he could gird himself to take on Chicago again.

So take the show to LA. There was the girl and he wanted to see her … and maybe LA could use a little bit of his action, too. He had the bag. He had the bag of shit and that would suck them in.

It always did. Vermin loved shit.





V

He had the gun in his hand when he yanked the door open, of course. That was routine procedure; anybody who opened a door to a blind knock without a pistol in his hand was asking for a shot in the gut without reply. But it was not the gun that saved him so much, it was what he did after he had flung the door open; he kicked it back into the wall with an ankle, slamming it hard, feeling it rebound, and simultaneously with the crack against plaster, he was rolling, diving, bringing up the gun for a shot.

There was only one man in the hallway. He could see all that in the stop-action of the roll, but his attention was fixed less on the man than on Tamara, the sheets gathered around her, the look of her as she arched up in the bed, a palm like a bud against her mouth as if screaming into it. She did not make a sound. The girl had guts, there was no question about it; call it guts or class, maybe it was the same thing but there was something unbreakable there, and he knew it, recognizing this almost idly, absently in some pocket of the mind as he pumped a bullet into the assailant, then another one, still rolling. There was a sound of flesh hitting wood, then the man was down, the gun leaping from his extended hand, spanging off a wall, and then coming to a stop next to the bed. In that moment the girl looked at it incuriously, hand extended, all of her attention seemingly drawn to the gun, and then her hand came away, disinterest or fear overtaking dispassion, and she leaned back against the headboard. She was still naked. So was Wulff. Remarkable accomplishment, to rear from bed and murder, but he did not think of that now.

He found a towel, draped it around himself as he leaned toward the man on the floor. One eye closed, the other cocked open at the ceiling in a horrid wink that even as Wulff stared, diminished, filtered itself away. One final sigh and then the eye closed, the man lay dead on the floor. He was simply dressed: killing garb you might call it, a sweatshirt and tight-fitting pants. This meant that he had probably come into the lobby with the gun exposed; there was simply no place to conceal it. Surveillance at the Colony Quarters was not too good; a man could walk into that lobby at any time in almost any condition, caveat emptor. But this, Wulff thought vaguely, was ridiculous. He turned to the girl. “He’s dead,” he said.

“I know he’s dead.”

“There was nothing else to do.” He felt vaguely apologetic. “I had to kill him.”

“I know that,” she said. She had been silent and accommodating since he had met her; now her mood had not shifted. She held the sheet up against her neck, her sole impulse seemed to be to keep herself covered. “It all comes back to me,” she said.

Wulff stood, kicked the door closed, went back toward the bed. “I don’t even know who sent him,” he said. “He could have come from Calabrese but then it might have been someone else. I won’t know.”

“It’s all the same,” she said. What he had said did not seem to have registered with her. “Nothing’s changed since I saw you in San Francisco.”

“How could it?”

“The killing,” she said, “the killing goes on.”

“It has to.”

“It never stops. I thought that it would, but it didn’t.”

“I had no choice,” Wulff said, “I have no choice at this point. None at all.” He looked at her abstractedly, then through her, his mind already scuttling away at some perilous angle. Just a moment ago, a few moments ago, he had been totally involved with the girl, concentrating on probing her body, working out through her flesh some dark necessity that he had not even known to be there until she had capped it free … but now it was as if she was not even in the room. Whatever passions had driven him toward her had been transitory, he realized. They did not count. The main thing that counted was the quest.

“I’ve got to get out of here,” he said. “I didn’t think they’d find me so quickly.”

“Yes you did. You wanted them to find you.”

He shrugged. The idea of arguing with her was pointless. Looking at the outline of her body behind the sheet he wondered what had driven him to her in the first place. Whatever it was, whatever she had meant to him, had been so thin that it was now gone. The corpse on the floor was leaking blood. “We’ve got to get out of here,” he said. “I thought we had some time but I was wrong. There’s no time at all.”

“You like to live this way,” she said. There was no accusation in her voice; it was a calm, flat statement. “I really think that you do.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

“When you saved me, when I was with you back in San Francisco, I believed what you were saying. I thought that you were in a bad situation that you hadn’t been responsible for, that really wasn’t your fault at all, that they were closing in on you. But I see now that I was wrong. You enjoy it.”

“I don’t enjoy any of it.”

“Oh,” she said, “but I think you do. I really think you do.”

He looked out the window then, looked out at the range of Los Angeles; no smog on this day. Peculiar, the smog was supposed to be the dominant characteristic of this landscape and yet the air was a complete, uncharted, transparent mass around them, the view from the Colony Quarters stretching far out toward the mountains which seemed to be close in on them by some freak of vision, not miles out there but only a few hundred yards away, and then his attention shifted back to the bed. She had dropped the sheet, was sitting there exposed to the waist, her breasts hanging like teardrops, much lower than they would have appeared in clothing, almost brushing her navel but for all of that there was no impression of heaviness or flab, rather the breasts seemed merely to curve on that angle. She was an attractive girl. One could see where she in herself would be responsible for an itinerary. She stood, her legs tensing underneath her thin but surprisingly strong, little muscles jumping in her calves.

“I’m going to get out of here,” she said, “I’m going to get out while the going is good.” She looked at the corpse and then away from it, walked toward the chair against the wall on which her clothing was propped. “I see the way that this thing is going,” she said, “and I don’t want any part of it. I know that you saved my life and all that, and you can be sure that I’m grateful, but on the other hand, I’m really not up to this any more. My wild times are behind me. Actually, since I got back home after you took me there things have been very quiet and dull and I find that I like it just fine. I wish that I had gotten into the dull life years ago. I may even go back to school in the fall.” She reached for her sweatshirt from the chair, standing on tiptoes to avoid any contact with the corpse, then shrugged the shirt on quickly, casually. “I’m a little old for school, but on the other hand there are worse places to be. This is really wild you know,” she said, taking her pants off the chair, inclining on a toe like a dancer and digging a foot in, then pivoting for the other leg. “Dead men on the floor, people all over the country out to get you, mob bosses who carry your photograph around, triggermen, what not. It’s a wild life, but you’ve got to get out of it, you know. You can’t go on this way.”

“Listen,” Wulff said, turning back from the window, going back toward the bed, “you can’t just walk out of here. It’s ridiculous.”

“Why is it ridiculous?”

“For one thing we don’t know who may be waiting down the hall or covering us on the street. He may have a backup man, there may be other people carrying out surveillance on the building who know who you are. You can’t just walk out into this. You don’t know what you may be walking into.”

“That’s all right,” she said, “I’ll take my chances.”

“No,” he said, “it’s really ridiculous, I can’t permit it. We’ll get out of here together.”

“I don’t think you understand,” she said, turning, facing him, her eyes blank and yet somehow knowledgeable. In this aspect she looked something like the girl that he had pulled out of the San Francisco apartment in a speed jag months ago, although she did not look damned much like her. There were now whole layers of experience seemingly interposed over her attitude and also the softness of that girl that he remembered had gone. “I agreed to meet you, I was glad to hear from you because I felt I owed you something for what you did and also because I had to test something out in myself. I was pretty hung up on you, you know that, don’t you? I guess you could figure that out; the man who was my savior, ex-New York City cop, the lone wolf battling all of the bad men, and so on, and I don’t exactly love the drug pushers myself. I had to see you again, I had to test myself and also, really, I’m grateful for what you did, but you see,” she said, looking once again at the corpse and then putting a small hand, a surprisingly delicate hand for a well-proportioned girl, on the doorknob, “it’s definitely over now. Whatever it was I had to find out, I had to get it out of my system, I did. I can’t go on this way. It’s too dangerous. I’m twenty-five years old. I’d like to make it to twenty-six and I’d rather have a long, boring life than a short, exciting one. Please, don’t come with me. I want to get out of here myself. I just don’t think I want to have any more of your luck riding along with me.”

The girl opened the door, went out into the hallway, closed the door, and left him there standing with a dead man in the middle of the room, her footsteps at first almost imperceptible in the hall and then soundless. As he turned to the window to try to follow her out of the building he realized that the room was looking out on the other side and that there was no way in which he would be able to see her. If someone was lying in wait for her out there she would not have a chance; there would be no way whatsoever that he would be able to protect her.

He stood there poised, listening for the sound of gunfire but there was none, and after a time, Wulff could not calculate exactly when, he knew that she had made it through safely and that he was now alone. Alone with a dead man. He dropped the towel from its position around his waist and slowly, wearily began to dress, feeling as if he had aged years within the last moments, as if some foreshadowing of his own senescence and decline had dropped around his shoulders like a cloak. He hadn’t expected it. He simply hadn’t expected that it would go this way.

The dead man, lusher in his death than ever in life, was leaking fluid through the thin, cheap covering of the floor. Looking at him, Wulff realized that if he did not do something quickly he was likely only to have dead men for company in the near future. They had their merits, dead men did. For one thing they had no ambitions and for another they did not struggle for possessions and show the uncommon perversity that living ones did, but on the other hand it was perhaps better to hold onto life for the time being; it was a known quantity. Also, he had a job to do and he was not finished yet.

It was strange, but apart from these two cited reasons he could not think of one other basis for not pitching it in right now and joining that creature on the floor.





VI

Williams heard about the Evans-Finch double murder the night before he went back on duty. Almost every cop in the city knew about it within two hours, but Williams was still at home so he had to pick it up from the late edition of the Post. To the paper’s credit they gave it a great deal of play, centering a close-up of Evan’s covered body lying on Lenox Avenue with a lot of theorizing out of headquarters as to whether this had been a planned slaying or an impulse killing, but Williams wasn’t having any of it. It was obvious as hell what had happened here. Evans and Finch had probably been in the middle of taking a narcotics bust when the guy on the other end of the score, keeping September 1st in mind, had decided it was better to take a chance on capital for killing a cop than taking sure life for dealing, standing, and letting the two cops put the cuffs on. A week ago the murderer or pack of murderers might have stood still for the arrest, just possibly. Five years for dealing, with the possibility of parole after twenty-two months, would have looked a little more promising than sure death if they got nailed for cop-killing. But with the new program, all bets were off. It was going to be open season in the arena of the shooting galleries from now on; God help any cop who tried a dealing arrest without a gun in his hand and a strong backup across the street. Even that might not hold them. Credit the governor for the new narcotics law; he was going to drive all the dealers out of the streets all right. He was going to disperse them all over the country doing their wonderful work, all except the few who would be starting up a new death row, that is. But the governor didn’t believe in pill-taking of any sort, and goddamnit, if he wasn’t going to take even an aspirin for a headache no one in the State of New York, if he could help it, would be able to do the same. At the rate the governor was going, Williams figured, aspirin-taking without a prescription would itself be a felony within the next four years.

He thought about it quite a bit that night. He wondered if it would change his decision to take the desk job that the precinct had offered and go back on duty at least for a few months while the gut-wound healed completely and he decided what he wanted to do with the next forty or fifty years of his life. If his wife had been around Williams would have discussed the thing with her again, but she was not. Things had been deteriorating between them since the knife that had put him in the hospital had struck. Four days ago, after a particularly vicious disagreement, she had packed up an overnight valise and moved over to her sister’s place in Flatbush; just for a few days, she said, until they cooled off and got some perspective. But it had been longer than just a few days now and she still had not called nor had he. Williams supposed that he couldn’t blame her. The knifing he had taken checking out the methadone center in Spanish Harlem had changed his perspective on a lot of things; had imploded all of his neat, previously held ideas about the system which would protect him and hold him in place as he climbed narrowly up the ladder of the white man’s world, sneering at all of them. Now, having been knifed in the gut, having taken what he thought of as the white man’s knife for the privilege of protecting him, Williams was not sure about the system. It was a massive trap, a sinkhole, that was what it was; it existed for the convenience of a very few who lied to the vast percentage of fools and failures out there so that they, too, could find their way inside with perseverance and luck, the principle of the lottery, a chance for all takers … but it just didn’t work out that way.

No, maybe Wulff had the right idea after all. He had been skeptical about Wulff, more than skeptical. He had taken the man to be crazy with his attitude that the system sucked right down to the bottom, that the system was dedicated to neither good nor evil but simply to its own preservation, and that that preservation would lead it inevitably to more wrong choices than right ones. The idea that a man could go outside of the system deliberately was bad enough, but when it involved a quest as monumental as putting the drug trade out of existence…. Well maybe, Williams had thought when this all began, the right thing was to take up some kind of collection for the guy’s hospitalization.

But maybe Wulff had a point after all. Certainly he was doing more in a matter of months than the narco squads, the DA’s, the President’s Council, and the border operators, to say nothing of the FBI and the late J. Edgar had been able to do in ten years. Williams could read the headlines; just a look at the front pages of the newspapers some days was an indication of what Wulff was up to and how he was going about it. A freighter fire in San Francisco, two hundred dead. A townhouse blown up on the East Side of New York, an important figure lost in the rubble. Someone shot to death in Wall Street. A fire in Boston. Yes, Wulff was making an impression; he was making the rounds. Williams had been able to help him a little bit, too, give him an insight into a weapons shop here, a lead into a missing bag of shit there. But Williams had now heard nothing from Wulff in several weeks. Only the calls from Calabrese, the boss in Chicago, asking Williams where the hell Wulff had gone, were indications that the man was still in the picture. Williams knew Calabrese pretty well if only third-hand. If Calabrese was looking for Wulff that meant that the man had really reached the big leagues, was starting to dig in at the highest point, because Calabrese came out from under his rock only once every ten years and then usually only to sneer at a grand jury or something.

But the problem was not Wulff right now; the problem was Williams and what was going to become of his life. The decision to go back on duty had been easily formed, had been inevitable even though he had done it for the wrong reasons at least according to his wife. “I’ll hang in for a couple of months and really get well,” he said, “and maybe I’ll get hold of some files and data and information and when I’m back to myself I’ll do what Wulff did, I’ll quit them and I’ll really blow them up.” She hadn’t liked that, not the part about going back, but the part about blowing it up. She was eight months pregnant now which made him doubly a bastard for letting her walk out, he supposed, She was all for the house in St. Albans and the system. That was what he had offered her when they were married and that was what she was in it for. At that level her loyalty was unquestioned. But when the very prerogatives shifted, when it turned out that he was interested in something he had never talked to her about, all bets were off. He supposed there was at least a chance that they would never get back together again.

And then the business with Evans. Still, what the hell could you do? The governor was fucking things up right and left. The governor should at least have thought about the choices that he was giving the dealers and the cops when rammed down to confrontation, but the governor, of course, did not give a shit; that kind of thinking was too abstract for him. The governor was a first-class shit at least on this count, Williams thought, but then again he knew nothing about the ins and outs and intricacies of politics. Maybe the governor thought that he was ramming through a popular program and New York City was shit capital of the world as everyone knew. Anyway it hardly mattered to him except in the abstract sense. He was going to go back on desk duty.

Williams lay in bed unable to sleep for a long time, thinking about what had happened to him and what was going to happen next. His gut still ached in certain positions, little slivers of pain like cold radiating through him, and he had to adjust himself repeatedly, trying not to think of what that pain meant, some refraction of his death, the pain of his own death, refracted some fifty years down the pike. He was able to touch his death in the darkness, feel it as a companion in his bed. Instead of a wife, now he had death lying in his bed and this knowledge brought him upright in the darkness, the realization cutting through him as that knife on Lenox Avenue had … and when the phone rang he seized it gasping, groaning, shouting into that phone as if it was only further confirmation of that message.

“Yes!” he said. “Who is it? What is it?” The thought occurred to him in that breathing space that it might be his wife, contrite, willing to come home, or maybe his sister-in-law to tell him that he had a son, but the pause stretched out and he knew it was neither. “All right,” he said in a more restrained way then, “who is it? What the hell is it?”

“You know who this is,” a voice said, “don’t you?”

He guessed he did. Williams guessed he did. “Yes,” he said, “I know who it is. Where the hell have you been?”

“That’s a long story,” Wulff said. “Where the hell have you been?”

“I’ve been in a hospital and then I’ve been home. There are a lot of people querying your whereabouts, Wulff.”

“I know that. I know that damned well. You okay? You’ve recovered?”

“Parts of me,” Williams said, “parts of me have recovered. I’m supposed to go back to work tomorrow.”

“How’s that wife of yours?”

“That’s another story,” Williams said. It was funny how after a lapse like this he could fall back into the same, odd rhythms of the relationship he had established with Wulff. Nothing changed. Nothing changed at all; at least on the outside. That seemed to be a truism. “That’s another story altogether.”

“I’m in trouble,” Wulff said.

“That’s okay. I’m in trouble too.”

“You want to help me out?”

“I don’t know,” Williams said. “I don’t know about my sources of information anymore. I don’t know about anything.”

“I mean more directly,” Wulff said, “more directly than information.”

“Where the hell are you?”

“I’m in Los Angeles. Half the country is looking for me now.”

“You wanted to take on the system. That’s what happens when you take on the system. A lot of people begin to get interested in you.”

“It’s too much for me,” Wulff said, “it’s a little too much even for me. I need some help here. I don’t think that I can hold them off single-handed.”

“I got a knife in my gut,” Williams said. “I almost died up there on 137th Street. I’m lucky to get out of it alive.”

“All right,” Wulff said, “it was just an idea. The hell with it.”

“I didn’t say I wouldn’t go. I don’t see what I can do for you, though. I’m supposed to go back on duty tomorrow. Desk job.”

“Desk jobs are all right,” Wulff said. His voice was thin and high through the continental transmission, not quite as Williams remembered it. Some freak of receptors, of course, unless it was something else … unless he was talking to a man different from the one he had last spoken to. “You’re a system man, Williams, remember? You ought to be happy.”

“I don’t hold no truck with the fucking system,” Williams said, “I’m in a different position now.”

“Then come out,” Wulff said, “come out and help me. I can’t handle this alone. I can’t do it anymore.”

“I’m still on light duty. They don’t want to put me behind a desk because they feel sorry for me. I’m not able to get into heavy stuff.”

“You’ll come out then. You’ll help me.”

“I don’t know,” Williams said. “I’m about to have a child. She’s into the ninth month.”

“Then it’s still the system. The ninth month and a desk job. That’s all you’re telling me.”

“No,” Williams said. He shouted again. “I got nothing to do with the fucking system. I almost died on 137th Street, man, don’t you know that? And she’s not living with me any more. She walked out.”

There was a long pause; Williams could hear Wulff breathing on the other end but for an extended time there was nothing but that breath. “I’m sorry,” Wulff said, “really, I’m sorry about that. I hope I didn’t have anything to do with it.”

“Not much,” Williams said. “Not much.”

“I have no right to ask you anything then. Listen, you get back with that woman. You—”

“It’s too late,” Williams said sharply, and realized in saying it that it was the truth. Of course, it was; it must have been from the beginning. He knew that there was some reason that he had not tried to call her and now he knew what it was. They were simply past that point. “Too late for any of that crap. You’re in a lot of trouble, right?”

“I’m in more trouble than I’ve been in my life. I don’t think I can handle this myself. I thought that if you wanted to come along for the ride I could use you but if you’re not able to handle—”

“I’ll handle it,” Williams said. He clamped the phone in his hand, feeling that hand moisten to the contact. “If I can be of any help I’ll handle it. Where are you? Just tell me where the hell you are.”

“Well,” Wulff said, “I’m at one hell of a places, one hell of a place, old friend.” And he went on from there, giving Williams exact details as to where he was and in what section of Los Angeles and how to get there and what to do when he came in. “Not that it makes any difference,” Wulff finished up, “they have this place under such tight surveillance probably that you’ll have a hell of a lot of trouble getting up here unmolested. I hope you know what you’re getting into, that’s all. I just hope so.”

“I think I do,” Williams said, “I think I do.” And then there was suddenly, awkwardly nothing else to say. He told Wulff that he would try to make it out soon, within a day anyway, depending upon airline schedules and he would do what he could after that.

“You’d better bring some pieces,” Wulff said. “I mean, both service revolvers and anything else that you can get hold of. What I could use, tell you the truth, is a fucking machine gun.”

Williams said that he doubted that very much, for one thing it was a hell of a job to get a machine gun onto an airplane these days. Wulff said he knew what he meant about that and then he hung up because there was simply nothing else to say.

Williams lay there in the dark for a little while. In a vague way he was astonished at himself; how quickly he had siezed the bait, how happily he had collaborated with Wulff. His revulsion with what had happened must have been even greater than he had calculated if he could abandon it so quickly. But then again merely the idea of a desk job might have been what had touched him off; he was no ornamental cop, no play cop with toy armaments. If he was going to do the job he wanted to do it on the front lines or not at all. Funny; he could admit that now. Funny what you sometimes learned about yourself only in the worst of circumstances. His gut was still shuddering but somewhat less than it had before; constriction had overtaken that looseness of uncoiling and he was able to stand and move without pain. He did so. It made no difference now; there was no point in waiting. He got off the bed and packed a suitcase shoving in both service pieces and he left the ranch-style home in St. Albans, New York.

Poising at the threshold for a moment, Williams thought of calling his wife, at least telling her what had happened and where he was going but he did not. It would not be worth it. There was nothing to say to her and the less she knew of his whereabouts the better off she would be if Calabrese decided to put the pressure on. Nobody was going to mess with a woman pregnant in her ninth month, not even Calabrese, and his sister-in-law would take good care of her. He would only be a liability at this time; he would only contaminate the child. I’m sorry, he guessed he could say to her, I’m sorry, sorry about everything, but even this would not have been true. He simply did not know what, if anything, he should feel sorry for. None of what had happened was really his fault. It had all been inherited; inherited pain, inherited destiny.

