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    This ambitious anthology of jaw-grinding criminal behavior is masterfully curated by acclaimed authors Phillips and Tervalon. Cocaine, that most troubling and fascinating of substances is the subject, the subtext, the whys and whereofs in Cocaine Chronicles, a collection of original short stories that are funny and harrowing, sad and scary, but at all times riveting. Cocaine Chronicles contains tough tales by a cross-section of today's most thought-provoking writers.


    In this bold anthology, we meet the casual sniffers, the heavy users, the dealers, the victims and the unsuspecting victims - hysterical romps, tragic characters and unfathomable lows - rendering cocaine a drug that is anything but glamorous. The Cocaine Chronicles is assembled in four sections that loosely dictate the varying degrees of addiction and the affects that cocaine has on its participants.


    Featuring brand-new stories by Susan Straight, Lee Child, Jerry Stahl, Ken Bruen, Laura Lippman, Bill Moody, Nina Revoyr, and many more.

  


  
    About the Editors


    Gary Phillips writes for several mediums from screenplays to comic books, and remembers vividly the days of disco and the fever that coke then crack unleashed. He is the author of several crime-fiction novels, including Bad Night is Falling, and Bangers. He lives in Los Angeles.


    Jervey Tervalon is the author of All the Trouble You Need, Understand This (winner of the 1994 New Voices Award from the Quality Paperback Book Club), and the acclaimed Los Angeles Times bestseller Dead Above Ground. Jervey was born in New Orleans, raised in Los Angeles, and now lives in Altadena, California, with his wife and two daughters.

  


  
    Praise for

    The Cocaine Chronicles


    ‘The Cocaine Chronicles is a pure, jangled hit of urban, gritty, and raw noir. Caution these stories are addicting’ - Harlan Coben


    ‘Every story is A+. All contributors are top notch... Should be required reading for writers who want to master the craft of the short story’ - Cherry Bleeds


    ‘Seventeen remarkable short stories from an impressive gathering of seasoned writers... The contributors’ gifts of communication and impeccable style come together to create a literary experience quite unlike any other...’ - PopMatters
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    For all our brothers and sisters who now only get high on life
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    Cocaine made me feel like a new man. And he wanted some too.


    —Richard Pryor


    I went right home and I went to bed

    I stuck that lovin’ .44 beneath my head

    Got up next mornin’ and I grabbed that gun

    Took a shot of cocaine and away I run.


    —Johnny Cash


    But consider!…Count the cost! Your brain may, as you say, be roused andexcited, but it is a pathological and morbid process which involves increasedtissue-change and may at least leave a permanent weakness. You know, too,what a black reaction comes upon you. Surely the game is hardly worth thecandle. Why should you, for a mere passing pleasure, risk the loss of thosegreat powers with which you have been endowed? Remember that I speaknot only as one comrade to another but as a medical man to one for whoseconstitution he is to some extent answerable.


    —Dr. John Watson to his friend Sherlock Holmes in Sign of the Four by Arthur Conan Doyle
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    introduction


    by gary phillips & jervey tervalon


    So, Jervey, how about it? Did you ever partake?

    



    No, G, I’ve never smoked cocaine, never hit the pipe, didn’t tempt me in the least, because I had been inoculated against it with a healthy dose of junior high school ass-kicking. I assumed the pusherman would just as soon poison me as get me high. It never occurred to me that it would be a way to live, but it’s always fascinated me, how folks fall into it, plunge headlong into the depths of human tragedy through the pursuit of the pipe. I’ve written about murderous crack addicts, about dope fiends, the true zombies of the streets because.


    If you lived through the ’80s anywhere near an urban core, you’d have to be stone-cold stupid not to notice them. And you’d have to be dull-witted not to know that these drug zombies were fictionally interesting and shouldn’t be consigned to the lower rungs of pulp fiction or ghetto literature. Certainly cocaine has had a long-lasting appeal in popular culture, from Cab Calloway’s “Minnie the Moocher” to Public Enemy’s “Night of the Living Baseheads.”But it’s not just about popular appeal, it’s also about an inclusive literary landscape.


    What about you, G?