Maybe the path he was taking now had been the only solution from the first. He would see. He would just see about that.

Williams walked to a corner and hailed a cab, went out to the airport. His wife had taken the Montego when she had split. There were ten payments still due on it. The shocks were gone and the transmission at seventeen thousand miles had already begun to slip. Junk. Junk.





VII

Wulff, ‘62 Cadillac Sedan de Ville, and a small trailer checked into the Idle Time Trailer Park in the San Fernando Valley about twelve hours after his phone call to Williams. Wulff did not look like Wulff any more, wearing a false beard and sideburns which he hoped would make it through the night. The ‘62 Sedan de Ville looked like no Cadillac conceived by the mind of man since the golden days of the automotive age, and the trailer was a horror, a rotting construction that he had picked up along with the Sedan de Ville from a junk lot, the best he could get on short notice. Only the gift from Peru was the same but that was stashed in a corner of the trailer, folded in upon itself, covered with scraps of newspapers, and hopefully no one would be able to tell the difference. If they could find that bag so much the worse for him … but if they could find that bag, Wulff thought, it would only be because his cover was completely blown and in that case it simply did not matter. He had a couple of carbines, too. He would make it very unpleasant, at the least, for anything less than a small army. He did not think Calabrese would send an army out after him. On the other hand, you never could be sure. He was top priority now; he knew that.

The Cadillac, the trailer, the trailer park were out of character, of course. What the hell was Wulff doing underground anyway? But it was a simple calculation of possibilities. Dealing with Tamara after the man had burst in, talking with Williams and then the understanding had finally broken upon him that he was in too deep. He could take on the world, maybe, but he could only do it in small groups, sequentially, over a period of time.

Calabrese had the whole fucking world after him.

Not only that, but organization security could be conceived to be as fouled up as security anywhere. If the word was out through the organization that he was top priority then it would long since have leaked out … his picture, his biography, his probable whereabouts and methods, as well as the goods he had on his person … all of those would be available by now to almost any ambitious freelancer with the price of a gun and a train ticket in his possession. A man could do worse than to go after Wulff at this stage of the game. Killing him would be career-making. Getting hold of the goods would be something more than that.

It was just too hot. He was too deeply in. Surfacing to pick up Williams, if the cat got to LA, was as far as he wanted to go at this time. Even that was a risk. He needed to continue his quest, he needed to kill Calabrese—they were the same thing after all—but right now most of all he badly needed to get underground. Discretion was the better part of valor. Common sense was the only preservation of the courageous man.

“You can be thrown out on an hour’s notice, my notice,” the man at the check-in office of the Idle Hour Trailer Park told him. He looked at the trailer and the Cadillac with revulsion, then reached under his arm and brought out a pamphlet, gave it to Wulff. “These are the rules of the park,” he said, “read them. Any violation and you’re out on your ass.” His eyes would not come off the trailer. “Where did you get that shit?” he asked.

“I picked it up at a garage sale,” Wulff said and turned to go back to the car, the engine still idling.

The guard pursued him though, leaned against the door, blocked Wulff before Wulff could make entry. “How long are you going to be here?” he said.

“I don’t know. I paid a month in advance up front.”

“That didn’t answer my question. You think you’re going to be here a full month?” The man was in his fifties, a transplant, Wulff thought. He was wearing California costume but the look, the face, the eyes were all New York. Probably he was a civil servant, maybe even a cop, who was living on his pension; enjoying the good trailer life in the San Fernando. Sure. Sure he was enjoying the good life.

“Could be,” Wulff said. “I went all through that in the office.”

“Office don’t mean shit,” the man said. He reached under his arm again, felt something, not the pamphlets he was holding. Probably he had a gun in there and likely he had fantasies of using it. Wulff fought for control, opened the door slowly, finding a foot of space between him and the man, and squeezing himself through. The gaseous odor of the car interior rose, enveloped him; looking down at the floorboards he could see the suggestion of wires, gutted steel peering up at him. The car was idling unevenly, at least five of the cylinders dead, choking out clear dribbles of gas he could see in the open spaces purling beneath. He did not want to antagonize these people. Trailer parks were the last frontier. But the urge to smash the transplant was full within him.

“Tell me,” the guard said, “you in any kind of trouble?”

“Not that you should know of.”

“Plenty of people with trouble, they think that they can use this space as a stakeout, a hideout. No address you know, just a lot of trailers.” The man motioned down the path; Wulff following it could see the trailers, many colors, grouped close upon one another. Nesting pattern. “But that’s a goddamned mistake. We report everyone who comes in here to the cops for a routine check. Any troublemakers, the cops come in and bust them up. Also,” the man said, “also, we got our own security forces.”

“That’s nice,” Wulff said. Gently he closed the door, eased the Cadillac into gear. The transmission slammed, bucked, more metal fell off from somewhere. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Anyone we don’t like,” the guard said, still scratching at the place in his armpit, “gets thrown off the land on an hour’s notice like I said. And you lose your whole goddamned deposit too. That’s the way we run things around here. You don’t like it you can move your ass right out now.”

“All right,” Wulff said, releasing the brake, “all right.” He let the car roll; it parted the mud, and he brushed the guard out of view, the car moving, the old, yellow trailer lumbering behind him. He was aware that the guard was standing, following him all the way down the path but whether this was real curiosity, something about Wulff in the heavy disguise which had provoked him, or whether it was the natural hatred which this transplant felt for all people, people who mucked up his grounds, impinged on his territory, Wulff did not know. Nor did he care. He was desperately tired and beginning to feel for the first time now that he was approaching the limit of his possibilities. Always the pursuer, Calabrese had him rammed now into the posture of quarry. He did not like it.

From the road the Idle Hour had looked something like a camping area, a rather bucolic one, set off by fringes of trees and little signs. But now as he penetrated the area in which the trailers were actually parked the bucolic nature went away and Wulff found himself inching down an ever-narrowing path, trailers of all colors parked crazily in every direction, a few forms sitting on those trailers or wandering in the spaces among them in a dishevelled condition, barely enough room now on the declining path to keep the shaky Sedan de Ville properly pointed. Here, he thought, here was the new slum, the new disgrace. Harlem, the agony of New York and the central cities were thought of as the slums in the popular mind but they reflected a reality which had existed seventy or eighty years ago, an industrial reality, say. The slums of today’s New York were little different from the factory towns which had sprouted in the Midwest … the diseased sinkholes that the great cities had been by 1900 … but the trailer park was something new, a post 1950’s invention coming out of an America whose new mobility had merely enabled it to spread its poisons further and thinner. So here in the Idle Hour were the thin segments of agony brushed over the landscape, the same thing really: Harlem, the Idle Hour, miserable areas carved out of the landscape presided over in the one case by landlords and corporations who milked it dry, in the other by small-time entrepreneurs like the guard and his brother who were squeezing a living out of the Idle Hour in a kind of tyranny. But if it ever became profitable, truly profitable, why then the corporations would move in here just as they had moved into Harlem and really make it pay. Wulff smelled over the odor of the car the denser smell of the trailer park: too many forms huddled together in these demolished woods, the tangled odors of fires, washing, human feces. Something within him balked, really revolted. He brought the Cadillac to a shaky stop in the first open area that he could find and hit the brakes hard, the yellow trailer behind slamming against his bumper bringing him into the windshield, and the car stalled. He sat there in mud, little rivulets and trickles of foul water running on two sides of him, a welter of trailers of all sizes closing him in on three sides. The man up front had said something about finding a spot with plumbing facilities, hooking into flush toilets and running water. But where? Where the hell was he supposed to go?

He didn’t know. He supposed that he could worry about that later, if it made any difference. He was not here for plumbing, hot water, conveniences. He was here for the same reason he guessed that everyone else was: to get out of it, to find some cover, to get the hell out of America. But looking through the bitter, bitter landscape, the faces peering through the windows of the trailers, dirty children playing somewhere in the piles of mud, the plumes of exhaust as someone down the line revved his stinking motor … it occurred to Wulff that you could never get out of America, not ever, not if you had the remotest connection to this diseased country … and that when he had been out, in Havana, in Peru, nothing had motivated him so much as the need to return.

You are your world, he thought wearily and went back to the trailer to see if the goods were still there. They were. He wondered if he was simply renting out space.





VIII

Williams was on US 90, halfway across Nebraska, when the first ambush team hit him.

But a lot had happened in the three days before that, so much that it made the ambush almost inconsequential. Not that that was the right way to take it … because the men at the roadblock were really ready to kill him. Still, it was something of an anti-cimax after what he had been through. He was proceeding through Nebraska in a rented Ford, behind the Ford was a U-haul closed to the world and loaded to the hilt with mortars, grenades carbines, automatic rifles, pistols … more ammunition than he had ever seen in his life outside the barracks of the police academy. It would be more than enough to get Wulff back in business again. It might have put the Eighth Army back in business again.

But coming by it had not been easy. Williams had scratched right away Wulff’s suggestion that he pick up what he could carry in a large suitcase and fly out to LA. That was crazy; his old friend was not really thinking right, the pressure was obviously getting even to Wulff. What with the federal surveillance of luggage and passengers, in light of the hijacking problem, Williams would not even have been able to sneak a water pistol through the loading areas at Kennedy. And even if there had been no surveillance what would he have been able to take on a plane, a couple of rifles at best, a few compact grenades, a scattering of pistols? No, if you were going to get into something like this you had to do it right. You had to get the real stuff and in quantity on a do-it-yourself basis … and you had to do your own trucking and hauling.

Williams was going to go into it. There had never been any doubt in his mind from the moment of Wulff’s call. In a sense, he now understood, he had probably been waiting for that call for a long time, many months, even before he had taken the knife in the gut. But putting down the phone he had gotten past his wild first impulse to grab a couple of pistols and make it out to LA. That wasn’t going to help Wulff a hell of a lot. It wouldn’t have helped him much either. He had to do it right or not at all.

So Williams waited until the next day and then he made a few phone calls. He had a pretty good idea of whom to get in touch with, a black cop had really decent contacts if he wanted to cultivate them, and Williams had done so. Also, being a black cop was an advantage to get through to sources like this because if you handled them the right way they thought of you as less of a cop and more of a black. He knew that he would have to go outside of conventional channels to get his hands on what he was seeking. He found himself set up for the meeting in a basement on 139th Street between St. Nicholas and Eighth Avenues.

The man he had come to see wore flowing robes and had a religious aspect. That was quite natural; he was working behind a storefront, labelling the basement as the ALL SOULS DIVINITY AND BROTHER’S CHURCH, just another of the thousand storefront churches in Harlem; religiosity and disease mixing there as in no other country in the world. Perhaps they were the same thing. Not anything to think about now. The man’s name was Father Justice. He was about thirty years old and held a prayer book. The basement had a small altar thrown up against a bleak wall, a few benches lined up behind the altar serving as pews, a couple of collection plates lying on racks to the side. Standing in here, looking at Father Justice, Williams could hear the music.

“Yes?” Father Justice said. He had a quiet, flat voice. “There are no services. Services are at seven, evensong at nine and—”

“Michael sent me,” Williams said. Getting through the door had been easy; the key was supposed to be the word Michael after you were already through. Father Justice’s expression did not change. His eyes, however, slowly kindled with light.

“Michael?” he said.

“That is correct.” Williams held his ground, tried to lean against the wall to show control, put his hand in his pocket where ten thousand dollars lay in rolled up hundreds. Seed money; his inheritance. Someday it was going to pay off the house if he ever needed to pay it all off in one chunk. He had pulled it out of the bank this morning. The other ten in the account he had left for his wife. Fair enough. Fifty-fifty split. William’s father had made absolutely no provisions; it was his to do with as he saw fit. What would his father think now? Williams thought wryly. The old man had died just six months ago, time enough to see Williams inducted into the force but very little else. The old man had been proud. Well, moderately. “Michael,” he said again.

“Ah,” said Father Justice. He moved behind Williams delicately with motions as graceful and imperceptible as the wind, closed the door of the storefront behind him, came to Williams’s side. “We do not believe in violence,” Father Justice said. “Violence is a very terrible disease in this society. Furthermore, it is a slander on the name of the Lord.”

“That is true,” Williams said.

“The ways of the violent are corrupt and their ends disatrous. Those who live by the sword must die by the sword. Always throughout generations this has been the word of the Lord.”

“I know that,” Williams said. “Violence is a terrible disease within our society.”

“On the other hand,” Father Justice said after a little pause, his eyes opening and closing ecstatically, his hand clutched in his robes, tugging at them, “we are confronted by a paradox. For who is to say that the man of decency must not turn to violence just as must the evil man to counteract those deeds? What can speak to the mighty but their own weapons, their own greed and evil?”

“I’ve thought about that.”

“Truly the oppressor must die by his own sword, truly the oppressed must inherit the earth. But how are they to inherit the earth if they do not have the means to do so? The Lord counsels moderation and a benign spirit, the turning of the other cheek to the aggressor, and submission to the wicked. But the Lord has also counseled us to know thine enemy, to extract justice, to avenge the meek and mild, and to bring about the era of justice.”

“Yes,” Williams said quietly, fascinated. Father Justice’s eyes were round and luminous, his expression had shifted from the ecstatic to keen intelligence. Slowly Williams dug his hand into his pocket, slowly then he extracted the hundreds tightly rolled into one another like a deadly little grenade, and showed it to the father. The man began to rock back and forth on his heels, making little noises.

“An offering,” Father Justice said, “an offering to the All Souls and Divinity, to the mission itself, to the holy purposes.”

“Freely given,” Williams said.

“Freely given and from a generous spirit. Happy is he,” Father Justice said, “happy is he who gives kindly from a kind and benevolent nature for he shall be known and be celebrated by all the mingled angels of Heaven.” He backed away from Williams, moved to a small door against the other side of the room adjoining the altar, reached into his robes to extract a large key, and then with a flourish opened the door. He motioned to Williams. “Happy is he who walketh with the Lord,” he said, and Williams went to him, went under his beckoning arm and into a back room which looked like a munitions factory. Williams had never seen anything like this in his life.

Well, he had seen a lot of things he had never before seen in his life: he had seen men wounded, men killed, blood running through the streets of Harlem, a generation destroyed and dying, but still there was some place in the lexicon for the simple wonders of technology. On the walls hanging in racks were rifles of every size, of every description. Between the rifles, like flowers, hung pistols, on another wall were grenades and cartridge belts, a third wall was devoted to machine guns and clips, and then instead of a fourth wall ahead of him directly behind the altar, there was a long tunnel opening up into a musky abcess in which once again Williams could see the glinting of ordnance.

“It has to be cash on the line, and I’ll pay fifty percent for whatever you bring back,” Father Justice said in a different tone. “The stuff is mostly good, it can’t be traced that is, but I’m not letting any machine guns go out of here unless I get a lot better from you than ‘Michael sent me.’ ‘Michael sent me’ is all right for pistols and rifles; I might even give you a grenade or two on a ‘Michael sent me,’ but as far as machine guns that’s definitely out unless I know a hell of a lot more about you and right now I know dammed little. I know that you’re a cop or an ex-cop and that you want to ship the stuff out of town to do a job on some drug guys. That’s okay with me, I want to get the shit-takers as much as anyone around because they’re just cutting into everything here, but a ‘Michael sent me’ is not for machine guns.” Justice coughed hoarsely, wiped a hand across his mouth, heaved his shoulders. “This is more of a rental than a store as you can see,” he said. “I want to have as much of the stuff returned as possible; I don’t have an unlimited stock here and there’s more of a call for it all the time. If you return it in good condition I might be able to give you fifty-five, even sixty percent back, depending. For the unused stuff, stuff that’s just carried along for insurance, and I can tell if it’s unused, it might be seventy-five percent. Now tell me about yourself, if you want some machine guns and what else you want, and let’s get out of here.” Justice’s shoulders were twitching, seemingly out of control. “I tell you I don’t like it,” he said, “standing back here, looking at all that stuff, it gets me very, very nervous.” He lifted a finger, wiped some sweat off his forehead neatly, deposited it in an unfurled handkerchief. “It’s a goddamned violent trade,” he said.

It was a goddamned violent trade all right, but Williams was able to get out of it what he wanted with only a little haggling over the thousand dollars apiece that Justice wanted for machine guns and clips. That was too much if he was going to get the rest of the stuff, and when Williams explained in more detail than he originally intended who he was and who he was working with and what they had in mind, Justice came down to four hundred apiece and knocked the rifles down to two hundred dollars for the automatics and fifty for the old M-l’s, fully restored.

“I know about Wulff,” Justice said, “everybody knows about Wulff now and as far as I’m concerned I’ll risk a loss on him because he is on the right path.”

Still, it had eaten up far more of the ten thousand than Williams had expected it to, leaving the barest safety margin for the rental and expenses getting cross-country. God willing, Wulff had his own sources of cash out there. He already had the U-haul and the Ford, of course, and it was simple enough to back them straight up to the church. It turned out that that long hallway in the back room instead of the fourth wall led to a boarded-up wooden door around the corner near a vacant lot. No one was on the street at this hour at all and the U-haul was able to come in flush to the wall so the armaments were not exposed to sight for even an instant. Still, it was hard, heavy work, Justice helping, the two of them sweating freely in the dark, Harlem air and when they had finished Williams wanted nothing so much as to sink into one of those pew-benches in the Brother Divinity and just sweat for a while.

But Justice had become very nervous. “You must go, my son,” he said, adopting or readopting his ministerial manner the moment that they had come out of the street. “He who travels with the Lord travels as if with the wind; his feet are speedy and his heart is light but he that will tarry, yea, he that will tarry even in the name of the Lord will do so with a great burden because in His service there may be no delay.” That seemed to clinch the issue fairly well, at least from Brother Justice’s point of view.

He had given the reverend eight thousand three hundred and four dollars and had gotten into the Ford and gotten the hell out of there as quickly as a man could when he was leaving a place of the Lord. Driving south on St. Nicholas he had done so with the vague feeling that he might never see Harlem again, that he never would see Harlem again, but that was merely an illusion. The only way that he would fail to see Harlem again would be if the two of them got killed out there. (He could not think of Wulff dying and Williams lucking through alone.) Otherwise he would be in Harlem for the rest of his life. Any black man in America lived in Harlem no matter how far he journeyed, and that was the truth of it.

So he had the U-haul loaded and the next thing was to call his wife; at least tell her where the ten thousand was and that it was hers and he had to get out of town but he found that he simply could not do it. He could not face it; more than likely he would find if he called that she was giving, had given, birth and that double-connection, son (he knew it would be a boy) and wife, would have been too great. As far as he had gone, he would simply never make it all the way out of here if he learned that he had a son. So instead he simply wrote her a letter, a flat, businesslike delivering-the-message letter which he mailed to her in care of her sister, saying nothing about the way he felt or what it meant to leave her, saying that he would be back and this time, somehow, they would make it work. It was a lie, he knew it was, but at this time it was the best that he could give her, the only thing that he could give her.

And then, the letter mailed, the blinds drawn, the house locked up, the few items he thought he might need rolled into a suitcase and hurled into the back of the car, the armaments themselves under double-bolts which he spent half a day working on, Williams got out of there as quickly as he could. Staying there, staying in the little house in St. Albans with a U-haul full of ordnance in the neat, white garage would have been criminally stupid for anyone … but it was not only that. If he stayed in this house, even with the phone pulled out of the wall, which he did, the memories were going to get him, the feelings composed of rage, loss, abandonment, disaster … and he might never move. He had to move. If he did not do it now he never would. He would stay in St. Albans with a healing knife wound in his gut and he would die slowly, thirty or forty years maybe, sinking into his own revulsion. What Wulff offered him was at least quicker and cleaner. It was a chance to confront the enemy whole, to seize and see the face of the nightmare.

He would take it.

So he got into the Ford and pulled the U-haul out, getting only one suspicious glance on the George Washington Bridge from a toll-taker who thought that he heard something rattling in the back. If he had been going east, where the toll booths were, they might even have stopped him but west the toll booths had long since been abandoned, double-fare, get you on the way back (he might never be back) and the toll-taker, peering down the line at the jouncing truck, obviously calculated and then decided that it was not worth it. Hs was not going to be any goddamned hero on ten thousand eight hundred dollars a year—Williams knew the feeling—and besides the U-haul would probably turn out to be full of pots and pans. Who the hell needed it?

Over the bridge and onto Route 80. Immediately, just three miles, less than that, out of Manhattan the road, the flat, dead spaces, and sensation of the interstate highway overtook him, a road that was everywhere and nowhere, the same ruined landscape that would confront him for three thousand miles already at Teaneck, Little Ferry, Hackensack, Paterson … and deeper then to the breakoff on 46 where 80, not yet completed, fed into the state highway for a while, fighting for space and air with trucks on all sides. Then another patch of 80 and the death of interstate again. He did not know which was worse, to choke and fume on a road with character or to be lost in the emptiness of the interstate … back on 46 again for a little while to figure it out, make a final decision (he never did). And then on 80 for real now, rolling toward the Delaware Water Gap, into Pennsylvania, on Pennsylvania sections, the night falling fast, cars passing him at a hundred and a hundred and ten miles an hour on these unpatrolled segments, the Ford stumbling and missing around seventy-five, the little trailer chattering behind him. On through Pennsylvania all night, poking on into Ohio by the dawn’s early light, his first stopover in a cheap motel in Ohio for a five-hour nap, uneasy dreams of the U-haul exploding tumbling through his mind. Then to the road again, Ohio the same as New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Ohio the same as Illinois and swinging then outside Chicago, the hookup with 90 leading across the flat, dead plains states. Then the real interstate began: mile after mile, hundreds of miles of gray, empty space, sometimes the Ford surrounded as he picked up commuter traffic off the city belts, most of the time almost alone on the highway pushing it as close to seventy-five as he could, the motor cutting out thunderously once at seventy-eight, loss of power steering and the U-haul jackknifing, almost hurling him ass-end first, off the road, but he was able to save it. That was the only exciting thing that happened for twelve hours as he decided to get the best he could out of the five hours’ stopover and see if he could make it all the way into the far western states before the dawn. In and out of transmission belts, the radio flicking on and off, his mind submerged somewhere below attention, Williams kept the pace up, after a while almost locked out of the world, the perimeters of the Ford the perimeters of existence, everything happening only in the car.

Then he came up against the roadblock, locked into that hypnotic state, yanking the wheel, smashing the brakes almost at the last moment, coming to a rearing, terrified attention as he saw men pour from the sides of the road surrounding the wooden sawhorses. There were guns in their hands.

These were not cops.

Williams saw it all in one burst of attention, then, the car idling, he was already diving toward the floorboards. The first shot came high, too high, smashing the safety windshield, putting little plasticine pellets down around his shoulders. And then the second, more intense series followed, the shots skittering off the hood, dumped into the driver’s compartment. If he hadn’t hit the floor they would have had him. But even on the floor Williams was calculating, he was coming to attention, could feel himself beginning to function. Then he got the gun up and at a seated position raised his hand, pumped out two shots, then ducked again as response bullets tore their way again through the windshield, falling around him like ball-bearings.

Too much, too much; these guys had to be crazy. Who would set up a roadblock on an interstate highway and what did they think that it would profit them? Even if they were able to nail him in this trap, didn’t they understand that traffic was going to pile up rapidly behind him, even on a seemingly empty highway, three cars a minute passed a given point … and as if in confirmation far beyond Williams heard the dull pounding of a truck, the hiss of air brakes. The knowledge that traffic was then already beginning to form behind him, that he was not functioning in isolation, gave him the courage to rear all the way up and from this position, peering over the dash, he saw the situation in true perspective for the first time; everything had happened too fast before. There were just two of them, a Chevy van over on the side of the road, the sawhorse slung crudely across the two lanes as a block. Another bullet came, but Williams from this vantage point was already beginning to feel invulnerable. He got his gun up and out and put a clean shot into the near man, a shorter type holding a sawed-off shotgun. The man fell across the hood with a scream, the shotgun firing, the pellets misdirected, and the second man loomed behind him then. Williams saw a man in his forties wearing an odd, double-breasted, gray suit, some archaic aspect coming out of the fields of Interstate 90 to kill him, and in a slow and terrible calm he pointed the pistol at the man and shot him in the throat. The man had not even fired a shot; apparently the death of the man first in line had shocked him. He fell straight to the concrete, spread-eagled, little objects falling from his pockets scattering on the highway; pieces of paper, a few dollar bills, jolted loose by the impact. Breathing heavily, Williams leaned against the door of the Ford, got the handle up from memory, and went out onto the roadway.

Behind him a huge diesel, motor idling unevenly, had come to a stop just a few feet behind the Ford. The truckdriver, a thin man concealed behind enormous sunglasses and cap, was looking out the side. “What the fuck is this?” he said, pointing, taking in all of it; Williams, the roadblock, the two dead men lying on the concrete. “What the fuck is going on here?”

“I don’t know,” Williams said, “I don’t know.” And he meant it. Little knives of Nebraska heat filled with dust and light went through him. He put his pistol away and walked toward the sawhorse. The near corpse was bleeding thickly, dribbling blood into the concrete in a Rorschach pattern. Williams kicked it aside and put his hands on the sawhorse, bit his lips, heaved it upward. Surprisingly light, the contraption came up easily. He staggered to the side of the road, holding sixty pounds, dumped it on the shoulder, came back to the Ford noting abstractedly that there seemed to be bloodstains on the hood. Well, that was to be expected, wasn’t it? He had shot, let’s think about this now, the first man close on the hood, getting him in the throat, or was that the second man, but anyway it had been a bloody shot and of course at that proximity to the Ford he would have.

“I think we better get the cops, friend,” the truckdriver said, still leaning out the window. Another car was lumbering up, a black shape just coming over the horizon. Behind it Williams could see a few more like insects, slithering, stumbling along. There would be five or six cars here in a minute; behind them another five or six more. Traffic was sparse but not all that little; even in Nebraska people still got on the highway, if only to get out of Nebraska, of course. “Really,” the truckdriver said, “we ought to get some cops in here; find out—”

“Right,” Williams said, “right you are.” He got back behind the wheel of the Ford noting that his hands were shaking nicely. When you came right down to it these were his first two kills, weren’t they? The business near the methadone center didn’t count; that went the other way. “Right you are again,” he said, turning, reaching for the doorhandle, slamming it, turning on the ignition. “I’ll just get down to one of these phone booths and call in,” he said and he slammed the door, locked it, floored the accelerator, and got out of there at sixty-eight miles an hour for the first quarter of a mile, a hundred flat for the first half. Yes, these Torinos, even with the emission devices, could accelerate, it seemed.

The hell with it, Williams thought, the hell with it and another thought on top of that: well he was really in for it now. Really in for it, yes sir, he was committed up to his black ass and beyond.

The scene behind him, perceived through the rear-view mirror, diminished, became miniscule, became inconsequential, vanished. He prowled on through Nebraska. He had no idea who the road-blocking guys were looking for. Maybe they had had him tracked all the way from New York.

And just maybe—this was the more frightening thought—just maybe they were looking for someone else entirely and had walked into something that they had never expected.

The hell with it.

The hell with all of this shit now.

He was really in for it.





IX

The ad in the personals that he had been looking for for a week was there that morning—ALL HECTOR LOPEZES: HECTOR LOPEZ CLUB FIRST ANNUAL MEETING SANTA ANITA RACE-TRACK, THIS AFTERNOON—was in and Wulff was there; in the grandstand at Santa, twenty minutes before the first race, pacing between the five and ten dollar win and show windows, checking the time as it came on the tote every minute. They were supposed to meet down at the finish line, that had been prearranged, just before the first race. All right then. Williams had made it; somehow the son of a bitch had gotten through and not a day too soon because Wulff did not know how much longer he could have held on. The Idle Hour trailer park was bad enough; it had turned out to be even worse than he had expected but the hell with the trailer park; he could have done that kind of duty standing on his head. What he could not take was the clear feeling now that they were closing in on him; that even this cover had run out its chances and that it was only a matter of time, very little time indeed, until Calabrese’s forces or the freelancers had him nailed to ground. There were too many strange people poking around the place. There was too much traffic moving in and out After five days he had pretty well mapped out the residents of the Idle Hour and there were people coming into the place now who had no trailers there. How much longer did he have? He had a huge bag of shit and light armaments, no way really of procuring more. How long could he have taken it? The net was tightening. But Williams had made it, somehow the son of a bitch had made it and put in the agreed-upon personal and maybe now he was at the end of this. Or at the beginning of something else. Wulff did not know. He simply did not know. It was the feeling of helplessness which he could not take, the rage, the slow feeling of entrapment. Somewhere, he knew, Calabrese was laughing at him.

Santa Anita. It was the richest racetrack in America, that was what he had read. The purse distributions were the highest, the per capita daily attendance and handle were on top now that the New York circuit had collapsed under the same government that had given New York the drug law, and Santa Anita stood or squatted alone, huddled in the mists around the valley, a vast pocket in which thirty-five thousand men, women, and children, most of them wearing dark glasses, came every weekday to throw their money against the tote, screaming. It meant very little to Wulff, horse-racing. Never had, never could now, but pacing here looking at the track, waiting for Williams, the son of a bitch, to show or not show, he could understand a little of what was going on here, what drove people to the track. Craziness. They were beating at the cage of possibility, the cages of the windows here, like insects. Heightened to rage, these people discolored the voice of the track announcer heard through all the megaphones. For all the information it was giving on weight changes, change of jockeys, scratches it could be giving out funeral information.

Well, it was very much like heroin. Then again, it was nothing like heroin but maybe it had the same outcome. People were looking for the same things from both: a passage out of the world and into some space where possibilities and accomplishments could be spliced, no difficult passage, easy conjoinment. Wulff did not want to think about that too much, standing under the tote hung from the ceiling of the grandstand, horseplayers scurrying around him, the heat and noise of the track rising to clamor now with ten minutes to post. The horses first taking the track, he was thinking, instead of the sack of heroin, rolled up, stuffed into the trunk of the Cadillac in the parking lot a quarter of a mile from here. That was probably stupid, bringing it out into plain daylight if even under cover; a clear target where anyone could get a shot at it, but on the other hand what the hell could he do? He sure as hell could not go lumbering around the grandstand of Santa carrying a sack like Santa Claus nor could he leave it in the trailer at the Idle Hour. That would have been classically stupid because Wulff was pretty sure that back at the Idle Hour trailers were ransacked in the owner’s absence, possessions were gone through pretty quickly by the staff there. It was a police state was the Idle Hour, tight surveillance, all lights out at ten o’clock, stiff deposits paid when entering, a penalty fee paid as removal charge if one wanted to get out before the end of the month, and a list of rules and regulations which as far as Wulff could deduce made anything impermissible, gave the owner all the options and the residents simply one … to pay and pay subject to the whims of the owner. It was a nice, tight little slum there all right; a slum with the further virtues of a jail. That was an American characteristic anyway; there was something about people in this country that made them enjoy putting themselves in jail, made them delight in the restrictions they imposed upon themselves. Americans, it seemed, only derived their sense of identity from being imprisoned. The Idle Hour, a perfect little South American nation carved out of the ruined landscape of California, was as perfect a working example of oppression as Wulff had ever seen. There was a whole generation of people now who were living this way, living in the Idle Hours of the country, and although they grumbled and complained a bit the Idle Hours were flourishing. The trailer park business was certainly a growth industry. What it came down to, Wulff thought, was that people liked it. If they had not had the abuse they would have taken to thinking of all that space, all that possibility, and the human mind, or at least the human American mind, was not equipped to take it. A man was looking at him.

Odd that even in all this heat, this swirl of crowd, Wulff could pick up one clear focus of attention, but police training, whether you wanted to remember it or not, was always there. Leaning against a shutdown fifty dollar window about ten yards away, a tall man wearing a hat, a Racing Form folded and shoved into his armpit, was looking at Wulff with a steady and rising interest, a glare of attention so pure and clear that Wulff knew that he had been recognized. Slowly he adjusted his position under the tote, then turned and went into the line behind the five dollar window. The man’s eyes followed him. Seeing Wulff’s sudden reaction to him, the man very slowly took the newspaper from under his arm and feigned reading it, his eyes peering out above the paper with intense interest. There was a slight bulge on the left side of the jacket near the heart. The man was armed.

Well, Wulff thought, that was wonderful. That was just wonderful, but then what had he expected? A disguise was only as good as the degree of interest you had aroused and he had aroused a good deal. The tall man seemed to know exactly who he was. Standing there, the line shuffling forward slowly to the window like a group of penitents waiting for assembly-line communion. Wulff instinctively patted his own inner pocket where the point thirty-eight caliber rested. It was no defense. Assuming that the man was after what he supposed he was, you could not take out a pistol in the grandstand at Santa and start shooting. That kind of thing just wasn’t done. Also, there was no assurance that the man was working alone.

There were three people ahead of him now in the line. Wulff looked up at the tote; three minutes now until post time. If he and Williams had worked it out properly Williams would almost be down at the finish line now, would almost be ready for the meet, but he resisted the impulses to lunge from the line and walk down there. One had to remain cool; one had to force a sense of control of the situation even if that control did not truly exist, because if you lost the handle, if everything came apart inside, then it would come apart on the outside with the same alacrity. The owners of the Idle Hour knew all about that kind of control. A small man shambled away from the window looking at the tickets he had bought with a bemused air as if not sure that he even remembered having done this, and Wulff told the seller, “Number five,” and put a ten down on the counter. Five was as good a number as any, he supposed; he was at the five dollar window, wasn’t he? The man over by the closed fifty window had now put away his newspaper and was slowly ambling toward Wulff. The ticket came out of the machine, lay in front of him. With a kind of exhausted tilt to his head the clerk slowly counted out five singles, held them, finally put them down next to the ticket when it became apparent that Wulff was not going to leave. Behind him, with the flash down to two minutes to post (but the tote always worked a minute ahead to build the action of the last-minute bettors to early frenzy) the crowd was mumbling and cursing. Wulff took the ticket, took the singles, stuffed it all into his right pocket and began to move slowly toward the great doors that opened out to the concrete lawn, the lawn running up to the rail and beyond that to the earth of the track. It was cool and pleasant today but it had rained the day before; that meant that the track was a holding, hard surface bad for come-from-behind horses, good for early speed, or so Wulff had heard around the grandstand. He did not give a damn. Horseracing meant nothing to him; he was dealing with a much deeper, darker history of chances. The man was still behind him as he worked his way through the crowd toward the finish line.

No doubt about it now; he had been spotted. There was always that small possibility up until the moment that they pursued you that it was all in your mind, that he had been functioning at the edges of attention for so long that innocent people, innocent gestures, became transmuted to menace. But this was unmistakable; as Wulff increased his pace dodging through the crowd, the man behind him, afraid that he might lose the trail, also extended his own stride. For the first time Wulff could see, looking back in little glances that the man had abandoned his posture of inattention and was pushing, really pushing frantically, trying to keep him in sight. Wulff put a hand inside his jacket pocket, checked the point thirty-eight. To use it in the infield would be crazy, of course; he simply could not do it. But would the tall man have similar consideration?

He did not know. Down at the finish line where the rail of the infield joined that of the paddock there was a crush of bodies, hundreds of people leaning against the rail staring out at the horses, who were now dots on the backstretch wheeling to turn into the starting gate for the six-furlong sprint. Wulff could not see Williams. For a moment he thought that it had all gone to pieces—there was also the chance that Williams, similarly spotted, might have been intercepted—but then he saw him, the tall black man at the furthest point of the conjoinment wedged tightly into the spot where the rails met, looking back at the crowd with bright, staring eyes. They must have recognized one another at the same instant; then Wulff was using his elbows to prod his way through the crowd, really shoving now. Williams extended a hand, and then his reserve returning at that instant, elaborately turned and looked back toward the track. The tall man was somewhere behind Wulff now but he could not for the moment see him. Momentary respite, that was all. He was closing in.

He poked through bodies, then came against Williams. The man was looking out at the track, still with that elaborate unconcern, but the fingers of his left hand were jumping and there was a tremor in his cheek. “Yeah,” he said quietly as Wulff came against him, “yeah,” a short emission of breath making the word a sigh…. He smiled in an intensely private way and then wedged himself yet deeper into the rail, looking out at the backstretch. “Who do you like, man?” he said. “I think the one horse has got this; he’s got the early speed for the conditions but seven to five is no bargain, not for cheap shit like this. I’ve been making a study of the conditions,” Williams said quietly.

“I’m being followed.”

“Oh,” Williams said. He held himself steadly against the rail. “Oh, shit.”

“Somebody in the grandstand spotted me.”

“That stands to reason,” Williams said very quietly. The track announcer said something about post-time. “Just one of them?”

“So far. Maybe he’s a spotter, maybe he’s got partners. Don’t know.”

“You’re in deep, man. You’re in very deep.”

“I told you that over the phone. You get some stuff?”

“Yes,” Williams said quietly, looking in his cop’s way carefully through the crowd without his eyes lighting on any specific individual; it was clever, the rookie was a good man. Always had been. “I got a lot of stuff. I don’t see anyone looking at you.”

“Can’t tell,” Wulff said quietly, head down, hands in pockets. Through the megaphones Wulff could hear a thump, and then the black dots, far in the distance were moving freely, scurrying down the backstretch. The noise level around the two of them began to build; they were able to talk under it, moving close together. A fat woman to Wulff’s right was jumping up and down, cascading sweat. Wulff flicked the drops of him. The five horse seemed to have taken the early lead.

“Let’s get out of here,” Wulff said.

“No point,” said Williams. “Couldn’t move in this, anyway.” The noise level was terrific, waves of sound beating at them like surf. “Wait till the race is over, then they scatter.”

“Let’s go now.”

“You don’t know shit about racetracks, do you?” Williams said with a little smile. “When the race is on nobody moves. Somebody spotting us, he’ll pick us up right away. After the race there’s plenty of movement, we can get lost.” The five horse was still holding the lead coming into the stretch. Williams leaned over, grasped the rail, inclined his head down the track surface. He seemed to be saying something but with the noise Wulff could not hear. Come on, one, he lip-read. The son of a bitch had a bet down.

Well, that was his business. In the fifteen seconds during which the last furlong and a half was run Wulff suspended his attention, turned on the crowd, saw in that crest of faces all of them pointed toward the track: begging, pleading, shouting. He saw that the man who had pursued him down to the rail had vanished. There was no doubt of that whatsoever; he had positioned the man in his mind, known exactly where he had been standing, understood his intention … but in those moments since he had made the meet with Williams the man had somehow ducked out, gone away from there. It would not have been difficult. As Williams had said, who during the running of a race watched anything but the race?

They should have gotten the hell out of there already.

The horses had gone by; Wulff turned, saw their rumps passing the finish line, some bunched together, a few strung out. From this angle there was no indication who had won but Williams, hunched over the rail, had taken a ticket out of his pocket and was busily shredding it, cursing. “Fucking one,” he said. “Fucking son of a bitch lays off the pace; if he had only chased that cheap speed—”

“Let’s get out of here,” Wulff said.

Williams jerked his head up, his eyes round. The idea of getting out seemed to be a new one to his consciousness. “Yeah,” he said, “yeah, I guess we could do that.”

“He must have thought he blew his cover,” Wulff said. “He’s gone.”

“Gone? Gone? Oh, you mean the guy—”

Something seemed to have happened to Williams’ cerebral faculties. Call it the racetrack itself, he guessed. “Look,” he said, putting a hand on the rail, then gesturing as numbers started to appear on the tote, as the announcer began to babble something about the results not yet being official. “Look at that. The five horse won it.”

“Let’s get out of here,” Wulff said. “I think that we’ve got a few minutes’ grace; I don’t know who the guy is with though, or what he might be carrying—”

“Yeah,” Williams said. He shrugged rapidly several times as if cold, “yeah, we ought to get out of here. Okay. The five horse won it A forty, fifty to one shot.” He squinted, looked at the tote. “Fifty to one on the last flash,” he said, “that means a minimum of a hundred and two dollars. That’s wild.”

“All right,” Wulff said, putting a hand on his partner’s shoulder, guiding him through the crowd which was indeed breaking up into little clumps, most of them babbling curses. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” A continent, four months, three thousand miles for this reunion … and all Williams could talk about was the five horse. “I don’t know how much time we’ve got,” he said. “They’re closing in. It’s bad.”

“I know it’s bad,” Williams said, following Wulff now in a rapid scuttle, pulling alongside of him when they broke into an open area under the grandstand, damp gusts of air propelled by fans hitting them. He was not walking quite normally, Wulff noticed, the knife wound that Williams had taken had hurt him obscurely, badly, changed him. Williams no longer looked twenty-four; he might have been forty. “Don’t tell me how bad it is. I almost got fucking knocked off in Nebraska.”

“Yeah,” Wulff said, “I almost bought it in a few places too.” The announcer was now saying that the result was official, dim groans were coming up like steam around them as they walked rapidly downstairs to ground level toward the parking lot. “Quite a few places.” He looked around him. The tall spotter was nowhere in sight. All right. All right, then, he had been right; there were at least a few minutes lead time. “Let’s get back and unload,” he said, “you got the stuff?”

“In the parking lot. Oh my, yes indeed, I would say that I have the stuff.”

“Good,” Wulff said, “good,” throwing his ticket onto the concrete of the parking lot, the ticket fluttering behind them. It only occurred to him a little later when they were already on the road toward the Idle Hour, forming a little caravan, Williams trailing him tight, the U-haul wobbling in his rear vision, that he had bought a ticket on the five. The five had won the race. He spliced the two facts dimly, obscurely; in this gelatinous mix they moved together. What had Williams said? Fifty to one? One hundred and two dollars minimum?

Well, how about that, he thought, fighting the wheel of the diseased Cadillac. Son of a bitch, they talked about Onan casting his seed upon the ground. What would they say about him?

Probably very damned little. There wasn’t going to be much of a history. And since the guys from the winning side wrote the history books, there probably wouldn’t even be a mention of it.

The hell with it, anyway.





X

Billings was willing to be patient. The plan to Billings was beautiful; two million dollars worth of shit, if that was what the guy had on him, was certainly worth a hell of a lot more than fifty thousand bounty or whatever crumbs Calabrese would throw at him. Probably not even that; the old man was a cheap bastard. Better go after the shit, he thought, even if possible try to make contact with the guy, arrange a straight split of some sort in return for Billings’s advice and counsel. Wulff would have to know by now that he was a dead man. Everybody in and out of the country, every organization man, every freelancer was out to get him. The guy would surely have to be at the point of listening to reason now. He was a tiger but there were limits.