    For me, blow serves as two clear demarcations in my life. The first was the summer of ’73, when I was home from my first year of college at San Francisco State. That summer there were sartorial ripples in the ghetto culture caused by the film Superfly. That flick laid down some serious iconographic shit in the brains of my friends from high school like crack would grip fools in the years to come. Cats were stylin’ in long quilted coats, wide-brim hats, and flared slacks. Everybody was sporting ornamental coke spoons around their necks when they hit the club, trying to keep their balance in those silly-ass platform shoes while rapping to a fox in fake leather thigh-high boots and a velvet mini.


    I didn’t sport a coat like the anti-hero drug dealer Priest in Superfly, with a style and attitude that would influence other movies and TV shows like Starsky and Hutchand Baretta—Antonio Fargas as Huggie Bear in the former, and Michael D. Roberts as Rooster in the latter. But I do remember going to a hat store on Manchester and purchasing a gray gangster brim and wearing that bad boy to parties, driving my dad’s yellow ’65 Galaxie 500 with the black Landau top and blasting Curtis Mayfield’s too-cold Superflysounds and Isaac Hayes’s “Theme from Shaft” on the 8-track. There was a lot of weed at those parties but I don’t recall much blow—though there was a lot of talk about somebody knew a dude who knows a dude and we can get some—but sure as hell, if there was some getting, nobody offered me any that summer. This was before crack became synonymous with the inner city, and powder the suburbs.


    Drugs are class-driven like everything else, and stories about crack cocaine aren’t for the mainstream readers of fiction; not the polite subject for drug literature or its crasser little brother, heroin fiction. Lithium is cool, antidepressants are too, but don’t mention crack or freebase… those low-class drugs for self-medication.


    Which brings me to the second incursion of coke into my life, Jervey. This was a few years later when I met this older woman—I mean, she was in her thirties and I was in my twenties—and we started going around together. She introduced me to the wonders of the toot. Now, given my wife might be reading this, or my teenage kids, I shall eschew graphic reportage of intimate encounters enhanced by the ’caine. But as Hendrix would say, I did, indeed, kiss the sky.
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    As to how this book came about, we’d been invited to the LosAngeles TimesFestival of Books to participate on a panel commemorating the tenth anniversary of the Los Angeles riots of 1992.


    Jervey had edited Geography of Rage,a collection of essays about the civil unrest published in 2002, and Gary had a piece in it.


    Later we talked about how weird it was that with all the anthologies, from the erotic to the criminal, we hadn’t come across any inspired by cocaine, the scourge of our times. We both thought it would be a good idea, but good ideas get lost with bad ones.


    So we met a few weeks after the panel, kicked the idea around some more, and came up with an outline, but didn’t get too far beyond that. We went our separate ways assuming it wouldn’t get done.


    Then along came Akashic Books publisher Johnny Temple, who, fresh from the success of Brooklyn Noir,an ambitious collection of crime-fiction stories, asked us about the cocaine idea months after we’d mentioned it to him in passing. Soon the concept was cranking, and not long after we began inviting submissions, excellent stories started blowing in.


    The stories we ultimately selected for this collection reflect what interests us as observers of the human condition in its various physical and psychological permutations. The four sections of the book are used as a rough breakdown of the effects cocaine has on the participants in a given story, no matter what side of the tracks it occurs on—though some relate tales of those who actually crossthose tracks in their hunt for the flake, the rock…or in their attempt to escape its grip.


    Here are some samples:


    Detrice Jones’s powerful vignette of a young girl living with addicted parents who spend their days trying to gank their daughter’s lunch money; National Book Award–nominee Susan Straight’s hard-ass story of an aging crackwhore; Jerry Stahl’s absurd, ribald portrayal of a debased coke fiend; and Bill Moody’s low notes about the nature of caring and waste. There’s also Bob Ward’s tale of love gone strange, Nina Revoyr’s harrowing piece revealing how things do not always go better with coke, and Laura Lippman’s hilariously twisted slice of the underbelly.


    These are some of the scary charms found in The Cocaine Chronicles.We hope you find value in them.