He had picked up the trail at the trailer court and he had followed the guy into the track, laying back all the time, taking his chances, taking it slow. On a straight kill he might have been able to have taken the guy in the Cadillac out on the highway. Why not? That disguise and cover weren’t fooling anyone and if Wulff thought that they were it was only diminished alertness. The instructions filtered down from the top were very clear, shoot on sight, get him at any cost, but Billings had decided against it. If Calabrese wanted this man dead there would have to be far more guarantee than a bunch of vague promises passed down third-hand through a Los Angeles enforcer. No. He followed the man into the track. Take your time. Wait.

He didn’t know if he was still working for Calabrese or going freelance. It was hard to say; it depended upon conditions. Through forty-three years of life, some of it disreputable, most of it dull, Billings had cultivated one attitude: you went with the tide not against it. If it seemed the only way he could use his knowledge of the man’s whereabouts was to score him out then he would do it and settle for the low money, the hundred dollars and a bottle of Scotch that he would probably wind up with from the old man after the organization’s various levels had finished cutting in. On the other hand, the basic plan was to get out of this at the highest level possible; that meant freelancing if he could get away with it. Get away with the goods. But above all you remained flexible, you changed your outlook to suit the conditions, and you never panicked. Panic was deadly. There was always a way out if you could find it.

Billings used to shoot heroin but with great difficulty he had kicked it. He had decided ten years ago that horse didn’t pay; even at discount rates the habit was too expensive and it was undercutting his ambition. So he had gone into screaming fits in cold isolation for two weeks and walked out of the rooming house with the habit kicked but with the sullen knowledge that he would carry the desire for shit around him as long as he lived. All right. You could live with that, too; better wanting it all the time and living, being able to carry on, than having it and not wanting it and winding up OD’d out or in a sewer somewhere before your thirty-eighth birthday. But his years on horse had given Billings one overpowering insight which would not have been available to him otherwise: he knew all about the stuff. He could understand why a man or woman would get involved, would wind up dedicating the meaning of their whole lives simply to picking up the next shot or the next. It was powerful stuff. It beat all the hell out of ordinary living for the ordinary people and if he had had a choice he might have stayed on it. But no good. No good at all. He would have wound up dead and who would there be to funnel out the shit if all of the shitsellers were on the stuff themselves? That made simple sense: stick to hard liquor and sex, look for kicks anywhere else, but stay off that stuff. He had managed it for over nine years now, nine years, six months, two weeks, four days exactly and there had not been a morning of his life once in all of that time when he had not awakened, alone or with a woman in his bed, aching for one poke of the needle. So live with it.

He picked the big bastard up at the grandstand at Santa. He thought that he had lost him in the parking lot and that was a pretty panicky feeling, stumbling out of luck with the same haste with which he had stumbled in. But when he came frantically into the track convinced that he had lost him he had almost walked up against Wulff underneath the grandstand tote, the big man holding a hand in his pocket, looking nervously up at the tote every thirty seconds or so, which meant that he was waiting for a meet of some sort. Billings had measured the guy; he had looked rough all right but not quite as difficult as rumor had it. When you came right down to it he was just another man, another human being, and Billings knew all of the pressure points. Jugular, groin, nape of the neck, solar plexus, they all went down in the same way to the same trigger and they took bullets in the same way too, blood spreading out like flowers from the ruined flesh no matter who they were. That was the secret: all men were the same in the way that they died and Calabrese knew that secret too, this probably being the center of his power. Billings had looked him over, planning it, plotting it, deciding on the best approach. What he wanted to do, of course, was to find the shit and kill him straight off but since finding the location of the shit probably involved not killing the guy but instead dealing with him in some way, Billings calculated it from that angle. There had to be a level of approach. He would find it.

The guy was alert though. He was goddamned alert; well, maybe that was one of the advantages of having been an ex-cop, he sensed a tail, he sensed cover, and Billings became quite aware, early on, that the man had somehow become alert to the cover. Nothing to do then but to fade away; either that or kill him then and there with the silencer and better than an even chance of sneaking away through the crowds, but Billings had decided to wait on the silencer. He could do that anytime. If you were willing to pay the price, that was what the cliche was, any man could kill any other man anytime. You couldn’t stop killings, you could only punish them and by the punishment set a discouraging example. Maybe. The law had not had too much success with that concept for a couple of thousand years but you couldn’t blame people for poking ahead still trying.

Then the guy got on the window line, shuffled slowly forward, made a bet, went out into the crowd on the lawn. Billings had by that time faded far back, moved out of the guy’s range entirely, and he had almost lost him in the crowd, then he had picked him up, head bobbing, as he had gone toward the finish line. Billings closed in again. Here, possibly, was the place to do it. The audacious answer might be the right one. Shove a gun into the cat’s ribs and abduct him right on the spot, disarm him, get him to the parking lot or wherever the hell the goods were, and then dump him right there. It seemed reasonable and Billings who had never liked the racetrack was beginning to become jittery with the crowds, the heat, the light, the noise. Better get out of here. Maybe it would be better to kill the guy here and get away cleanly than to mess with him, he thought. It tempted him. But he reminded himself that this was only old Santa, pounding its madness into the bloodstream. Better not take this seriously. If he did something like that he would be panicking.

Then the situation had suddenly taken another turn. There was a black guy down at the finish line and this Wulff was talking to him. Suddenly the picture came clear to Billings, this was the meet that Wulff had been waiting for, that was no idle chatter, no black-white relations and understanding going on down there. The guy had a partner of some sort, the black guy must have been the one, and somehow looking at this and the way that the two of them were talking the situation became infinitely more dangerous to Billings; it was not just a question of doubling the antagonists but rather geometrically compounding the odds against him. The black guy was bringing something into the equation that had not been there before, the black guy was obviously some kind of a key to what Wulff was doing here and where he would go from now on because he could see that Wulff was looking for an exit hatch almost as soon as he had started talking to the black guy. He had accomplished what he had come here for. He wanted to get out as quickly as possible. It was the black man, probably more interested in horses than Wulff, who insisted that they stay, that was obvious. Billings felt a profound disgust looking at this but he also felt the beginnings of calm and understanding. They would be coming out soon now. They might stay one race, they might somehow stay even two, but they were going to come out of here shortly and there was only one exit from the grandstand into the parking lot, one into which all of the alleys and corridors of the grandstand staircases fed. He could cover it easily. He could wait. He faded out of there.

Waiting, one hand on his gun, leaning against a gate, covering everything carefully, the thought occurred to him for the second time that he was probably in too deep. This might be a job for Calabrese after all; Billings had his advantages and talents but the odds were enormous and if he blew this one it meant that not only Wulff and the partner but Calabrese himself was going to be after him. It meant that even if he was successful he would just misdirect the heat meant for Wulff onto him. Better by far, maybe, to take a shot when he had a chance. They would be coming out of here soon. Okay. They would be coming out of here soon and with the silencer he would have a clear, clean shot and a good chance at escape before anyone even noticed that something was wrong. Who the hell looked at a couple of losers coming out of the track after the first or the second? At that time, the main flow was still the other way; hope money being toted in for the third, the fifth, the eighth, or ninth races. Take his shot and be done with it.

But he was in too deep, Billings thought. He had already made a decision and besides that, besides that he would admit it: the thrill of the hunt was upon him and beyond that the thrill of the ultimate hit. The two million dollars worth of Peruvian goods which this character had with him were authenticated, that much was clear. Calabrese would not call this level of attention into play unless it was true, because Calabrese was cheap. So there was two million dollars for the taking, and damned, Billings thought, if he would relinquish it so quickly. He had scuffled on the margins all his life while worse men had gone further. Now it was his turn. He kept his hand on the pistol and he waited.

After a while, as he had expected, the two men came out of one of the doorways, poked their way through the flowers and greenery of the track, and came onto the path facing him. Billings ducked behind a tree holding his pistol; he was completely concealed then behind a bench but the two men simply kept on walking, kept on talking. For all the difference that Billing’s presence made at this moment he might as well have not been there. Well it was obvious, Wulff had deduced inside the track that he was no longer being covered and now Billings was out of mind altogether. They were deeply involved in conversation; the black man was telling Wulff something. Good, better, best. Billings fell behind to a distance of two hundred yards and then he trailed them.

Coming into the parking lot the men split, the one heading off into the distance, the other, the black man, getting into a Ford sedan with a yellow U-haul behind it. The shit might be in there, Billings thought with vague excitement, it was quite possible, but he kept his eyes on Wulff who was trudging on, seeing him go at last into a beaten-up car of some sort parked all the way down, separated from the other cars by a gap of ten to twenty yards. No, Billings thought, no, the shit isn’t in the U-haul, that’s something else. The shit is in Wulff’s car and he parked it away from the others for that reason but he’s a goddamned fool because it just brings more attention to him. He watched as Wulff struggled with the trunk, opened it, looked inside, then closed it. Checking. The Ford with the U-haul was already backing out of the lot. Billings, hunched over behind a row of cars watched that one move, watched Wulff’s car move, and then as the two met somewhere in the exit path forming a file, he stood and sprinted to his own Volkswagon, not cautious at all now of being seen, simply desperate to reach his car, make the hunt. This was no time to worry about being seen. It would be insane to have gone this far, to have seen this much, only to lose them. He knew. Billings knew now. The shit was in the trunk of Wulff’s junker. And if he knew anything about this situation the U-haul was full of something else, rifles maybe. The black man was bringing in the ordnance. They were a beautiful team all right; oh boy, they were one magnificent team. Kill them both. Billings thought wildly, double your pleasure, grab some guns and shit. He picked them up on the highway outside of Santa.

Here, they had slowed, had tried to blend inconspicuously into traffic but that bright yellow U-haul stuck out like a needle from a junkie’s arm; Billings had no trouble at all picking them up then hanging back in traffic, letting the gap widen but never enough so that he lost direct sight, just hanging loose, digging in, and waiting to see what was happening. The trouble was that he was driving an unwieldy Volkswagen, not the car to take in the dense, alternately fast-and slow-moving traffic of the freeways. The four-speed transmission drove him crazy and it was impossible to set the car into a given speed range and track them. It was shifting up and down, cutting across lanes, changing speeds all of the time, and he had the panicky feeling twice that he was going to lose them as he got himself into a jam just as the U-haul broke free of it. It was stupid of him to have rented a car like this for the job. He should have gotten something larger with an automatic transmission but he had thought that a Volkswagen would be relatively inconspicuous. Live and learn. Everything was a process of learning, Billings thought. He was in trouble now, no question about it: he might have been able to take Wulff alone, risky business but despite the man’s reputation at least possible, but the black man, the black man was a new element altogether and a dangerous one. Billings was convinced that the U-haul was filled with ordnance. It was the only explanation that made sense. But what the hell did they plan to do with all of this stuff? Blow up LA? Make a frontal attack? They were in no position to do so … but Wulff was crazy. Everyone knew that; his track record was one of constant attack when he should have been mostly on the defensive.

Billings couldn’t figure it out, but then again, he thought, there was no reason why he should. Five miles out of Santa the traffic thinned, he was able to set the car down at fifty miles an hour, and track them easily. He would follow them where they were going. Eventually they would get there and then he would decide. Then he would decide what he was going to do. He did not want to get in touch with Calabrese for instructions—the fact that he and only he knew their whereabouts and had some inkling of what was going on was like a rare precious pearl in his grasp—but maybe he would have to contact the old bastard after all. Two million dollars was better than five hundred, sure … but life was better than death, too.





XI

Calabrese said into the phone, “I do not bargain. I do not negotiate. That is not my policy. Tell me where they are and the matter will be handled from there on in. If the information is correct you will get your share.”

The voice said, “I don’t think that’s good enough. Their whereabouts are worth so much to you; there ought to be something on the front end.”

“Front end?” Calabrese said. “You do not even identify yourself. I’m talking to a disembodied voice without a name or a location. What do you think that this is worth to me?” He began to tap on the desk restlessly. The man who was sitting in the room with him stood, looked at Calabrese with some nervousness, and began to pace. Calabrese focused his attention on the phone. “You must think I’m a fool,” Calabrese said.

“No,” the voice said, “I don’t think that you’re a fool. I respect you a great deal.”

“You have to take me for a fool,” Calabrese said. “You won’t identify yourself, you say you have definite information on their whereabouts, you ask for some tribute paid immediately, and yet I don’t even know who to send it to. What am I supposed to do? Send you a money order care of general delivery someplace?”

“No,” the voice said, “that wouldn’t work.” If Calabrese had intended any irony here the voice seemed to have decided to pass it over. “Obviously you can’t send a money order general delivery and Western Union doesn’t work anymore anyway. What I suggest is that you have someone meet me, carrying some money. I’ll identify myself, he’ll turn over the money, and then, afterwards, after I’ve gotten back to a safe place I’ll call you and tell you where they are. Originally I was going to try and take them myself but it’s too tough. It’s out of my class; I think that they’ve got enough weapons now to fuel the Seventh Army for a month. It’s a job for you.”

“And how do I know your information is trustworthy?” Calabrese said. “How do I know that you have the location of these people, that this is not a double-cross simply to extort money from me?” He tapped the desk again. The man in the room stopped pacing as if shot and looked at Calabrese with stricken eyes. “It’s ridiculous,” Calabrese said, “just ridiculous.”

“Listen,” the voice said, “I obviously know something because I know you want him and the other one and I know your number. So I’ve got information, you can tell that.” The voice paused, seemed to swallow, then went on. “This is the only way it’s going to work, Calabrese,” it said, “the other way, a payoff after you hit them is too chancey. I won’t get a dime of it.”

“All right,” Calabrese said. That was the way you had to be if you were truly able to run a shop; you had to be able to follow your instincts, work with the moment, obey impulse. “All right. I won’t argue with you; you’re right. I want them very badly. Tell me where they are.”

“Bullshit, Calabrese. Cash on the line. I’m not giving you a thing over the phone.”

“What am I supposed to do? Stuff the fucking bills through the receiver?”

“No. I didn’t think that would do it. Let someone meet me out here; have him wear an identifying mark so that I’ll recognize him. Tell him to bring money. He pays, I tell, you move in.”

“I don’t like it,” Calabrese said, “I don’t like your plan of action at all.”

“You don’t have to like it. I didn’t ask for any opinions about it at all. The question is, will you do it?”

“I don’t know,” Calabrese said. He looked up at the pacing man, made a violent gesture with closed hand, and the man stopped pacing, looking at Calabrese wonderingly, then settled into a couch at the side of the room. “All right,” he said after a pause, “All right, you’re giving me no choice every step of the way. You cross me, I’ll kill you. I’ll find out who you are and you’re done for.”

“Fine. That’s a chance to take. I’ll write it down as a business risk.”

“Give me a description of yourself. Tell me where you want to meet.”

“No way. No way you’ll get a description. You have your man wear a blue suit with a black tie; let him be carrying a brown attache case in his left hand. We’ll meet in front of the Times-Mirror building.”

“And how will he recognize you?”

“That’s no problem,” the voice said, “that’s no concern. He doesn’t have to recognize me, I’ll recognize him and that’s sufficient. I want ten thousand dollars in hundred dollar bills.”

Calabrese inhaled, held the phone away from his ear briefly, then brought it back. The man in the room looked at him incuriously, his eyes dull, then looked down at the floor, broken, defeated in spirit. Everybody he dealt with was, Calabrese realized in a sudden flare of insight; he had surrounded himself with men who offered him no challenge. In one way this was good; standard organizational practice but in another … well, in another it left him improperly prepared to deal with characters like this one he was speaking to. Maybe he needed to deal regularly with a few people who would not break down so easily … but no, he thought, no, I’m seventy-three years old and at seventy-three the battles have got to be behind me; it’s better that way, just give me Wulff and I’m finished. I ask for very little, almost everything I’ve wanted I’ve got, just let me get this one cold and I’ll call it quits. I’ll never ask for anything again. “You are not a modest man,” he said into the phone.

“I know you want him. You’ve got him now. The information is probably worth three times as much to you.”

“Yes,” Calabrese said, “the information is worth a good deal; everyone knows that, but how do I know that I can trust you?”

“It’s mutual. How do I know that I can trust you? This way, meeting your man in a public place I’ve got just a little bit of a chance. Not much but a little. I’ll be there at ten o’clock tomorrow morning and if I were you, Calabrese, I wouldn’t try any maneuvers. You’ll get me but you’ll lose him, and Wulff’s the one you really want, isn’t he?”

Yes, Calabrese thought, Wulff’s the one I really want but you too, you son of a bitch, I want you too. You’re quite right not to trust me; in ordinary circumstances you deal like a gentleman. You might have but not now. I’m going to get you, you bastard, I’m going to make you pay for this. “All right,” he said flatly, “ten o’clock tomorrow morning my man will be there. You’d better be there.”

“Oh, I will,” the voice said. “I definitely will, Calabrese, the only thing is you’d better be ready to go in attack force because the one thing I guarantee is that they can’t be counted on to stay there long. Not too damned long, time is catching up with all of us,” the voice said and hung up. Calabrese held the phone in his hand, feeling the damp welling off his palm, noting that the phone now seemed to feel lighter with the weight of the voice out of it. An illusion, of course. Everything was an illusion. He put the phone down carefully and looked at the man who was in the room with him, the man with his hands clasped, looking down at the floor like a penitent, or like someone with a serious disease holding down space in a doctor’s waiting room. “We’re ready to move,” he said. “We’re going to move now.”

The man sitting there said nothing. There was, of course, very little for him to say. Calabrese knew the problem. Once you got started talking there was sometimes no end to it and this man did not want to make waves of any sort. Calabrese looked at him shrewdly, eyes narrowing, and then he had an inspiration. It would do. It would certainly do. The man lacked a certain energy but he had loyalty and fear and those were the more important qualities for a job like this. The world was full of energetic types. Some of them even wound up making phone calls like the one he had just received.

“Can you make it out to Los Angeles by tomorrow morning?” Calabrese said.

The man looked up quizzically.





XII

At first, holing up in the Idle Hour trailer park wasn’t too bad for them, at least it wasn’t too bad for Wulff. Williams was so screwed up by that time Wulff figured that anything would have set him off; he was racked by guilt about his wife, worried as hell about the ordnance piled into the U-haul which he was convinced was under surveillance, and most of all he was bugged by the conditions of camp life itself, which he took to be oppressive, a concentration camp in fact. “People live here the way the black man lives all over the country,” Williams took to saying and when Wulff said that there was nothing racist about the attitude here; everybody, white or black was being screwed equally, Williams said mysteriously that that was the point and let it go at that. Also, the people who ran the Idle Hour weren’t crazy about a black man moving into Wulff’s trailer, and they had solved that one only by offering a rent increase of seventy-five dollars a month flat, which had brought them around sullenly although they suggested that Williams stay the hell inside the trailer as much as possible and not let people be exposed to him. That would have been the case anyway; they were functioning under very tight wraps. As a matter of fact, they weren’t going to go anywhere for awhile.

So it was a bad time but Wulff found it better than it had been being alone; in a way he found being cooped up with Williams better than almost anything he had gone through since he had left New York. At least there was someone to talk to now, someone who he could feel, even incorrectly, was carrying the burden with him and he and Williams had a lot of catching up to do. Williams wanted to know every detail of Wulff’s mission which he had picked up only half-assed through various sources and the misinterpretation of the press; Wulff wanted to know exactly what the hell was going on in the department and specifically what changes were being made under the new drug laws. Williams said that all of the changes were for the worse and all of it was full of shit and then went into the Evans business but all of this was strung out over several days. There was plenty to talk about. There was a brief period during the first week when it seemed that their conversation was literally inexhaustible and Wulff allowed himself to succumb for the first time in many, many months to a feeling of leisure, to a feeling that things would work themselves out next week or the week after that, and in the meantime they were out of his hands. It was a good feeling; it was the way that most people lived. Also, at that point it made a lot of sense to calculate that way because coming out from under tight hiding in the Idle Hour, no matter what amount of ordnance they had, would probably have been disastrous. They had lost the guy who had trailed them from the racetrack. (“We should have killed the son of a bitch,” Williams said, “goddamnit we should have pulled over on the side of the highway and nailed him; I don’t want to live with that cat hanging around.”) But that was only temporary; somewhere the guy was around, in the picture, going to make a move sooner or later. Also, there were a hell of a lot of other people looking for them, both of them by now. Really, there was nothing to do but stay there. Wulff figured that it would have to be a month before they could push out and cautiously venture east. He had an appointment with Calabrese.

But by the end of the second week, things had begun to fall apart. The conversational topics had been gone through over and over again. Williams, increasingly guilty about his wife, was getting irritable and sometimes even aggressive and Wulff, looking at the walls of the trailer, making small trips to the outrageous commissary where residents were compelled to make fifty dollars worth of purchases of overpriced goods every week, found himself beginning to palpitate with tension, his body shaking at odd moments, turning and turning in the well of sleep, images of blood on his mind. It was quite obvious already that they would never hold out the full month; they would not manage it without, insanely, turning upon one another. He was not geared for inaction. Williams had not travelled cross-country with a U-haul full of death to hang around a wretched trailer park and leave the next move to the enemy. No, Wulff decided toward the end of that second weel, it wouldn’t work out. They were going to have to break out.