    Every contributor to this anthology stepped up and delivered. We are very grateful to each of them for coming through on relatively short notice and relatively minimal pay. They were truly inspired by the subject matter.


    For as the late, great superfreak Rick James once said, “Cocaine, it’s a hell of a drug!”

  


  
    part i


    touched by death
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    LEE CHILD worked as a television director, union organizer, law student and theatre technician before being fired and going on the dole, at which point he hatched a harebrained scheme to write a best-selling novel, thus saving his family from ruin. Killing Floor went on to win worldwide acclaim. The hero of his series, Jack Reacher, besides being fictional, is a kind-hearted soul who allows Child lots of spare time for reading, listening to music, and the Yankees. Visit him online at www.leechild.com.

  


  
    ten keys


    by lee child


    Mostly shit happens, but sometimes things fall in your lap, not often, but enough times to drop a rock on despair. But you can’t start in with thoughts of redemption. That would be inappropriate. Such events are not about you. Things fall in your lap not because you’re good, but because other people are bad. And stupid.


    This guy walked into a bar—which sounds like the start of a joke, which was what it was, really, in every way. The bar was a no-name dive with a peeled-paint door and no sign outside. As such, it was familiar to me and the guy and people like us. I was already inside, at a table I had used before. I saw the guy come in. I knew him in the sense that I had seen him around a few times and therefore he knew me, too, because as long as we assume a certain amount of reciprocity in the universe, he had seen me around the exact same number of times. I see him, he sees me. We weren’t friends. I didn’t know his name. Which I wouldn’t expect to. A guy like that, any name he gives you is sure to be bullshit. And certainly any name I would have given him would have been bullshit. So what were we to each other? Vague acquaintances, I guess. Both close enough and distant enough that given the trouble he was in, I was the sort of guy he was ready to talk to. Like two Americans trapped in a foreign airport. You assume an intimacy that isn’t really there, and it makes it easier to spill your guts. You say things you wouldn’t say in normal circumstances. This guy certainly did. He sat down at my table and started in on a whole long story. Not immediately, of course. I had to prompt him.


    I asked, “You okay?”


    He didn’t reply. I didn’t press. It was like starting a car that had been parked for a month. You don’t just hammer the key. You give it time to settle, so you don’t flood the carburetor or whatever cars have now. You’re patient. In my line of work, patience is a big virtue.


    I asked, “You want a drink?”


    “Heineken,” the guy said.


    Right away I knew he was distracted. A guy like that, you offer him a drink, he should ask for something expensive and amber in a squat glass. Not a beer. He wasn’t thinking. He wasn’t calculating. But I was.


    An old girl in a short skirt brought two bottles of beer, one for him and one for me. He picked his up and took a long pull and set it back down, and I saw him feel the first complex shift of our new social dynamic. I had bought him a drink, so he owed me conversation. He had accepted charity, so he owed himself a chance to re-up his status. I saw him rehearse his opening statement, which was going to tell me what a hell of a big player he was.


    “It never gets any easier,” he said.


    He was a white guy, thin, maybe thirty-five years old, a little squinty, the product of too many generations of inbred hardscrabble hill people, his DNA baked down to nothing more than the essential components, arms, legs, eyes, mouth. He was an atom, adequate, but entirely interchangeable with ten thousand just like him.


    “Tell me about it,” I said, ruefully, like I understood his struggle.


    “A man takes a chance,” he said. “Tries to get ahead. Sometimes it works, sometimes it don’t.”


    I said nothing.


    “I started out muling,” he said. “Way back. You know that?”


    I nodded. No surprise. We were four miles from I-95, and everyone started out muling, hauling keys of coke up from Miami or Jax, all the way north to New York and Boston. Anyone with a plausible face and an inconspicuous automobile started out muling, a single key in the trunk the first time, then two, then five, then ten. Trust was earned and success was rewarded, especially if you could make the length of the New Jersey Turnpike unmolested. The Jersey State Troopers were the big bottleneck back then.


    “Clean and clear every time,” the guy said. “No trouble, ever.”


    “So you moved up,” I said.


    “Selling,” he said.


    I nodded again. It was the logical next step. He would have been told to take his plausible face and his inconspicuous automobile deep into certain destination neighborhoods and meet with certain local distributors directly. The chain would have become one link shorter. Fewer hands on the product, fewer hands on the cash, more speed, more velocity, a better vector, less uncertainty.


    “Who for?” I asked.


    “The Martinez brothers.”


    “I’m impressed,” I said, and he brightened a little.


    “I got to where I was dealing ten keys pure at a time,” he said.


    My beer was getting warm, but I drank a little anyway. I knew what was coming next.


    “I was hauling the coke north and the money south,” he said.


    I said nothing.


    “You ever seen that much cash?” he asked. “I mean, really seenit?”


    “No,” I said.


    “You can barely even lift it. You could get a hernia, a box like that.”


    I said nothing.


    “I was doing two trips a week,” he said. “I was never off the road. I wore grooves in the pavement. And there were dozens of us.”


    “Altogether a lot of cash,” I said, because he needed me to open the door to the next revelation. He needed me to understand. He needed my permission to proceed.


    “Like a river,” he said.


    I said nothing.


    “Well, hell,” he said. “There was so much it meant nothing to them. How could it? They were drowning in it.”


    “A man takes a chance,” I said.


    The guy didn’t reply. Not at first. I held up two fingers to the old girl in the short skirt and watched her put two new bottles of Heineken on a cork tray.


    “I took some of it,” the guy said.


    The old girl gave us our new bottles and took our old ones away. I said four importsto myself, so I could check my tab at the end of the night. Everyone’s a rip-off artist now.


    “How much of it did you take?” I asked the guy.


    “Well, all of it. All of what they get for ten keys.”


    “And how much was that?”


    “A million bucks. In cash.”


    “Okay,” I said, enthusiastically, deferentially, like, Wow, you’rethe man.


    “And I kept the product, too,” he said.


    I just stared at him.


    “From Boston,” he said. “Dudes up there are paranoid. They keep the cash and the coke in separate places. And the city’s all dug up. The way the roads are laid out now it’s easier to get paid first and deliver second. They trusted me to do that, after a time.”


    “But this time you picked up the cash and disappeared before you delivered the product.”


    He nodded.


    “Sweet,” I said.


    “I told the Martinez boys I got robbed.”


    “Did they believe you?”


    “Maybe not,” he said.


    “Problem,” I said.


    “But I don’t see why,” he said. “Not really. Like, how much cash have you got in your pocket, right now?”


    “Two hundred and change,” I said. “I was just at the ATM.”


    “So how would you feel if you dropped a penny and it rolled down the storm drain? A single lousy cent?”


    “I wouldn’t really give a shit,” I said.


    “Exactly. This is like a guy with two hundred in his pocket who loses a penny under the sofa cushion. How uptight is anyone going to be?”


    “With these guys, it’s not about the money,” I said.


    “I know,” he said.


    We went quiet and drank our beers. Mine felt gassy against my teeth. I don’t know how his felt to him. He probably wasn’t tasting it at all.


    “They’ve got this other guy,” he said. “Dude called Octavian. He’s their investigator. And their enforcer. He’s going to come for me.”


    “People get robbed,” I said. “Shit happens.”


    “Octavian is supposed to be real scary. I’ve heard bad things.”


    “You were robbed. What can he do?”


    “He can make sure I’m telling the truth, is what he can do. I’ve heard he has a way of asking questions that makes you want to answer.”


    “You stand firm, he can’t get blood out of a rock.”


    “They showed me a guy in a wheelchair. Story was that Octavian had him walking on his knees up and down a gravel patch for a week. Walking on the beach, he calls it. The pain is supposed to be terrible. And the guy got gangrene afterward, lost his legs.”


    “Who is this Octavian guy?”


    “I’ve never seen him.”


    “Is he another Colombian?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Didn’t the guy in the wheelchair say?”


    “He had no tongue. Story is Octavian cut it out.”


    “You need a plan,” I said.


    “He could walk in here right now. And I wouldn’t know.”


    “So you need a plan fast.”


    “I could go to L.A.”


    “Could you?”