“That suits me,” Williams said, “that suits me,” pulling aside the frayed curtains of the trailer, peering outside, looking out on the same view of miserable, rutted path cutting between the trees that they had looked out on, once every few waking minutes, for twelve days. “I told you it was a bad idea. We can’t sweat them out, man; we’re just sitting here and leaving them make the moves. The longer we stay here the more time they have to get a good fix on our position. You think they won’t find us sooner or later? We’re just sitting here, waiting to be mopped up.”

“It seemed like a good idea,” Wulff said, “I knew the pressure; I felt it was good to get under—”

“Get under?” Williams said and began to laugh a little hysterically. “Get under what? That’s the question I want to ask, what the fuck are you going to get under? You’re a marked man, you’d have to get under Mount Everest to find something big enough to cover you, and people climb up Mount Everest. The only way you got this far was by making your moves before they could make theirs; now you’ve changed your pattern but that’s just goddamned stupid. I didn’t drive cross-country, I didn’t get involved with that lunatic in Harlem, so that we could sit holed up in a plantation and let them fuck us over.”

“It won’t work,” Wulff said suddenly. He stood, walked away from Williams, leaned against one of the thin trailer walls, feeling it buckle and give. Nothing worked like it should in this country filled with junk. “Now I understand the problem. We can’t move together.”

“No?” Williams said.

“No. I thought it would be a good idea; I thought that I had gone as far as I could going it alone and that I needed real help but I see that it’s all wrong now. That’s why we’ve just been sitting here instead of moving. I’ve been afraid to move.”

“Oh. How’s that?”

“Don’t you understand? There’s no mobility and we’re so goddamned recognizable that there’s no cover either. Calabrese knows who you are; he’s been in touch with you, he’s made the connection between the two of us. We might be twice as dangerous as a team but we’re also twice as visible and they’ve got us nailed. One man is a guerilla army; two are a division.” He sighed, shook his head and looked levelly at Williams. “We’re going to have to split up,” he said.

“Split up? How?”

“I mean I’m going to have to work on my own. We can’t go it together. It was an idea and I was at the bottom, it seemed to be a solution. But it’s no solution; it’s no goddamned solution at all.”

“So I’m out on my ass,” Williams said. His face was peculiar, impassivity and expression chasing one another across his features, his eyes shrouded. He looked much older than Wulff would have ever thought he could look; at the beginning, in the patrol car, Williams had had one of those rookie’s faces that seemed to literally resist the effects of experience. But that had been a long, long time ago. … “You’re pitching the black man out on his ass,” he said.

“Oh, come on,” Wulff said, “don’t be ridiculous.” He bounced off the wall, the trailer shaking a little and went over to Williams. “It’s just that I’m in too deep,” he said quietly, “don’t you understand that? I’m on the bottom now; I’m so far down that I’m probably on the way out. Why drag anyone with me?”

“I don’t know,” Williams said quietly, “why drag anyone with you?” He slumped over, clasped his hands, leaned on the knuckles. “I never did think of us as a team,” he said.

“I can’t be a team with anyone.”

“You were right about the system though. The system sucks. The system is what makes it all possible; I found that out. So what am I supposed to do? Go back on the force? Get a nice desk job with security and a pension plan? Don’t you understand how deep in it I am?”

“Go back to your wife,” Wulff said suddenly. What he had said caught him by surprise; he found himself looking around the room to see if just possibly someone else had said it. No one had. “Go on back. She’s a nice girl. You’ve got a child by now. You’re a father. You’ve got something to go back to.”

“Don’t you understand?” Williams said. “It’s too late. I’m closed off. I did the same thing that you did; I walked out. They all know who I am. You think that they’re not after me the same way they are after you? Shit, man,” Williams said violently, standing, kicking the wall, “it’s too late for all of this crap. We’re in too deep. It’s no fucking time to turn sentimental.”

“Isn’t it?”

“Don’t give me that shit about a wife and a child,” Williams said. His face contorted suddenly, grief and rage merging into a quality which was neither; call it simply gelatinous, little pores and spaces falling that way. “Don’t you give me no hearts and flowers right now, you son of a bitch. You were the one who turned me against the whole wife and child bit, you remember?”

“I did nothing.”

“You said the system sucked and you were right: it does suck. So don’t cop out on me now, man, say go back, tend lawn, grow up strong and straight in St. Albans, Queens, New York. It’s too late for that now, you motherfucker.” Violently Williams yanked his shirt up, showed Wulff the thin scar implanted by the knife; months later it still seemed to glow, turning subtle colors in the dim illumination of the trailer. “That’s my mark,” he said, “that’s what the system got me. That’s what it gives anyone at the bottom who takes it seriously.” He brought his shirt down, the ends dangling, closed in on Wulff then, fists balled. “I could punch you out, you son of a bitch” he said.

“Don’t do it.”

“Don’t do it! Don’t do it! Everybody knows what to do or not do and I’m fucking sick of it,” Williams said and then insanely, ducking low, threw a fist into Wulff’s mid-section. It missed the plexus but still it hurt, the unexpectedness of the cheap-shot sending little groping fingers of pain up and down Wulff’s body. Instinctively, Wulff brought an open hand down, wedging the side of it into the back of Williams’s neck, just dropping it at the last instant so that instead of hitting the killing area near the medulla he struck him on the bony part near the nape of the neck. Williams gasped, sprrawled on the floor, rolled against the wall, then got up slowly, his face holding an expression that Wulff had seen many times before … but had never expected to see on Williams’s face.

“I’m going to kill you for that, you son of a bitch,” he said.

He rushed Wulff then, coming in at him straight and low, Wulff angling away from the mad dive only at the last moment so that Williams pitched into the wall … and at that moment, outside, there was a dull roar, the earth under their trailer shifted, Wulff, too, went sprawling toward a wall, the trailer rocking, flame all around him. Dimly, he could hear Williams’s bellowing. It looked like the world had blown up. The second explosion came, then.
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Billings had been in front of the Times-Mirror building fifteen minutes before the meet, checking out the scene; five minutes before he went into the lobby where he had a good vantage point on the street, a good controlling view of everyone walking, out of sight himself. Calabrese would have taken him for a fool if he had done anything else, Billings thought. His maneuver might be risky here, entirely risky when going up against someone like Calabrese, but there was one thing he definitely was not and that was stupid. He figured that Calabrese would send at least two men into this meet, one of them dressed as per instruction, the other one supposed to merge into the crowds until the last moment and then emerge to overpower him … but he could figure at least one move ahead, at least at this primitive level. That he was ready for.

Anyway, Calabrese did not know Los Angeles if he thought that a man could be merged into the street scene here. In New York it would have worked well, Chicago too: there was always plenty of traffic on the street and in the middle of those eddies figures who simply loafed around, peanut vendors, bums, junkies, hippies cruising a handout, pimps, all of this was part of the downtown scene in the great metropolitan centers … but Los Angeles had no center, it was not a city. There were no crowds. The presence of a second man could not be concealed. So when a stranger had set himself up in an uncomfortable position across the street two minutes before the meet, shifting from one leg to the other, smoking a cigar, scratching himself in an armpit where a big Luger probably was holstered … Billings knew exactly what he was and even under the tension of circumstances was able to grant himself one thin grin. Calabrese was smart all right, the smartest of the old-line bosses, one of the true greats … but he had worked this one out along traditional lines. Billings had had him figured. Sure you could figure out these bastards; their reputations meant nothing, they had the same tricks that anyone else had, just a little more originality in the switches, that was all. Calabrese leaned tightly against the lobby, no movement here either, 11 A.M., lunch hour for no one, no traffic coming in, and a man in a business suit wearing a blue necktie came out from some abcess of the street and stood in front of the building. He had a high, dedicated look, the kind of look that a man might have, Billings thought, if he was about to sacrifice himself in the line of a better cause, or maybe it was merely the expression that the horseplayers at Santa Anita took on somewhere around the eighth race, the beginnings of the knowledge that they were battering themselves against the tote, the impermeable machineries of chance, but still, what could you do? It beat working for a living. Billings slowly disengaged himself from his position, moved through the doors.

The man in the blue suit looked at him and at the same time something else happened; the other one, the man across the street who was supposed to be part of the scenery except for the problem that no scenery existed, looked from right to left in a nervous, distracted manner and then began to pace, his arm moving within his clothing, drifting from chest to waist, then nestling in a pants pocket. Son of a bitch, Billings thought, they wouldn’t be that audacious. Still, on the other hand, when you were talking LA, who noticed? There was, strictly speaking, no street scene whatsoever in LA. If there was a murder right here, the few pedestrians, the people passing by in cars would probably take it as part of a shooting script, on-location shooting. With the breakup of the big studios, after all almost everything was being done on the cheap, on a shoe-string, in far-flung areas of the globe. A company could move out and try to get some location shots in front of the Los Angeles Times-Mirror building while a couple of extras sprouted fake blood. Why not? Everything was going into the countryside, Billings thought.

He had his hand on his own gun, the hard surfaces of the point thirty-eight whickering into his hand as he came from the building. The man in the blue tie and the black suit regarded him with steady attention. Then as Billings closed the gap he was already turning, making some kind of obscure motion to the man across the street. That man was trying to cross now but they had not calculated on the traffic; a pack of cars sprinted free from a traffic light up the block and began to overtake one another, moving for a little borrowed space as they hit the center of the block, and the man across the street was unable to get to the other side. He stood there, shaking his head, hands on hips, spitting and cursing. Well, Billings thought, these little frustrations were entirely natural. They were all part of the great game of life, which you tried to play right down to the end, as if it mattered. Maybe it did. That would be the joke: if life really counted, if it was serious, if everything that took place here did add up to something after all. That kind of thought could drive a man mad if he dwelt on it. Better to juggle the odds on the tote and to deal with the Calabreses. Nothing was serious.

“All right,” the man in the blue suit said in a hoarse, high whisper, “all right, all right.” He was in his fifties, modest, inconsequential, but his eyes rolled in the purest of drug spasms. Be damned, Billings thought with some amusement, but then again in this city of wonders you could take nothing for granted. Maybe, Billings thought, maybe Calabrese kept his forces stoked on shit as a fringe benefit. There were stranger things. An army of freaks. “All right,” the man said again, “have you got the stuff?” His hands moved restlessly, like little animals, through his clothing. “Here I am, have you got the stuff?”

Billings closed in on him; now they were almost belly to belly. The man across the street was still unable to cross, tourist buses moving side by side in the near lanes were tying up everything. “I’ve got what I need,” he said, “have you got what I need?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I mean ten grand,” Billings said. Sometimes it was best to be indirect and then again sometimes you had to come right to the point. Coming to the point could sometimes be the best tactic of all because these people were often not prepared for it. “I’m looking for ten grand.”

The man in blue shrugged. He looked despairingly across the street, then back at Billings, eyes still rolling. “It works two ways, doesn’t it?” he said. “You’re supposed to have something for me.”

“Yes, but yours comes first.”

“I don’t know anything about that.”

“You’d better know something about it. Ten grand,” Billings said, “I’m waiting for ten grand.”

The man in blue cast another desperate glance across the street. “He’ll make it,” Billings said, “the light is going to change up above and he’ll be fine. But that’s not going to change the situation. You owe me ten grand.”

“Ah—”

“Make an independent decision. Stand on your own, for once. Sooner or later you reach a point in your life where you’ve got to lay it on the line, where you’ve got to come to terms with yourself. Come on,” Billings said, “let’s do it.”

The other man, spotting gaps in the traffic, had begun at last to move across the street. The traffic had humbled him, the roar of the buses’ exhaust, the choking fumes which had spread through the air lying heavily now a few feet above street level. He might have been older than the man in blue but he moved more slowly in a gimpy stride. The man in blue gave him another desperate glance, then faced Billings. “Where are they?” he said.

“You’ll find out. Give me the ten.”

“I can’t do that until you tell me where they are.”

“He says he can’t do it until I tell you where they are,” Billings said as the other man came up to them, still limping, his face drawn with tension. The skin of the cheeks was like canvas stretched with a very uneven strain. “But you know he’s full of shit,” Billings said, “you’re the senior operator here; he’s just carrying the bag. So tell him to pay up and be reasonable.”

The other man shook his head, made gestures with his fingers, said nothing. Billings put his hands on his hips and looked at him in disgust. “Come on,” Billings said, “be reasonable.”

“That won’t get you anywhere,” the man in blue said. Suddenly he seemed almost cheerful. “He’s a deaf-mute. He doesn’t hear and he doesn’t talk. All that he does is watch.”

“That makes sense,” Billings said, “he sure as hell isn’t going to break silence to anyone, isn’t he?”

“I don’t give a shit,” the man in blue said. “That doesn’t matter to me. Maybe he talks to other deaf-mutes. I have definite instructions; you tell me where they are and—”

“And then I get shot in the gut,” Billings said, looking at the deaf-mute who was fondling something in his pocket. “No way. Give me the ten.”

The man in blue sighed in disgust. Starting at fifty, he now looked sixty. He reached into his pockets, fumbled with something, keys clanking, then came out with a rolled up wad of hundreds. No one was looking at them at all. There was no one on the street Another avalanche of traffic came from the far corner and staggered by them.

“Here,” the man in blue said, “now you tell me where they are.” Billings shook his head in disgust, reached for the wad, took it out of the man’s hand. It came reluctantly, bulging, greasy. Slowly he began to count it.

“It’s all there,” the man in blue said, “goddamnit to hell, what kind of an operation do you think this is?”

The deaf-mute began to make croaking noises. After a fashion they could make sounds; it was pretty much a myth that they were silent. He reached out, pawed the man in blue on the shoulders, then made menacing gestures with his free hand at Billings. The eyes were cold, private, reserved, the other hand still out of sight. Billings counted the hundreds slowly, patiently. There were quite a few of them. He got up to forty-five, then stopped counting. The uncounted amount seemed to be slightly larger than what he had already gone through. All right. The deaf-mute continued to regard Billings with unusual, acute interest; he felt a fix in those eyes of unusual intensity, sucking him in. Calabrese ran a hell of an operation all right. A stupid man might think that he had sent incompetents, a deaf-mute and a panicky type, to this assignment but that stupid man would not have seen the genius of Calabrese’s calculation. There were a substantial number of corpses floating or lying around who had thought that they could outsmart Calabrese.

“All right,” Billings said, stuffing the money into a pocket, “I’ll take you there.”

The man in blue said, “What the hell is this?”

“You got a car?” Billings said. “I’ve got a car. We’ve both got cars. Everybody has a car and I’ll drive you to where they are, point out the spot, and take off. You don’t think I’m just going to tell you now, do you? I’m not stupid. For ten grand I’ll take you to where they’re holed up, point out the place, and then I’m taking off. Call it safety reasons.”

“Those weren’t my instructions. That’s not what you’re supposed to do. You’re supposed to tell me where the fuck they are.”

“I will,” Billings said, “I definitely will. But this way everybody’s protected. You get your payoff and I get the hell out of there.”

The man in blue turned, looked at the deaf-mute. Oddly, the deaf-mute seemed to be the leader of the two. He was looking at Billings now with a low, cold expression, dementia at the edges. Deaf-mutes, Billings thought, weren’t supposed to hear anything, right? They were deaf, that was why they were called deaf-mutes. Also they couldn’t talk. But this one seemed to have taken in everything. The man in blue made vague signals with his hands. The deaf-mute nodded impatently, not keeping his eyes off Billings.

Billings turned. “All right,” he said, “let’s go,” and he then began to walk. This was the risky part of the deal, all parts of it were risky, but this was the most dangerous aspect because if he hadn’t handled this just right it was possible that Calabrese’s men would panic, become impatient, perhaps do something really impulsive and dangerous. If he could clear this moment. Billings thought, he could probably carry it off all the way, but this was risky. There was a vague itch between his shoulder blades right in the place where a bullet would be most likely to hit him. He shrugged it away, kept on walking. His car was parked up the block, he had it within vision now and he went into his pocket, burrowing beneath the bills, finding his keys, carefully extracting them without causing the bills to fall, flapping, all over the pavement. That would be really bright. That would be exactly what he needed.

Nothing happened. He got to the Ford, walked over to the driver’s side, slowly opened the door and wedged himself behind the wheel. Only then, the door slammed, the lock button depressed, did he look up. The two were coming slowly toward him staring intently, communicating in some way with one another, making no erratic moves. Billings sat frozen behind the wheel, let them draw up to him. They stood on the pavement outside the car for a while, watching, then they slowly moved on.

Billings suppressed a wild impulse to turn the key in the ignition, floor the accelerator, get out of here, and make a run for it. That was human nature; he had to understand that the impulse was within him but under no circumstances could he do it. No, that would blow everything; so far he had handled this right with the correct measure of courage and calbut the wild, panicky flight out of here with ten grand in his pocket would be the foolish thing to do. He simply would not get away with it. They had gone along with him up to this point simply because they did not know what to do, probably had no specific instructions for this, but he could not blow it now. Also, he thought, there was no chance to get back to higher levels, get some advice. They were playing it on their own; they were as disconnected as he was. For the moment they were all freelancers.

The men began to move again, trudged slowly down the block. Billings sat there, palm flat to the cushions, not thinking, not reacting, simply waiting. He had no intention of not delivering. Delivering on the promise was the key to the deal. Only a fool would not deliver. But it was better, it was much better this way. Not only did he have some protection, a chance to get away clean … but there was also a thin chance that the two of them, Wulff and his companion, might be able to get away through no fault of Billings or his information.

He was forcing Calabrese’s men into a premature move.

He sat there in the car. After a while, a half-demolished Impala, two forms huddled inside, poked its way through traffic and came parallel to his window. He rolled it down, looked across, exchanged a look with the man in blue sitting in the passenger’s seat, the deaf-mute driving. Was that legal? he wondered vaguely. Deaf people weren’t supposed to drive; they couldn’t hear horns behind them, train whistles, officers’ commands, whatever, the state motor vehicle bureaus had laws against that kind of thing. But then again maybe the deaf-mute wasn’t really deaf and then again, being able to hear nothing while driving would certainly instill a certain calm in a man, a tendency not to get rattled.

“Don’t cross us,” the man in blue said flatly although there was a little tinge of uncertainty back of this, “that’s all I can tell you.”

“I won’t cross you,” Billings said, “do you think I’m crazy?” He wrenched the wheel, pulling the car slowly out of the space while the Impala drifted up a few feet beyond, gave him clearance, allowed him to pass, and then settled into a steady pace behind him. Thinking no, he really wasn’t crazy, not at all. He had no intention of crossing them. He would take them to the trailer park, point the way in, leave them to their devices, and get the hell out of there with his ten thousand dollars. He doubted if they would follow him, and even if they did, he figured that he could outrun them in this thing, particularly considering the condition of their car. He would take the ten thousand on the front end. After all, the front end was best. Let Calabrese do the mopping up. The shit would only wind up in his hands eventually anyway, and these two men, Wulff and the black partner, were doomed. No matter what happened, matters pivoted around those two constants: Calabrese getting the drugs, the two men dying. Take your ten grand and get out.

He put the car into a steady, grinding forty, showing nothing of the potential for cornering, the accelerative power that the three hundred and ninety ci’s under the hood gave, lulling the men behind, maybe, into the feeling that he had a junker. He was swinging in and out of the lane, driving easily, pausing every now and then while idling at traffic lights to pat the ten grand in his pocket. Ten grand in cash was nothing to Calabrese but it was the largest amount Billings had ever had altogether in his life. Out of the miniscule downtown area the roads opened up, traffic thinned, he and the Impala formed a caravan that way. They closed within a mile of the Idle Hour in only twenty minutes. That was good; much longer than that and they might have gotten very nervous and restless, thought that they were being conned in some way. That was one of the reasons why he had arranged to meet where he had. A short drive. Give them little time to think.

They were in the junkyard of America now: used car lots, fast-food franchises, miserable motels slammed up against the low hills of the landscape. The first sign for the Idle Hour came up; it was on the right, hitting him so suddenly that Billings instinctively gasped with surprise, the drive much shorter than he had thought. It must have seemed longer the first time around, stalking them, because he had been terrified that they would detect his tail at any time and pull him off the road; then, too, the careful drives that he had made here subsequently to see that they were still tucked away had been made under similar conditions of tension. It had been a risk all of those times, a terrific risk, but he had ten grand in his wallet and that payoff reduced the tension a little, even in retrospect. It had been worth it after all; ten grand was nickels and dimes to Calabrese, not much probably even to these two clowns trailing him, but to Billings it was plenty. It could finance a new life. He looked back into his rear-view mirror, seeing them come up closer behind him, pressed the hazard flashers to show that he was slowing, and then motioned with his right hand off the wheel. Five hundred yards up the road there was a small arrow under the lettering IDLE HOUR: TRAILER PARK, and then taking off the hazards he cut slowly into the shoulder lane bumping along at ten miles an hour, his right flasher indicating the turn.

His idea had been that they would fall back into line behind him, at the entrance to the park he would quickly accelerate, spinning out and getting away from there at fifty miles an hour, leaving them to their own method of figuring out where Wulff was in the park, which trailer was his. That had been his plan and figured out coldly beforehand it had been a good one, had made as much sense as not leading them here until he had the money and was in his own car…. But these men worked for Calabrese, even if they were fools they would not be total fools, there was some aspect of professionalism and anticipation in them after all, Billings realized … because the Impala sailed along in the right-hand lane, closed alongside Billings, and then almost casually cut him off, the mute yanking the wheel imperceptibly, the Impala sliding crosswise. Billings braked desperately, cursing, the Ford sliding along on the gravel almost swaying into the Impala, but even as he was pounding the wheel the man in blue on the passenger side had rolled his window all the way down, was shouting out to Billings. “All right,” he said, “where are they?”