    “Not really,” the guy said. “Octavian would find me. I don’t want to be looking over my shoulder the whole rest of my life.”


    I paused. Took a breath.


    “People get robbed, right?” I said.


    “It happens,” he said. “It’s not unknown.”


    “So you could pin it on the Boston people. Start a war up there.


    Take the heat off yourself. You could come out of this like an innocent victim. The first casualty. Nearly a hero.”


    “If I can convince this guy Octavian.”


    “There are ways.”


    “Like what?”


    “Just convince yourself first. You were the victim here. If you really believe it, in your mind, this guy Octavian will believe it, too. Like acting a part.”


    “It won’t go easy.”


    “A million bucks is worth the trouble. Two million, assuming you’re going to sell the ten keys.”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Just stick to a script. You know nothing. It was the Boston guys. Whoever he is, Octavian’s job is to get results, not to waste his time down a blind alley. You stand firm, and he’ll tell the Martinez boys you’re clean and they’ll move on.”


    “Maybe.”


    “Just learn a story and stick to it. Beit. Method acting, like that fat guy who died.”


    “Marlon Brando?”


    “That’s the one. Do like him. You’ll be okay.”


    “Maybe.”


    “But Octavian will search your crib.”


    “That’s for damn sure,” the guy said. “He’ll tear it apart.”


    “So the stuff can’t be there.”


    “It isn’t there.”


    “That’s good,” I said, and then I lapsed into silence.


    “What?” he asked.


    “Where is it?” I asked.


    “I’m not going to tell you,” he said.


    “That’s okay,” I said. “I don’t want to know. Why the hell would I? But the thing is, you can’t afford to know either.”


    “How can I not know?”


    “That’s the exact problem,” I said. “This guy Octavian’s going to see it in your eyes. He’s going to see you knowing. He’s going to be beating up on you or whatever and he needs to see a blankness in your eyes. Like you don’t have a clue. That’s what he needs to see. But he isn’t going to see that.”


    “What’s he going to see?”


    “He’s going to see you holding out and thinking, Hey, tomorrowthis will be over and I’ll be back at my cabin or my storage lockeror wherever and then I’ll be okay. He’s going to know.”


    “So what should I do?”


    I finished the last of my beer. Warm and flat. I considered ordering two more but I didn’t. I figured we were near the end. I figured I didn’t need any more of an investment.


    “Maybe you should go to L.A.,” I said.


    “No,” he said.


    “So you should let me hold the stuff for you. Then you genuinely won’t know where it is. You’re going to need that edge.”


    “I’d be nuts. Why should I trust you?”


    “You shouldn’t. You don’t have to.”


    “You could disappear with my two million.”


    “I could, but I won’t. Because if I did, you’d call Octavian and tell him that a face just came back to you. You’d describe me, and then your problem would become my problem. And if Octavian is as bad as you say, that’s a problem I don’t want.”


    “You better believe it.”


    “I do believe it.”


    “Where would I find you afterward?”


    “Right here,” I said. “You know I use this place. You’ve seen me in here before.”


    “Method acting,” he said.


    “You can’t betray what you don’t know,” I said.


    He went quiet for a long time. I sat still and thought about putting one million dollars in cash and ten keys of uncut cocaine in the trunk of my car.


    “Okay,” he said.


    “There would be a fee,” I said, to be plausible.


    “How much?” he asked.


    “Fifty grand,” I said.


    He smiled.


    “Okay,” he said again.


    “Like a penny under the sofa cushion,” I said.


    “You got that right.”


    “We’re all winners.”


    The bar door opened and a guy walked in on a blast of warm air. Hispanic, small and wide, big hands, an ugly scar high on his cheek.


    “You know him?” my new best friend asked.


    “Never saw him before,” I said.


    The new guy walked to the bar and sat on a stool.


    “We should do this thing right now,” my new best friend said.


    Sometimes, things just fall in your lap.


    “Where’s the stuff?” I asked.


    “In an old trailer in the woods,” he said.


    “Is it big?” I asked. “I’m new to this.”


    “Ten kilos is twenty-two pounds,” the guy said. “About the same for the money. Two duffles, is all.”