“They’re in there,” Billings said, finally contriving the sedan to a halt, his palms so damp that they almost came off the wheel. He pointed at the sign. “Right in there.”

“Good,” the man said. “Lead us in.”

“I don’t have to lead you in. That wasn’t part of the deal. I told you they were in there and that’s enough. They’re in there.”

“You must think we’re stupid,” the man said. If he had been confused and taken by surprise on the street the drive had, seemingly, given him plenty of time to bring himself together again; the uncertainty was gone. “How do we know they’re in there, how do we know that this isn’t just a big rib?” A bus came lumbering in the passing lane, traffic behind it already clumping up as the slow-moving vehicle had been forced to the outside. Faces like flowers peered out of the cars, looking at them coolly.

“Lead us in there,” the man in blue said. “Show us where they are.”

“That’s no deal,” Billings said, “no deal at all,” and reached to roll up his window. There was a gun, suddenly, in the man’s hand. A miniature, it glinted at him from the cave of his palm, held almost casually.

“Please,” the man said, “you’ve fucked us up plenty already. Don’t fuck us up anymore, okay? I don’t want to kill you. Take us in there, point out the trailer they’re in, let us make a quick check. If it’s as you say it is you’re out of this and ten gee’s richer.” He gestured with the gun. “People are starting to look,” he said. “Be reasonable now. Don’t be a fool. Cooperate.”

Billings nodded slowly, reached out to crank up the window. “No,” the man said, “no, no, don’t think of that. Leave the window open. You need the breeze for all that sweating you’re doing. Just drive. Drive the car, that’s all I ask.”

Billings nodded again, feeling very old, feeling at bay, and dropped the car back into drive. The wheels spun on the gravel, then lurched the car forward; it crawled down the shoulder at five miles an hour. No way to get out of the box; the Impala was still wedging him in, crowding him over on the left. He had no choice, he had to lead them in and that knowledge, that acceptance coming through him finally, resulted oddly in a relaxation of the tension, even a faint wisp of exaltation. It was always that way when you knew you were committed passing any point of refusal; had he not known it a thousand times, the needle sliding in cooly, past the dark veins, into the bruise of the body itself? Of course, he had been there; he had seen it all before. One way or the other it would be over soon. If nothing else, that could be counted on. five minutes, ten minutes, and it would be done. He would be out of this with ten thousand dollars and a new life opening in front of him at the age of forty-seven or he would be dead. No more middleground. People dwelt in the middle, on the margins, all of their lives: that was death, that was what was killing them more than mortality itself, the slide toward emptiness, the absence of clear choices, but it had never been that way for him. Once again he was in a high, clearly-defined area where the right would happen or the wrong would happen but he would never be the same again. Yes, he thought, that was what might have driven him to the needle in the first place; that might have been precisely it. The need to cut loose, the need to take the high, deadly ground. The need to get off the margin forever.

He was bumping down the miserable road of the trailer park now, the guard nowhere to be seen, the barricade off-angle, crazily on and off the road. A stroke of luck this, the guard not being here, because he knew that the men behind him would almost certainly have killed him to gain entrance. That was the way it was. Behind that spot, angling off to the right, just barely he could see the top of Wulff’s trailer, the yellow U-haul parked beside it linked to the Ford sedan, the ruined Cadillac a little further on.

He leaned across the seat, turned to the Impala which was turning close, gestured violently toward the trailer, pinning them, giving them the signal … and then he yanked the wheel hard left, looking for the sweeping U-turn that he could just make and which would carry him past the Impala, up the path to safety … but he never made it. Something hit him in the neck, stinging and then dull, a feeling of wetness, and as he was sliding into the seat thinking, son of a bitch, son of a bitch, they shot me, more in amazement than anger, he had had this fully calculated. Why would they shoot him now? As he was sinking to the seat a roar hit him and then another roar, a whole series of implosions battering and battering away through the blindness that was his sight.

And the world blew up.
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The first explosion sent them locked together, sprawling on the floor, the second lifted them as if in a gigantic fist and hurled them across the tilted floor and into the wall, but it was Williams, more alert than Wulff, who was screaming, “Christ, Christ, they’ll get the ordnance,” and Wulff was able to break the hold, then, fighting to do so, coming off Williams’s body, their contact gelatinous in retreat. And then yet another explosion hit them, this one breaking in the walls of the trailer and sending little fragmentation pellets through the opening pores. Wulff rolled on the floor, absorbing the impact, the world shaking, body shaking, then came up with the pistol in his pocket to find that Williams had already, using the stock of the one rifle they had brought in here, battered open the door. They looked out into the damp air. They looked out into horror.

A junk Impala was lying down the path fifty yards or so, next to it a Ford had skidded completely around breaking the path of the Impala, but then again it might have been the Impala hitting the Ford broadside. In either case the Impala was surrounded by little puffs and plumes of dust, and even as Wulff looked another grenade, unmistakably it was a grenade, came sailing from an area behind the car, turning lazily in the air, heading toward the top of the trailer. Wulff could see it all happening; the grenade would hit, it would explode, force would drive it downward, breaking the trailer in five or ten pieces, those pieces imploding around him. There would be one shrieking, burning instant of torture in the last blaze of which he would see Williams … and then they would be dead … both of them. The panorama cleared again; no trailer in the landscape but the grenade did not hit the trailer. Something caught it in the angle of flight, maybe a breeze, most likely a prayer, and it hit the ground some ten yards in back of the trailer still rolling, turning like an egg on the ground, rolling into a small clump of trees which went up with a dull roar, the foliage catching the fire and fragmentation. Flat dud, flat failure, the grenade captured by the earth … and by that time Wulff, too, had his pistol out, was firing in the direction of the car.

Williams, following the rifle, allowing the rifle to guide him more than he exerted control, was coming out in front of the trailer now, the stock of the rifle buried deep under his armpit, the recoil causing him to groan and give a little ground reciprocally as he got off three, then four shots in the direction of the rear of the Impala. The trailer itself was on fire, little crowns and plumes of haze surrounding it, but Wulff was not concerned by that; he was not concerned either with the faces that were beginning to peer out of the trailers, the dull threads of scream that he heard intermingling with the sound of ordnance. No, the thing to do was to get to the source of those grenades before yet another one could come … He heard a scream then, something behind the Impala hit, and a man leaped up from behind the car as if on strings, his face contorted, blood coming from all the crevices, then disappeared behind the car.

“Cover me!” Wulff screamed to Williams over the noise. “Goddamnit just cover me, I’m going in there.” He went into that terrain in a low crawl, holding the pistol over his head, clearing it from the dirt, thinking that this was insane; he was asking for cover from a man who not two minutes before he had been trying to pound into unconsciousness, who had been trying to do the same to him … but Williams could be trusted, he knew that, what had happened in the trailer had nothing to do with what was happening now. It was from an excess of knowledge, too much realization that they had attacked one another and now that was over; the real enemy lay before them.

He heard the whine of Williams’s rifle as another shot was put down and then he was into the middle of it, crawling behind the Impala. Two men were lying there. One, a tall man, was playing stupidly with a grenade between his crossed legs as if it were a toy of some sort, trying to formulate a series of gestures which were appropriate to the grenade but failing, muttering to himself, spittle coming from his lips. A bright bloodstain was in the center of this man’s forehead and without thinking about it further Wulff doubled the blood, raising the pistol, pumping a shot as near to the hole as he could get it. The man grunted once, almost gratefully, Wulff thought, spun and fell over the grenade, his body holding it like a cup. He had taken a shot in the cerebrum, Wulff thought, that had destroyed the higher intellectual faculties but with his last energies he had still been trying to figure out what the grenade was for, exactly what to do with it. A good organization man to the last. Next to him, a man who might have been immaculately dressed a little while before, wearing a blue suit, bloodstains on his tie, was squealing and mumbling, trying to raise a revolver, not quite able to make it. His body glistened with a thousand cuts and violations; somehow a grenade had gotten hold of him and torn him open but he too was still determined, still trying to get a job done and the higher intellectual faculties with him seemed to be functioning nicely as he raised the gun in slow-motion, sweat coming out of his face, mingling with the blood, trying to level the gun down on Wulff.

“Son of a bitch,” the man said, and each word was a breath, each breath a further explosion of blood. “Dirty son of a bitch.” His finger was looped around the trigger and only then did Wulff, waiting it out until the last moment, shoot the gun out of the man’s hand. It spun twinkling downrange, the man in blue caving forward again, lying on the earth, pounding his fist against it like a frustrated child. “Son of a bitch, son of a bitch,” the man was saying, and uprange Williams’s rifle went off again. A bullet came across the distance and smashed into the small of the man’s back. Little fingers of blood sprang out. The man screamed weakly. Wulff aimed the pistol carefully and shot the man in the head. He died quickly, gratefully, the pistol flying away from him.

Wulff stood up slowly, giving Williams plenty of time to see him then, giving the black man plenty of time to adjust himself to the realization that it was over. If Williams was going to shoot him this would certainly be the time, but he had faith. He had a complete and sudden faith in Williams; the man was working with him, not against him, he was not going to shoot Wulff. Slowly he waved his arm, standing to full posture, motioning toward the ground, and from the trailer Williams exposed himself, holding the rifle at port arms, then raising it slowly above his head.

Up and down the path now there were little flames. Wulff could hear the sound of their faint crackle and behind that he thought that he could hear the sound of voices as well. Not the propietorship, of course. If anyone was going to get killed in the Idle Hour it sure as hell wasn’t going to be the owners who would surely have taken cover, but it would instead be some wretched tenant who had booked space next to a travelling assassin. That would be just about the way it would go, but Wulff did not want to think of the voices now, let them react to this as they would. His time in the Idle Hour was most certainly completed now. Most of the grenade fires were starting to go out on their own. There was a ragged glaring blaze up beyond in a grove near the gate, but some men had already come out of one of the trailers, a bright, blue job, and were throwing coffeepots and frying pans filled with water on it. That was not the problem. Wulff waved the all-clear to Williams again, stood, looked at the two corpses on the ground bleeding thickly into the foliage, red and green smeared throughout and then he went to the Ford sedan where he thought that he had seen something moving just a few minutes before. He peered in through the window. A man lying flat on the seat, head under the steering wheel, looked back at him. There were small bloodstains around his ears and hinted at behind the neck, but Wulff could see nothing mortal. The man tried to raise a hand with effort, finally got a finger moving. Late forties. There was a gun on the floorboards to his right.

“I think I’ve got a broken back,” the man said, “you’ve got to get me out of here.”

Wulff looked at him, said nothing.

“Didn’t you hear me?” the man said in a high voice. His speech faculties were certainly unimpaired. “I said, I think the sons of bitches broke my back. I’ve got to get some help. I’m paralyzed.”

“Who brought them here?” Wulff said.

“What? What’s that?”

“I said, who brought those men here?” He looked back at the Impala and the two corpses.

Even in paralysis, the man’s eyes turned cunning. “Brought who here?” he said. “Brought what? I was just driving in here. Then there was some shooting. They started to shoot at me and then they were throwing grenades. You saw the whole fucking thing.”

“You brought them here,” Wulff said.

The man’ cheeks began to twitch like frog’s legs. “Get me out of here,” he said, “you want me to die? You want me to die in this fucking trap? It’s not right, you’ve got to help me—”

“You brought them here,” Wulff said, “you led them in. You spotted us for them but you weren’t able to get clear. You got caught by surprise. They double-crossed you. You were on the kill list, too.”

“What the hell does that have to do with anything? Goddamnit it, I’m dying.”

“I recognize you,” Wulff said, “don’t you think I know who you are?”

“Listen,” the man said, “that doesn’t have to do with anything. I didn’t want anyone to get hurt. I wanted—”

“Santa,” Wulff said. “Santa Anita. The grandstand. You think I’m a fucking fool?”

Williams was waving at him from the steps of the trailer, apparently trying to indicate that someone was coming. All right. That would be the next thing to deal with. He could already see, inclining his head, the guard trudging his way toward the trailer very slowly, holding a rifle extended. Pick him off here? He thought, well, that would be a pleasure. If he had to do it he would without a second thought. Still, it might not be necessary just now.

“I’m no fool,” he said, turning back to the man. “I know exactly what’s going on. I know what the game is; I know what you had in mind. You were going to finger us and take off. That was all.”

The man on the seat tried to move. The effect was perhaps an inch of elevation, holding his buttocks off the seat, but for what this was costing him it was obvious that he might as well have been beaten with clubs, slashed with razors, the agony came out of him in little gasps and tiny screams. “Please,” he said, “please don’t do it.” He looked at the revolver in Wulff’s hands. “You wouldn’t—”

“I wouldn’t?” Wulff said. “I wouldn’t? You died in the accident, remember? A couple of guys came in here, no one will ever know who, and started to throw grenades around. Unfortunately you got in the way of one and got yourself badly mangled. Maybe you tried to intervene and they had to put a shot through your throat.” He levelled the pistol. “There’s got to be an end to this,” he said. “Somewhere along the line it’s just got to stop now.”

He shot the man in the throat.

Pain, death restored the man as the efforts of a hundred surgeons might not have. He flopped around on the seat like a fish, his face, despite all of the agonies of the body, strangely composed, the eyes welling inward as if for strength. His hands squeezed once, reaching down toward his belly as if there were something that he could grasp; he seized his navel, pounded the skin, twitched and gathered it together and then rolled, fell to the floor of the car, his legs, comically held by the steering wheel, coming straight upright. Wulff looked at the soles of the man’s shoes, ripple-soles, encrusted with little pellets of dirt. They lashed out once, those shoes, like a laboratory animal already dead and dismembered being given a testing electric shock, and then the man lay very still on the floor doing nothing. Wulff, meaning to fire a single precautionary shot, found that his hand locked on the trigger and he put two, then three, finally four shots into the corpse, firing spasmodically, gasping with the release as the bullets went in, watching the body flop around through death with an almost sensual pleasure. Only when the gun was empty did he stop, the gun falling away, his hand lolling open-palmed against his waist. Then slowly, slowly Wulff trudged up the hill back toward the trailer, feeling much older suddenly, feeling that he had learned something about himself that he would rather not know, a knowledge that he could not quite bear and yet which he would have to internalize along with everything else because not to do so was to lie. He would not lie to himself. If nothing else he would hold onto that.

But he had learned what he would rather not have known.

He was just like them. When it came right down to the confrontation he probably enjoyed administering death just as much as they did. Because it was a condition of the business.

As a narco he had suspected it but there was a lot of knowledge you could duck in the police department, and besides that narcos never had to use their guns. But it had caught up to him now. It had caught up to him good.

There was less and less difference between him and the enemy.

The guard was screaming at Williams.





XV

There was no way to settle it. There was just no right way, no decent way to settle it, and so they had done the only thing that they could have to make the situation work at all; Wulff had pulled a gun on the guard. The pistol was empty but the guard would never know the difference. “Shut up,” Wulff said, “just drop the fucking gun now,” and the guard had dropped the gun. He had raised his hands, backed away from them in a spasm of reluctance as once again the faces in the trailers had disappeared, shutters and shades coming down. This was a wonderful place, the Idle Hour, you could probably have ritual sacrifice in the middle of the trailer court and risk nothing more than a note from one of your neighbors a few days later suggesting that you keep the racket down.

“No fight, no fight,” the guard was saying in a whimpering old man’s voice, “anything you want you take, I don’t want to make any trouble, I just didn’t know what’s going on here.”

Williams stepped forward, holding his pistol butt-end, hit the guard a ferocious blow in the cheekbone and the man went into the mud, into the spaces where the fires had been. “I’ve been waiting for weeks to do that,” Williams said to the man on the ground and then kicked him hard in the ribs, the guard screaming and snaffling, then burying his head into the mud and sobbing. Williams spat and then with sudden disgust lurched away toward the trailer, Wulff following. “They turn you into them,” Williams was saying. “You like to think that you’re different, that you don’t play their game, but shit, the game is that you become them, and that way they always win because it’s always they who are still on top.” He raised his pistol and threw it into the woods in an enormous sweep, coughing, spitting, then leaned against the ruined wall of the trailer, the wall crumpling, looking away from Wulff. “I’ve had it, man,” he said, “this has been coming a long time, I knew it was coming, I knew what it was going to be but still you’re never ready, are you? They turn you into them.”

“All right,” Wulff said. He looked back at the three bodies now in the grove, the guard thrashing on the ground. “We’ve got to get out of here,” he said.

“You’re bloody fucking-a right we’ve got to get out of here! I know that.”

“Someone’s going to reach the cops.”

“We are the cops,” Williams said and began to laugh hysterically. The laughter turned into sobs and he spat again violently. “We’ve got to get out of here,” he said, “I know that; I know you’re right. We’ve had it. Our cover is blown.”

“Now,” Wulff said, “right now.”

“I don’t even know if that fucking thing will drive,” Williams said, pointing toward the U-haul. He seemed calmer, now that the sobs were out of him. “It’s got scars all over it; they might have hit the axle.”

“We’ve got to try,” Wulff said, “we’ve got to try to get out right now; it’s no good. We can’t hold out here.”

“Look at that son of a bitch,” Williams said, pointing toward the Sedan de Ville. The flak had pitted even deeper holes in the body frame; parts of the roof were literally torn open. “Look at that; you think that’s going to drive?”

“Your Cadillac is a quality car,” Wulff said, “they’re built with quality, they’re serviced carefully, they’re your best value in a used car, don’t you know that?” wondering vaguely if he were a little mad even as he started toward the car. The trailer, tilted crazily, shed some more strips of fragmentation, little steel joints collapsed into the mud. “Can’t get anything out of that,” he said, “let’s go.”

“Go where?”

“Get out on the highway,” Wulff said. “Follow me. We get thirty, forty miles, maybe we’ll be able to stop. Don’t you understand?” he said, and suddenly there was a siren whooping in the distance. “Don’t you see? We can’t stay around here; they’ll nail everything.”

“Yeah,” Williams said, “yeah.” Wulff got into the Cadillac thinking it was sure a fortunate thing that he had stashed the sack in the trunk, done that a couple of days ago on a vague impulse which he could not understand, just a feeling that it would be better in the car than in the trailer. Prescience, foresight, some word like that. As he had expected the motor turned right over, the transmission caught, the car began to roll.

Watching Williams maneuvering behind him Wulff went into a long, shaking U-turn and headed out toward the highway.

The siren was closer but not close enough. They turned south and began to move away at a slow, even, regular pace, leaving three dead men behind them.





XVI

The report got to Calabrese within thirty minutes. If nothing else, he thought, he had intelligence. His intelligence sources were excellent. A man with his intelligence sources could sit in a room high above a drive and do nothing except to give orders and hear results; he would certainly never have to go out into the world. That was fine, not going into the world; after seventy-three years Calabrese had had quite enough of it. But now the world was turning against him.

Surprisingly, he was able to take it calmly. He would not have thought so himself but at some level of foresight he must have seen how this would go, what was going to happen, he must have already dreamed the failure. Three men dead in a trailer park, the pair escaped again. There seemed to be no reason for there to have been three men; the deaf-mute and Parsons were a team but where had the third man come from? Cross and double-cross? Who knew? Eventually he might find out but it was in the category of ancient information already. It simply did not matter. None of it mattered; it was esoteric. The sons of bitches had gotten away again.

At least he had them nailed to the ground now. He had suspected that they were in the coast area but nothing was certain. He had had to fan out the alert all through the country, had had to diversify his forces but now he had them nailed in, in a pocket. He could bring down everyone in the Los Angeles area, get them into a net, sweep them in. He knew it. It stood to reason.

So it was for the best. It was for the best that three men had been lost, a trailer park blown up, Calabrese frustrated and defied once again. He wanted to look at it in that way; really wanted to feel that the disaster had done him a favor but Calabrese could not. He simply could not take satisfaction in it. Time and again he had had this bastard cornered, time and again there seemed no way that he could have gotten loose … and yet he had. Peru was an enormous box; he had had him tied in Peru with a ribbon. And yet the bastard had hijacked his way out. It was mystical.

No. No, it wasn’t mystical, Calabrese thought. It was retribution, that was all that it was. It was retribution for that moment in Chicago when he had had the man in this very room, had had him positioned for a kill order … and had let him go because he liked the excitement of having danger within compass. Liked it because he was an old man, losing his grip; that was why he had liked it. Walker had been right, the son of a bitch. He had killed Walker for saying it but it would not take away the inescapable truth of the matter. He had acted like an old fool, he had missed his one real chance and now there was no recovery. He would never have that chance again.

He would never have it again. The thought was chilling; it sent a thrill of dread through him and Calabrese stumbled away from the desk from which he ran the world, went to the concealed liquor cabinet and taking out a bottle of scotch he swilled a good fraction of it in a series of choking swallows, handling the scotch like beer. It went down into his gut like a wound, then spread out into lazy, indolent fingers which poked through his esophagus. He belched.