    “So let’s go,” I said.


    I drove him in my car west and then south, and he directed me down a fire road and onto a dirt track that led to a clearing. I guessed once it had been neat, but now it was overgrown with all kinds of stuff and it stank of animal piss and the trailer had degenerated from a viable vacation home to a rotted hulk. It was all covered with mold and mildew and the windows were dark with organic scum. He wrestled with the door and went inside. I opened the trunk lid and waited. He came back out with a duffle in each hand. Carried them over to me.


    “Which is which?” I asked.


    He squatted down and unzipped them. One had bricks of used money, the other had bricks of dense white powder packed hard and smooth under clear plastic wrap.


    “Okay,” I said.


    He stood up again and heaved the bags into the trunk, and I stepped to the side and shot him twice in the head. Birds rose up from everywhere and cawed and cackled and settled back into the branches. I put the gun back in my pocket and took out my cell phone. Dialed a number.


    “Yes?” the Martinez brothers asked together. They always used the speakerphone. They were too afraid of each other’s betrayal to allow private calls.


    “This is Octavian,” I said. “I’m through here. I got the money back and I took care of the guy.”


    “Already?”


    “I got lucky,” I said. “It fell in my lap.”


    “What about the ten keys?”


    “In the wind,” I said. “Long gone.”
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    LAURA LIPPMAN is a New York Times best-selling writer who has published sixteen novels and a collection of short stories; she also edited Baltimore Noir, part of the award-winning Akashic Noir Series. She lives in Baltimore and New Orleans.

  


  
    the crack cocaine diet


    (or: how to lose a lot of weight andchange your life in just one weekend)by laura lippman


    I had just broken up with Brandon and Molly had just broken up with Keith, so we needed new dresses to go to this party where we knew they were going to be. But before we could buy the dresses, we needed to lose weight because we had to look fabulous, kiss-my-ass-fuck-you fabulous. Kiss-my-ass-fuck-you-and-your-dick-is-really-tiny fabulous. Because, after all, Brandon and Keith were going to be at this party, and if we couldn’t get new boyfriends in less than eight days, we could at least go down a dress size and look so good that Brandon and Keith and everybody else in the immediate vicinity would wonder how they ever let us go. I mean, yes, technically, theybroke up with us, but we had been thinking about it, weighing the pros and cons. (Pro: They spent money on us. Con: They were childish. Pro: We had them. Con: Tiny dicks, see above.) See, we were being methodical and they were just all impulsive, the way guys are. That would be another con—poor impulse control. Me, I never do anything without thinking it through very carefully. Anyway, I’m not sure what went down with Molly and Keith, but Brandon said if he wanted to be nagged all the time, he’d move back in with his mother, and I said, “Well, given that she still does your laundry and makes you food, it’s not as if you really moved out,” and that was that. No big loss.


    Still, we had to look so great that other guys would be punching our exes in the arms and saying, “What, are you crazy?” Everything is about spin, even dating. It’s always better to be the dumper instead of the dumpee, and if you have to be the loser, then you need to find a way to be superior. And that was going to take about seven pounds for me, as many as ten for Molly, who doesn’t have my discipline and had been doing some serious break-up eating for the past three weeks. She went face down in the Ding Dongs, danced with the Devil Dogs, became a Ho Ho ho. As for myself, I’m a salty girl, and I admit I had the Pringles Light can upended in my mouth for a couple of days.


    So anyway, Molly said Atkins and I said not fast enough, and then I said a fast-fast and Molly said she saw little lights in front of her eyes the last time she tried to go no food, and she said cabbage soup and I said it gives me gas, and then she said pills and I said all the doctors we knew were too tight with their ’scrips, even her dentist boss since she stopped blowing him. Finally, Molly had a good idea and said: “Cocaine!”


    This merited consideration. Molly and I had never done more than a little recreational coke, always provided by boyfriends who were trying to impress us, but even my short-term experience indicated it would probably do the trick. The tiniest bit revved you up for hours and you raced around and around, and it wasn’t that you weren’t hungry, more like you had never even heard of food; it was just some quaint custom from the olden days, like square dancing.