The man who had been sitting in the room throughout all of this, sitting silently, looked at Calabrese wonderingly, then looked away. No questions, his expression showed clearly. He was a bodyguard; he was here at the old man’s request; that was where it all ended. Think not and you don’t get hurt. Now he took the gun out of his inner pocket, played with it, his eyes glowing with a faint light. The man loved guns. He loved everything about them. That was why Calabrese had brought him in here.

“I’ve been a fool,” Calabrese said.

The man said nothing. He hunched over the gun, considering it. If any man came into this room to try and hurt Calabrese he would kill him; if Calabrese ordered him to go out and do a job he would do that. Otherwise he would do nothing at all. That was clear. He shrugged, looked at the floor.

“I’ve been a goddamned old fool,” Calabrese said. He took the bottle, proffered it “You want some of this?” he said.

The man shook his head.

“Come on,” Calabrese said, “it’s only a goddamned bottle of scotch, it’s not going to kill you.”

The man refused for the third time, his eyes glowing just a little. “Peter denied Christ three times before cock-crow,” he said, “I couldn’t do it a fourth.”

“Don’t,” Calabrese said, “don’t do it a fourth. Don’t call me Christ, either.” He passed the bottle over; the bodyguard took it, put away a few neat swallows, smiling to himself in a private way, then handed the bottle back. Calabrese put it on his desk. Drinking and bullshitting with a religious bodyguard. That was what it had come down to. All of the power, all of the roots and interconnections put down over forty years, the struggle, the manipulation, the control … all for this. There was something very wrong with it.

But on the other hand, he couldn’t think of a goddamned thing to do otherwise.

“I want him,” Calabrese said. “I want him badly. I want pictures. I want pictures of his corpse.”

The bodyguard shrugged.

“I’m a goddamned fool,” Calabrese said again and picked up the bottle, wiped it, put down another drink, “but if you ever take that news out of this room I’ll kill you.”

The bodyguard shrugged, showed his hands. “It’s okay,” he said, “it’s okay by me. It’s none of my goddamned business, believe me, I don’t care, I won’t take nothing away. I’ll do whatever you say.” He looked sidewise at the scotch bottle. “You got me started,” he said, “if you don’t mind—”

“Oh, no,” Calabrese said, “I don’t mind. I don’t mind at all.”

He handed the guard the bottle.

And then for a long time, the two of them just sat there, seventy-three and forty, getting drunk in the cool chambers of Calabrese’s throne room.





XVII

Picking up Route 80 at San Francisco, heading east this time, the U-haul flat behind him and filling the rear-view mirror, Williams, alone, had an insight: the men who had waylaid him in Nebraska had not been looking for him at all. They had merely been freelancing, shopping around, seeing what they might be able to get off the road in the same spirit that fishermen would toss a net into promising waters. It would have been less horrible, somehow, if he could have thought that they were organization men and they had had a tracer on him but even the organization was not that sophisticated. No, these men had merely been on a fishing expedition. The roads, with the closing of the continent fifty years ago, were now the last frontier; the last space in which the highwaymen, pirates, freebooters, sharks could roam. That was even worse. It meant that in addition to worrying about everything else on his three-day haul East he’d have to think about walking into some freelancers again.

Still, he thought, it was the only thing to do. Wulff and he had discussed it; nothing else made sense. They had to split up and he had to go back on his own; together now they were twice the target, not twice as deadly. It had become quite apparent to Wulff from the moment of the attack in the trailer camp that they would not be able to stay together; Williams had seen it even before that Not if they were jumping each other the way they had. No way. The fight in the trailer, just before the grenades hit, had been terrifying because it had not really been anyone’s fault. It was just the way that the situation had developed. “Go back to your wife,” Wulff had said to him on the vacant back road into which they had pulled their caravan, “get the hell out of this while there’s still time. I’m a doomed man now but you can still get away.”

“They know who I am, too,” he had pointed out, “they got me spotted; I told you Calabrese knows—”

“They only want you because you’re with me,” Wulff said. He spoke slowly, softly, with the determination of a man who had sifted through all of the choices in his mind a long time before and now had gone long past indecision. “Otherwise you don’t matter. It’s me they want.”

“I’ll stay with you.”

“Can’t,” Wulff said, “can’t do it. We can’t operate together.” He smiled in a strange way, stared at Williams intently. He was leaning out the window of the ruined Cadillac, Williams having come from the Ford to talk to him. “You see what happened.”

“Forget it.”

“I can’t forget it. You don’t really want to be here. I don’t see why you should. There’s no way to fight it together. I’ve got to be on my own.”

“I can’t go back to being where I was,” Williams said, “it will never be the same again.”

‘What is? What the hell is? You get out of bed in the morning; you’re never going to be exactly the same as you were. Everything changes moment to moment. But you can still pick up the pieces. You can get back somehow the way it was before.” Wulff shook in the seat, pressed his back then against the rear and restored control so quickly that if Williams had not been alert to it he never would have suspected anything. But for just a moment there had been a real aspect of pain in the man; now he was impassive again. “I can’t do that,” he said, “I can’t ever get back near to how it was. It’s all the way to the end now.”

“So what are you going to do?” Williams said, looking nervously beyond the cars toward the road. No traffic; they had picked a gutted local highway here running parallel to the interstate. Twenty years ago it had been filled with gas stations, diners, used-car lots, people … now it had been abandoned. “What’s your next step?”

“That’s simple,” Wulff said flatly, “I’m going to get back to Chicago and kill Calabrese.”

“Are you?”

“My way. I’ve got to be alone.”

“You’ll need some fucking ordnance,” Williams said, looking at the U-haul.

“No way. No way at all I’m going to be able to go in with that stuff. I’ve got to travel light; that’s the only way. Load myself down with that, and I not only restrict my mobility, I risk turning it over to them. They could use it; you’ve got half an army in there.”

“So what to do? Take it back?”

“Take it back,” Wulff said, “take it back to your Father Justice, argue for ninety percent. Most of it’s unused, untouched even, he ought to settle for ninety percent. He’s a businessman and he’ll see the value of renting out merchandise that wasn’t even used.”

“Shit,” Williams said obscurely, shaking his head, “shit, I thought we could have done something—”

“I did, too. But we can’t. We couldn’t It wouldn’t have worked out, I see that now. So we’ve got to settle, cut our losses.” Wulff bent over the ignition, cranked the car. The Cadillac started with a gasp, idling unevenly. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“I am, too.”

“But you see what happened.”

“Yeah, man, I see what happened all right.”

“If they hadn’t attacked then they might not have saved us from ourselves,” Wulff said softly, and raced the engine, the valves clattering, then threw the Cadillac into reverse. The tires spun, then caught softly.

“Wait,” Williams said, throwing up a hand, “what next?”

Wulff braked the car, the frame shuddering on the chassis. “What do you mean by that?” he said.

“Is this how it ends?” Williams said. He found himself being betrayed by an odd kind of sentiment, it was not loss exactly, nothing in circumstances like this could be called loss, but then again it was not sheer eagerness to get out. “Never again?”

“I don’t know,” Wulff said, leaning out the window again, “this can’t go on much longer, you know.”

“I know that.”

“It’s been this way but it can’t continue. I’ve got one more job to do before it’s over.”

“Calabrese,” Williams said.

“Calabrese,” Wulff said nodding, “Chicago and Calabrese. The stakes are too high; one man can’t carry this alone. It’s a one-way ticket on a death trip, don’t you know that?” He revved up the motor again, the Cadillac starting to reverse. “Go to Father Justice,” he said. “Get a refund, see what percentage you can have returned. Go to your wife, go back to the force. Be happy. This isn’t the answer either, don’t you see that? You can’t beat the system, make it work, but you can’t go outside of it either because that way you just get crushed out. There’s got to be another way, but I don’t know what it is. If I find it I’ll send you a telegram,” Wulff said, “I’ll send it to you back at home.” And then the car was moving over the ruts on the highway, lumbering out of his line of sight, Wulff trailing a hand out of it for a long time until the car was invisible. Leaving him alone with the U-haul, the Ford, and himself. As he must have known from the beginning that it would have to be.

So here he was, picking up eighty, moving as fast as he dared and thinking about the hijack team in Nebraska as he locked the Ford into its seventy-five miles an hour thruway pace again. There had been nothing personal about that team, they had perhaps been as impersonal, basically, as the way in which Wulff and he had fallen upon one another back at the trailer park, doing it simply because there was nothing else to be done, because they had tuned themselves, been tuned, to fighting pitch and there was simply no one else to fight. It all ate shit, that was the point, anything stunk, whatever you did wound you up in the same trap, brought you to the same outcome. Whether you pounded it out in St. Albans for twenty years looking for the good time and the pension-and-out, or whether you started roaming between the coasts and to foreign counties looking to confront the enemy whole and destroy him … it all caught up to you. Whatever you did it was the same and the sudden knowledge filled Williams with fury. He pounded the steering wheel, aware for the first time of his mortality, of the limitation of his possibilities, of the trap into which life itself had brought him. You couldn’t get out: the system was a lie but trying to beat it was also. Look at Wulff, look at himself, and he felt his lungs blowing and dilating with rage as he thought of this, then settled the car down to sixty, shaking his head. Can’t do this, he thought, got three thousand miles to go, got to go cross-country, start carrying on this way and it’s no good at all. I’ll blow myself out before I get into Utah, got to be calm, got to look at the long view … and behind him in the rear-view mirror he saw something growing. It looked like a hearse, a long, black, gleaming car shifting back and forth on the two lanes of highway, coming on him at a hundred miles an hour or more, he thought. He could see two bodies in the front, hunched down, and at that same moment Williams knew exactly what had happened to him and what was going on.

There was nothing to do. He was caught in a trap so profound that his very movements were as predictable as if they had happened a long time ago. He floored the accelerator, urging the Ford to ninety miles an hour and took over the center stripe of the highway, hugging it, the car rocking with speed. He would have to try and outrun them, not because he had any chance, not because a Ford with a U-haul could outrun a new limousine with a determined driver … but only because that was the way the game was played; that was the nature of the scenario…. Knowing this Williams pounded that accelerator, moving his foot on it back and forth like an organist, trying to urge a little more speed, the U-haul beginning to sway dangerously behind him now, the U-haul trying to pull off the road with its own torque and he fought back against it, lashing the car from side to side to set up a counter-torque of his own which would carry him against the thrust of the U-haul. It worked, although perilously. Now the following car had closed upon him so that it was invisible through the rear-view mirror, shut out by the U-haul. He had to use the side mirror to see it … and looking through the side mirror he could hardly lose it. The car was a 1970 or 1971 Lincoln town car, what did they call it, Mark something or other, the jobs with the Rolls-Royce ripoff grilles and the opera windows, perfect for bulletproofing. The car gave less open glass area to its occupants than any production car made in America. The car, now insolently on his back bumper seemed to come off then, slid back almost arrogantly allowing Williams to open up three or four car lengths. They were toying with him.

Either toying with him, he thought, or waiting for the road to be absolutely clear. He could see nothing coming up behind him but then, of course, he was at a partial disadvantage. In the other car they would be able to get a clear view back on this flat, undulating terrain, looking back a mile or more, and they would want to make absolutely sure that there was no one behind. Made perfect sense. Murder, even highway murder, was a private thing. Even the vast crackups of the interstate seemed to happen in an enclosed space, attacker and victim, walled off by their disaster from the fact of the road itself. There was something very private about dying, always: no matter how you came to it, what life you had led to get there, it seemed to happen in a black tube or funnel stuffed with cotton, just you and the act and the emptiness outside.

Wasn’t it always that way? Williams thought bitterly, holding the wheel with shaking hands, keeping the Ford at a savage, desperate, almost losing-control seventy-seven miles an hour. Maybe the pictures they drew were different but it was always the same: here he was, an American Negro, getting his black ass chased all over the continent, a bunch of white men in a big car behind him. That was the way it was: they reamed you from dawn to daylight, they stalked you all of your life. They trailed your black ass, stalking you from birth through the middle years, and then sooner or later, in a white, blank, staring space they got you. That was life, face it, breathe it in: he was running guns for the white man, moving in the white man’s service, and another group of white men were coming out to kill him. Did it matter why the one had sent him out with the guns, why the others wanted to stop him? It was just whitey, that was all; he was a rat in a trap, carrying out matters for whitey, fetching and carrying for whitey, and now they had decided to kill him. He shook his head, cursed, spat neatly through the spokes of the steering wheel. He saw what the Panthers meant now. He saw very well what Malcolm, that stoned priest, had been shouting from the pulpits. You carried out their shit all your life, mucked up their floors, did their dirty work for them … and then they killed you. The only solution, the only way to come to terms with it, Malcolm and the Panthers had said, was in recognizing the enemy, seeing him whole, realizing that when the enemy outnumbered you seven to one every black man would have to be your brother. Instead he had opted for the system. He had gone into the coils and wires of the network thinking that he could bury himself in it so deeply that he would not only be doing the white man’s work, he would be a white man. Well, that would show you. Oh, yes, indeed: live and learn, twenty-five years old, all the living and learning done, and now he was ready to die.

He had hung all this time in the passing lane; streaking near the flat valley between the two panels of highway, not in any hope that he could outrun them but only because it might be a shade more difficult to pass him on the right than on the left, particularly with the waggling, U-haul, duck’s ass behind him. But now the Mark came up beside him, lunging out of the rear view, reappearing to his right with the same insolent control and rapidity with which it had dropped back, the car coming belly to belly against the Ford. He could see the men in there for the first time, two of them hunched in the front seat, the driver holding the wheel rigid, hands stroking the wheel of the thing, shaking with the effort to control the car at this speed. The other one, obviously the one who he had to fear, looking at him sidelong in a strange, demented way somehow seeming to smile at him. Slowly, the Mark began to drift over to him then, crowding Williams in the lane, forcing him over to the shoulder. In a box, he tried to drive his way out of it but once again as the speedometer got past eighty the trailer began to slew dangerously behind him; he could feel the damned thing slewing, setting up a force that would, if the angle of the rock continued to expand, force him into a ditch. There was nothing to do then but to come off the accelerator, the car hanging back to seventy, then drifting to sixty-five. With that same insolent burst of power, the driver leaning forward in the seat, the Mark pulled away from him, drifted over and drifting lazily, gracefully, everything suddenly quite low at these speeds, the big car cut him off.

There was nothing to do but grab at the brakes and pray. Williams did so screaming, yanking the wheel right, drifting toward the other side of the road, the car looking for space on the shoulder. But the Mark, devastatingly maneuverable for all of its size, was there still. It was in front of him, crowding him into a panic-stop and nothing to do then but to come down on the brakes hard, harder, hardest, the Ford in a full-dive, almost out of control. Fighting, Williams could see that he was going to hit the big car, then the realization and the impact itself became spliced. He slewed into it, hit the rear quarter panel hard, the Lincoln slewing across the road. The Ford chased it, the U-haul waggling and hit it again, and then somehow the two cars were linked together. Just as he and Wulff had been tearing at one another in an embrace so now were the two cars, twisted, screaming metal, and they spun, turned, and came off the road, the U-haul clattering into them, beginning to roll as they came off the side and finally they came to a stop. Williams hit steering wheel, windshield, dashboard, bouncing off their surfaces like a ball, slamming around the car, the wheel braced in his hands only slightly lessening the jolting impact, not cutting it off and finally, he did not quite know how, he sprawled to a stop, lying on the seat, staring up at the ceiling of the car, at the gutted, ruined surfaces of cloth which had covered the struts. The car seemed to be resting on three wheels, bearings had snapped, the left front wheel was completely off the ground and he was watching it spin. Little puffs of smoke came from it. Someone was yanking at the passenger door.

He arched himself on the seat, saw that it was the man who had been in the passenger seat of the Mark, and weakly dove within his clothing trying to get his gun … but something hit him on the shoulder, a hard blow which seemed to sever the nerves between shoulder and hand and his fingers fluttered out of the jacket, twitching. “You son of a bitch,” the man said, “you put us off the road.” His tone was almost petulant; in just a moment, Williams thought weakly, the man might begin to whine. “You wrapped up a fucking ten thousand dollar car,” the man said. He shook his head like a dog, shaking blood into his eyes and he paused, wiped them clear, then gripped Williams’s wrist and pulled him through the passenger side of the Ford.

Too weak to fight him, too shocked to feel, Williams fell out of the car into the mud, slowly got arms and feet underneath him, tugged himself to a standing position. The man thrust a hand into his pocket, took out Williams’s pistol. This is where it all ends, Williams thought, unceremoniously, without hope, on an interstate highway. The other man had come out of the Mark, was already working on the U-haul, struggling with the slats, trying to break down the doors but the impact had wedged them shut. The man stopped, cursing, turned, looked at Williams with hands on hips. “Have you got it?” he said.

“Got what?”

The man who had pulled him from the car slapped Williams hard on the side of the head. “Answer the question,” he said, “have you got the shit?”

“I have nothing,” Williams said, thinking that that was quite right, he had nothing at all. “Nothing.”

“What’s in there?”

Williams followed the angle of the arm to the U-haul. “I don’t know anything about that,” he said.

“You don’t, eh? You don’t know a thing.”

“Nothing,” Williams said, “nothing.” And the man hit him again, harder, a savage blow to the temple that knocked him into the mud. He lay there in a curiously detached, peaceful position, the murmurs of the men as they started to confer with one another strangely pleasant. He was sliding out, he was moving apart from all of this, he was totally detached. It didn’t matter. Dying could be pleasant after all; feeling had been disconnected. The men were talking frantically to one another, something about the Mark being totalled, something about having to try the Ford then and he felt himself lifted, carried, vaulting on air into the abcess of the sedan again. Then he was lying on the back seat, looking upwards, the others in the car already, the car beginning to move somehow, the U-haul clattering. The thought hit him: They aren’t going to kill me: they have a different plan. This gave him comfort, somehow, for he had not wanted to die, not really, he could admit that and he drew it up around him like a sheet, swaddling himself with the knowledge that he was not going to die … and everything passed away from him and for a very long time Williams, twenty-five years old, heard and thought nothing at all. Leave it up to the assailants. They seemed to know exactly what they were doing.





XVIII

He was in another rooming house again, this one far out on Wilshire Boulevard, which seemed to cater less to washed-up and would-be actors than it did to unambitious homosexuals. At least that was the impression that Wulff got, although he tried to keep his public appearances in this boarding house and his circulation generally, at a very low level. He suspected that it was filled with homosexuals, however, because there were peculiar scufflings and singing in the bathrooms down the hallway and because the few people he did see looked at him in an appraising way, not the casual glance of strangers. Actually the place had more the aspect of a YMCA than it did of a rooming house: there was the same communal feeling, the same sensation of men leading public as opposed to private existences, fragmentary relationships rather than isolation, but he did not want to think about any of it too much. Los Angeles was a different state of mind than New York and it stood to reason that the YMCA mentality, if it were transplanted, would take on a somewhat different hue. Instead of cubicles there was sunshine, instead of snifflings and snufflings in the corridors there would be a lot of boisterousness and good fellowship. Better not to think about it Homosexuality was a normal and inevitable part of life; it fit somehow into the whole failure-syndrome which you were likely to find in fringe residences of this sort, but as far as Wulff was concerned he simply did not want to think about it. He had never been on the vice squad. Narco was bad enough. Vice squad to him was the bottom of the barrel and at the bottom of that had been the miserable operatives who had spent their duty-time in public toilets standing over urinals, waiting for a proposition so that they could make an arrest of some miserable creature. Those were the worst cops of all; even in his most humiliating days on narco Wulff had known that he was superior to them.

He was in another rooming house and he had not heard from Williams in three days and he was beginning to get the feeling that he would never hear from him again. It had been the last thing that he had worked out with the man; Williams going back East with the munitions, the all-clear signal coming from Williams when he had returned to New York and unloaded on Father Justice. Why this had been so important to Wulff was beyond proper figuring. He guessed that it had to do with the fact that he felt responsible for everything that had happened to Williams and needed desperately to know that he was all right, wedged back into his life, before Wulff could proceed. There might be another angle to it also; they couldn’t eat that ordnance or really make it disappear; he wouldn’t feel safe until it went back to the source. He had picked the name of the rooming house out of a telephone book knowing nothing about it; it seemed as good a place as any to stay and sweat out a contact, that was all. Also after what had happened Wulff wasn’t too hot on the idea of surfacing, making his way directly to Chicago. Better to stay under wraps for as long as possible; wait out an all-clear signal from Williams, along with whatever other information the man could give, and then go onto his next stop.

But the rooming house was a horror all right, three days here was like spending three months back on narco: the same corruption, the same stupidity, the same dense feeling of isolation in the midst of this madness. He was also fairly sure that Williams wasn’t going to get in touch after all. Something had happened on the trip back East. He didn’t like it, he didn’t want to face it, because it meant that he was at the beginning of the situation rather than at the end but he had to come to terms with it. Williams had been waylaid. Somehow, somewhere, they had picked him up and now he was in trouble. Or dead. It was very possible that he was dead. Williams had told him about the crew who almost got him in Nebraska.

He didn’t know how he felt about that either. Williams dead was bad news, of course; probably the only real connection he had made since his Odyssey had begun (because two helicopter pilots were dead and the girl had walked out on him) and there was the feeling that he was personally culpable. If it had not been for him, Williams would not have taken this route. He would have been still tucked away in the house in St. Albans: maybe he would have a fool but he would have been a healthy, happy one, making the system work for him at least a little. What did Williams have this way? What had he been given him?

Fuck it, Wulff wanted to think, it’s his life, not mine, I didn’t force any damned choices on him, but as much as he wanted to take that point of view he knew that he could not. He simply could not get away with it. He was as responsible for Williams as he had been for everyone else whose lives he had touched during these months and Williams had been the best of the lot, the only one who he had been able to count on, the only one who had stood up with him when the screws had been put on. It would be nice to abandon him, and Wulff thought grimly he probably would be better off, a more efficient workman if he could … but he could not. He was responsible for the man. In a sense he was responsible for everything. Face it. He had to.

It was only then that slowly, reluctantly, Wulff got up from the one ruined chair in his two-room furnished and went to the door of the apartment. He had lost all perception of time; he might have been sitting in this posture for several minutes or hours trying to work out all aspects of the situation; now, having reached some point of decision without even a conscious choice he was already locked into it. He went out into the hall, over the ragged, uneven surfaces of the carpet, moving toward the end where the pay phone was. A large man in his mid-twenties intercepted him, blocked the hallway, stood in front of Wulff in a sports shirt and bathing trunks. “It’s a bitch, isn’t it?” he said.

“I suppose so.”

“This fucking climate gets me sick. Where did they get a reputation for having a good climate? It’s all public relations. Listen, you want to go back to my room and watch a little television? I got a new set, a good one, a Philco twenty-one incher. Color.”

“I don’t like television. I don’t believe in it.”

“You’d be amazed what kind of color reception you can get with an indoor antenna. That’s one thing they got; great reception.” The man licked his lips, put a tentative hand on Wulff’s shoulder. “Why not?” he said, “we can watch a little television, put our feet up, talk a bit. I think they got some sports on now. You like sports? I don’t mind them; that is, I got nothing against them.”

“No,” Wulff said, “I don’t want to watch television. I have to make a phone call.” The booth was vacant but he did not know how much longer it would be; also the pressure of the man’s hand on his shoulder, still there, digging in, was unpleasant. “Please,” he said, “excuse me.”

“Look,” the man said, tightening his grip a little more, “look, I’m not asking you to fuck or anything like that.” His eyes glared. “You ask a guy in this place to be a little companionable, to be friendly, maybe share a little time together and right away they got you labelled as a pervert. That’s what I hate about this fucking LA, they got you nailed as a pervert if you just try to do a normal human act. I don’t like you looking at it that way. I’m a scriptwriter; I mean I got stuff all over with the major studios. They’re not buying it, at least not just yet, but they aren’t rejecting it either, you know what I mean? I got an agent.” A little saliva peeked from the man’s lips, his tongue was moving. Still he would not relinquish the shoulder grip. “Come on,” he said, “I’ll tell you about myself.”

“Forget it,” Wulff said and brought up his hand angled sidewise, broke the grip with a chop, the man’s arm springing away from the shoulder, involuntarily flying upward, temporarily paralyzed.

Then the man was mashing it with a tormented expression, saliva cascading from him. “You’re really crazy, you know that?” he said.

“Forget it,” Wulff said again but the man was blocking his way. The only way through him was simply to push on but it would topple the man, he would probably send out a little cascade of shrieks, and what the hell good would that do him? Why was he pursued by involvement every step of the way? Having made the difficult decision about the phone call, he now seemed unable to complete it. “Come on, man,” Wulff said, trying to cajole him, “just let me down the hall, let me make a phone call.”

“Whole fucking town is full of crazy people,” the man said, “all of them, everyone. I say watch a little television, try to have a little fun, relax, forget your troubles, establish a true human relationship between two men, one that won’t be corrupted by sex and desire, filth and fucking, and what do you get? You get a send-up, a rip-off.” The man’s face convulsed. “I’ve taken too much from this fucking town,” he said, “too goddamned much, I can’t stand it anymore,” and aimed a clumsy punch at Wulff’s face.

Wulff knocked him out with a single blow, a fast cross to the jaw that sent the man reeling back into the wall then onto the frayed carpet, with a peaceful expression, the most peaceful and benign by far of all the faces he had made in front of Wulff. His eyes moved up and down, he peered out from them as if trying to evaluate the situation, and then closed them all the way, his head lolling to the side. Wulff did not even know what room he had come from. Looking up and down the hall he saw that there was no one looking out, no one, if they were around, was going to get involved at all, but nevertheless there was a problem lying on the floor and he just was not going to go away.

“Screw it,” Wulff said, “screw this,” and went back to his room, pulled open a valise, put the few possessions he had into them furiously, checked ordnance, stuffed two pistols into his jacket and grabbing the valise off the bed went down the hall and out of this place. He would make the call from somewhere else. The man was still lying in the hall; he had brought his hands up now, cupped them, made a little pillow for his head and was lying that way with an almost benign expression, something soothing and peaceful about his sleep, little pleased gurgles bubbling out of him. Probably in sleep he was getting what he had sought; sometimes sleep was the only way; for a large proportion of the world sleep was the only means by which they could get what they needed. But Wulff, thank you very much, did not want to think about that now. A tendril of purpose waved like a grass-stalk within him, became harder, became a twig. He had had it with LA. Win or lose he had had it with this fucking town; he could not take it anymore. Somewhere there were people who could adapt to it or who growing up in it never knew the difference, but he had had it. It was a gigantic lunatic asylum and even the Calabreses mostly steered clear of it; there was just no way to regulate any kind of an organization or life-style here other than the mad one of the city itself. You couldn’t beat it and if you were a sane man, you couldn’t quite join it either.

Wulff went downstairs and into the back lot where the Sedan de Ville, frame settling around its chassis, rested. He hadn’t started it for three days. He wasn’t able to start it this time either. The battery was dead, the ignition deader, not a twitch; the motor, as he lifted the hood slowly, magnificently caved in upon itself like a dismembered building, little splices of dead wire rotting amidst the filthy, oil-spattered metal that had taken him a thousand miles but would never take him anywhere again.

Fucking luck.





XIX

You waited and waited for something, Calabrese thought, and then it came through and it was so ordinary, so routine, that you wondered if it had been anticipation you were feeling or simply the act itself, already throwing back its implications so many times that by the time it came off you were bored. There was a spark of philosophy in that but he didn’t want to pursue it. The phone call from the guy came in almost to the hour, when he thought it would, and the guy and he, as soon as it got through the referral network, resumed their previous relationship almost as if nothing had intervened. Why didn’t I kill him? Calabrese thought. It would have been so easy; I had him where I wanted him, why didn’t I kill him? No answer to that. But he knew now that there would be a second chance.

“Where is he?” the caller said. “Just tell me where he is.”

No fencing around. Too late for that now. “That’s none of your business,” Calabrese said, “but we got him. Oh, yes, we’ve got him.”

“How do I know that?”

“How do you know that? Do you know about a yellow U-haul? Do you know enough about what was in that U-haul, enough stuff to blow up Chicago, you prick, you fuckface? Don’t start quizzing me, you son of a bitch; I’m going to have plenty of time to answer your questions when I get hold of you. I’ll get hold of you.”

“Did you kill him?” the voice said.

“That’s for you to wonder about,” Calabrese said. “Why don’t you come on over and just find out?”

“Well, why don’t I?”

“Why don’t you come over and have a look at the situation? We’ll keep him on ice for you until you come; I promise.”

“Did you kill him?”

“That’s for me to know and you to find out, you evil son of a bitch,” Calabrese said. He held onto the edge of the desk seeing the fluttering and trembling of his hand thinking, I didn’t expect to lose my temper like this, he’s not worth it, I must exercise some control over myself. I cannot allow this bastard to make me lose control just when things, finally, are beginning to sort themselves out. I won’t, I just won’t do it. “Think about it,” he said, aiming for some lightness of tone, “think it over and when you’re in town give me a call. We’ll always be happy to hear from you.”

“You’re holding him, aren’t you?”

“This isn’t a fucking quiz show,” Calabrese screamed. The bodyguard in the room with him looked up in surprise, looked down again. They must think I’m losing my grip, Calabrese thought, that must be the word going all through the house: the old man is losing his grip, he’s screaming and swearing at people. Somehow, some way that word is going to get around and someone is going to want to find out first-hand, take a shot on the fact that the old man at seventy-three was blowing it. That was about the way these things worked, he thought, there was no reason to let it anger him further; he was seventy-three years old. If he were in someone else’s position he would make the same move … in fact, he had. “Come on you bastard,” he said again, “come on out, make a house call. We’ll be glad to see you.”

“Let him go, Calabrese. He doesn’t matter.”

“I didn’t even say I had him.”

“Let him go. Let him out of the way. This is only between you and me.”

“You and me and the world, you fucking scum,” Calabrese said, and the bodyguard yanked his head up from the newspaper again. “You come on out and I’ll let him go. That’s a deal. I’ll let him out of here in return for you.”

“How do I know you have him?”

“You don’t. You don’t know a fucking thing. You’re just scrambling around in the dark and trying to make it stick. Fifteen men. I counted, you son of a bitch; there are fifteen men gone.”

“That’s your fault.”

“Come on!” Calabrese said a little hysterically. He had lost control and all right, he could live with that, anyone could: just let it all come screaming out of him. It was healthier that way, not bottling it up. “Come on out to Chicago. I’ll give you safe conduct. I’ll let them give you a nice free passage. You give me an address. I’ll even send you tickets and arrange to meet you at O’Hare. A welcoming committee.”

“Where is he, Calabrese?”

“You let me worry about that.”

“Is he alive?”

“He’s alive. He’s alive and screaming a lot. I think I’ll let him scream more.”

“All right,” the voice said, “all right, I’m coming out there. You won’t kill him because you know that he’s the only good hold you’ve got on me and you won’t even push him too hard because you don’t want to take any chances on killing him. I know how you operate. But don’t fuck with me, Calabrese.”

“We’ve got another hold,” Calabrese said, and then, relishing it, he let the words come out smoothly, slowly, imagining how the scum’s face must look at this moment. “There’s a girl in San Francisco.”

The response was everything that he could have hoped for. There was a long pause; it extended into ten, twenty, thirty seconds surrounded by little gasps and intakes of breath and Calabrese let him have it. There was no rush. This pig was hooked good now; he wasn’t going to go anywhere. “Leave the girl out of it,” the voice said faintly. “I want to make that clear, you leave her out of it.”

“For the moment. Because it suits our purposes. I take it that we can get our hands on her in ten minutes, though, if I want to. Just think of that, Wulff. Think of it good, now.”

“All right,” the voice said after another pause, not quite as extended, this one, as the last. “All right, Calabrese. We have a date: the two of us. You and I are going to meet. But it’s going to be just us.”

“Don’t bet on it.”

“I’ll bet on it,” the voice said with a sudden, chilling authority. “You know who I am and how I work and what I can do and I’m telling you right now that this is mano a mano. I’m coming to get you, Calabrese. I’m coming to get you and after I’ve taken care of you you’ll never be the same again.”

“I’m waiting.”

“You won’t be waiting long,” the voice said and hung up.

Calabrese, holding the phone like a dead fish, looked toward the walls, turned on the swivel chair to look out at the lake below, holding the phone for so long, locked so deeply into an abstracted state that when he finally became aware of a pressure in his hand and looked down it took him a couple of seconds to remember what he was holding and how had gotten into that position. Slowly he put it back in the cradle, shoved the receiver away from him, and looked over at the bodyguard who was ostentatiously reading the newspaper now, flipping the pages frantically, his lips moving in little purses and circles as he skimmed a finger down the racing charts.

“Get out of here,” Calabrese said.

The man stood, letting the paper fall. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” he said. “Get out. And I want this place locked up tight.”

“All right.”

“I want this place buttoned up like the Vatican, you hear me? Nobody moves for any reason. No traffic in or out without my express approval.”

The man shrugged. “Okay,” he said. He went out quickly, closing the door, using a key on the other side to click the tumblers shut. Step one in security; lock everything. The man was showing reasonable intelligence. Good. Good: at least he had a staff that was functioning. Maybe he even had one that he had trust in. No one had ever worked harder at it; that was for sure.

But no satisfaction. I’m getting old, Calabrese thought, sitting behind the desk, I’m getting old, gray, stupid, and frightened and I don’t know if it’s this guy or seventy-three years that are doing it to me. Maybe a little bit of both. Maybe this guy is seventy-three years given human form; maybe he’s just death that I’m dealing with. If I can beat him, then I can beat death itself. It may be a one-way ticket but you can hold on until the last stop and sometimes, some way, you could get a little control over the Master himself by taking him into your own hands. If you killed, that made you death itself, at least for the moment, and if death was your servant … well, you could have control over your staff, couldn’t you?

Calabrese sat in the room for a long time, looking up at the ceiling, perching his feet on the desk. After a while his head lolled back. His eyes closed, he folded his hands. Little images of blood and torment danced through his mind and then he was sleeping, sleeping more comfortably perhaps than he had in a long time.

One way or the other now, it was coming near to being over.





XX

Williams sat in the hotel room, across from the other guy, looking at the green curtains, and tried to keep his mind blank. That was Wulff’s trick, had to be. If you didn’t think, then you didn’t fear; the engines of the imagination were what conveyed horror but you could beat them by simply pulling the switch. It wasn’t that bad after all, he had to remember that. It could be a hell of a lot worse. They weren’t going to kill him, at least now. That was obvious. If they were going to do it they would have done it already. So you had to look at it that way; that his life was as precious to them now as it was to him because if he got killed they were going to be in a hell of a lot of trouble.

Of course, orders could change. You had to remember that things were out of his hands and essentially out of the hands of these two also. They were just doing a job the best they could; that involved listening and obeying. Orders could change, they certainly could, but to think that way was just to start up the engines once more and thank you very much he would not. He would not do it. If you didn’t think, if you refused to project your mind didn’t think, if you refused to project your mind even a moment ahead, living only in the present, then they couldn’t get you. What got you, what created the fear, was living in the future. The present, however, was only itself; expressionless, without form. What was it they called it? Existentialism. That was a fancy name for a modern philosophy of death that most American blacks, he thought, had been living with for two hundred years. That was what had kept the slaves going and that was what had made them eventually, not-slaves. You simply weren’t a slave if you refused to think.

Another man came into the room sweating lightly, dabbing a hand at the perspiration. He looked at the man observing him in the chair, then at Williams who was bound against the bed in another chair, not uncomfortably. “All right,” he said, “no change.”

The man guarding him said, “I figured that. There’s never any fucking change.”

“There are going to be a lot of changes but for the moment just go on like before. That’s it. Hold steady.”

“Fuck this,” the first guard said. He stood, stretched, leaned against a wall. “I’m going to go downstairs and get some coffee. You want some coffee?”

“I want some coffee,” Williams said, “black, heavy on the sugar, and maybe a doughnut.”

“You’re very funny. You’re really a character, aren’t you?”

“No. I just want some coffee.”

“I like your cool,” the man who wanted coffee said. He came over, hit Williams on the face once, hard, the cheekbones seeming to splinter a little under the blow although Williams knew that this could only be his imagination. Fuck it. Imagination was the fuel that fed the engine. So think nothing at all. “You’re a sweetheart,” the man said, rubbing his knuckles and walking away from Williams, “I can see why your partner would ransom his ass to get you back. Maybe he likes your ass itself for that matter. I’ve heard of such things.”

“Lay off,” the man who had been on the phone said, “lay off that shit. I don’t like to hear it.”

“I don’t frankly give a shit what you like to hear. I want some coffee, that’s all. You want some coffee?”

“I don’t want nothing except for you to get out of the room. And you lead anyone back to it I’ll have your ass, speaking of asses which you always are.”

“Fuck you,” the man who wanted coffee said and walked out. Williams braced himself against the bed, shook his head, closed his eyes. He would have liked to have gotten a hand up to rub the cheek but that was impossible. So you had to live with it, that was all. What was a little pain? He hoped that Wulff was out of it. He hoped his wife was out of it. He wondered if he had a son. He wondered if his wife had noticed, maybe, that he was nowhere around and had put out an all-points bulletin. That would be a big help in this hotel room, of course.

“Want to rub the cheek?” the man said. Williams opened his eyes and looked at him; the man extended his hands, began to work slowly on the ropes holding Williams’s right hand. He did this one-handed, the other one holding the gun. “Go ahead,” he said when Williams’s hand was free, moving away then out of any possible grasp. “Go on, rub it, that will help a lot You know, I don’t like this anymore than you do.”

Heavy and the nice guy. An old police technique but they probably had picked it up from the other side of the fence, the cops never having had an original idea in their lives. Williams rubbed the cheek slowly, getting a little fresh blood through, finding as he would have expected that it did help. He said nothing.

“We got in over our heads, that’s all,” the man said, “we didn’t think it would be a job like this. We thought it would be fetch and carry or maybe a hit. We didn’t think it would be a goddamned kidnap.”

“My heart bleeds,” Williams said. He extended his hand. “You want to tie me up again?”

“No,” the man said, “leave it free.”

“Your partner may get goddamned pissed-off if he comes back and finds that I’ve got a hand out.”

“I don’t give a shit about my partner.”

“I do. I very much do.”

“He’s not going to do anything to you until the words comes down. He just bitches a lot.” The man seemed to give Williams a nearly ingratiating smile. “Hell, we don’t like this anymore than you do,” he said again, “it’s a goddamned pain in the ass. You think we like this? Living in a stinking hotel room, babysitting? We could be here for weeks. We didn’t plan on it being weeks.”

“I know,” Williams said, “it’s tough. It’s just real tough. It’s just real tough to be in that kind of a position.”

“It’s a lousy job. We’d just as soon be home, I know I would. I don’t have anything against you. I don’t even know who you are.”

“I won’t bother telling you.”

“Except that they want you awfully bad,” the man said, “oh, yes indeed, they seem to want you very bad, indeed. So I guess you must be pretty important or at least that guy you’re running with is pretty important.”

“Read the papers.”

“I don’t read shit,” the man said and the other guard, holding some coffee walked back into the room, two cups in his hand.

He extended one toward Williams and said, “Untie his right hand, did you?”

“Yeah. Bother you?”

“No,” the man with coffee said, “it’s just as easy. Here, you can have some coffee,” he said and handed the steaming cup to Williams. Williams grasped it, sipped tentatively while the man holding his own coffee looked at him with a puzzled expression. “I’m sorry I hit you,” he said. “I didn’t mean to do that.”

“Sure, sure.”

“No, I don’t like the rough stuff. I don’t like this job anymore than you do, you know it’s—”

Williams and the first man exchanged a look; the first man, unreasonably, stifled a smile, then put a palm to his mouth. Perhaps he was giggling. Oh, they were a lot of laughs, all right: these were wonderful people. They were the kind of people you might want to dedicate your life to knowing, that is if your business was in genocide.

“I know, I know,” Williams said quietly, “you don’t like it anymore than I do. It’s dirty, sweaty, mucky business and actually you wouldn’t have been in it at all except that you never had the right opportunities and your old man left the family when you were seven years old and instead of getting the money to go to college and take a degree in the English classics you had to go to work as a hard guy for the organization. Tough. It’s really tough shit, I’m weeping,” Williams said and then he sat there thinking for a moment that he might blow the whole scene by doing just that: by weeping, by breaking apart. But no, his control held, pride of the black man and so on and so forth, and so for awhile in the hot, dense little room in Skokie, Illinois the three of them just sat there, whiling away the spaces of the afternoon while slowly like a blanket Williams felt circumstances closing in on him—

Or was that just the engine of the imagination again doing its wicked work?





EPILOGUE

Finally, air brakes screaming, the big oil tanker cranked to a stop thirty yards down the interstate and Wulff sprinted after it in the hitchhiker’s open-legged waddle of a run, hand extened. The driver looked down at Wulff as he closed in, shook his head, and then apparently deciding that he had already stopped and it was too much trouble to get the big truck out quickly again sat there impassively while Wulff got up on the running board and then into the cab. “I’m going to Chicago,” he said wearily.

“That’s good,” Wulff said, “that’s exactly where I’m going.”

The driver nodded slowly, grimly, calculating apparently the fact that he would have Wulff beside him for twenty hours or more. Little drops of sweat fell from his forehead to the steering wheel; he seemed already to have regretted the impulse to stop. “All the way in,” he said, “you’re riding all the way.”

“That’s right,” Wulff said.

“Got business in Chicago?”

“Got a lot of business,” Wulff said, “got a hell of a lot of business.” The driver began to work on the air brakes, releasing them one by one, struggling with the transmission, unlocked that, slipped it into the first gear of ten and slowly, groaning like an animal the tanker came off the shoulder. It began to move down the interstate, achieving forty, then forty-five miles an hour as the driver played the transmission like an organist, finally settling into seventh forward speed or something like that.

“Can’t get any speed out of them,” he mumbled, “fifty miles an hour the son of a bitch starts to come apart. And I’m loaded with explosives, too.”

“I know,” Wulff said, “I know, I know, I know the feeling,” feeling the solid jiggle of the guns within his clothing, feeling the dank wind of America on his face, feeling the pain and pressure of his quest as the poisons flowed throughout every vein of his body. He thought, Calabrese, I’m coming to get you, Calabrese you son of a bitch, I’m almost there, Calabrese, you better enjoy the time you’ve got left … because this is it, you old fucker, this is where it began and this is where it was going to end.

He hoped it would be that simple: that finally there would be the confrontation and an end to the quest. That was something to hope for.

Don’t count on it, though.

26 August 1973: New Jersey
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