    “Okay,” I said. “Only, where do we get it?” After all, we’re girls, girly girls. I had been drinking and smoking pot since I was sixteen, but I certainly didn’t buy it. That’s what boyfriends were for. Pro: Brandon bought my drinks, and if you don’t have to lay out cash for alcohol, you can buy a lot more shoes.


    Molly thought hard, and Molly thinking was like a fat guy running—there was a lot of visible effort.


    “Well, like, the city.”


    “On, like, a corner.”


    “Right, Molly. I watch HBO, too. But I mean, what corner? It’s not like they list them in that crap Weekender Guide in the paper—movies, music, clubs, where to buy drugs.”


    So Molly asked a guy who asked a guy who talked to a guy, and it turned out there was a place just inside the city line, not too far from the interstate. Easy on, easy off, then easy off again. Get it? After a quick consultation on what to wear—jeans and T-shirts and sandals, although I changed into running shoes after I saw the condition of my pedicure—we were off. Very hush-hush because, as I explained to Molly, that was part of the adventure. I phoned my mom and said I was going for a run. Molly told her mom she was going into the city to shop for a dress.


    The friend of Molly’s friend’s friend had given us directions to what turned out to be an apartment complex, which was kind of disappointing. I mean, we were expecting row houses, slumping picturesquely next to each other, but this was just a dirtier, more run-down version of where we lived—little clusters of two-story town houses built around an interior courtyard. We drove around and around and around, trying to seem very savvy and willing, and it looked like any apartment complex on a hot July afternoon. Finally, on our third turn around the complex, a guy ambled over to the car.


    “What you want?”


    “What you got?” I asked, which I thought was pretty good. I mean, I sounded casual but kind of hip, and if he turned out to be a cop, I hadn’t implicated myself. See, Iwas always thinking, unlike some people I could name.


    “Got American Idol and Survivor. The first one will make you sing so pretty that Simon will be speechless. The second one will make you feel as if you’ve got immunity for life.”


    “O-kay.” Molly reached over me with a fistful of bills, but the guy backed away from the car.


    “Pay the guy up there. Then someone will bring you your package.”


    “Shouldn’t you give us the, um, stuff first and then get paid?”


    The guy gave Molly the kind of look that a schoolteacher gives you when you say something exceptionally stupid. We drove up to the next guy, gave him forty dollars, then drove to a spot he pointed out to wait.


    “It’s like McDonald’s!” Molly said. “Drive-through!”


    “Shit, don’t say McDonald’s. I haven’t eaten all day. I would kill for a Big Mac.”


    “Have you ever had the Big N’ Tasty? It totally rocks.”


    “What is it?”


    “It’s a cheeseburger, but with, like, a special sauce.”


    “Like a Big Mac.”


    “Only the sauce is different.”


    “I liked the fries better when they made them in beef fat.”


    A third boy—it’s okay to say boy, because he was, like, thirteen, so I’m not being racist or anything—handed us a package, and we drove away. But Molly immediately pulled into a convenience store parking lot. It wasn’t a real convenience store, though, not a 7-Eleven or a Royal Farm.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Pre-diet binge,” Molly said. “If I’m not going to eat for the next week, I want to enjoy myself now.”


    I had planned to be pure starting that morning, but it sounded like a good idea. I did a little math. An ounce of Pringles has, like, 120 calories, so I could eat an entire can and not gain even half a pound, and a half pound doesn’t even register on a scale, so it wouldn’t count. Molly bought a pound of Peanut M&Ms, and let me tell you, the girl was not overachieving. I’d seen her eat that much on many an occasion. Molly has big appetites. We had a picnic right there in the parking lot, washing down our food with diet cream soda. Then Molly began to open our “package.”


    “Not here!” I warned her, looking around.


    “What if it’s no good? What if they cut it with, like, something, so it’s weak?”


    Molly was beginning to piss me off a little, but maybe it was just all the salt, which was making my fingers swell and my head pound a little. “How are you going to know if it’s any good?”


    “You put it on your gums.” She opened the package. It didn’t look quite right. It was more off-white than I remembered, not as finely cut. But Molly dove right in, licking her finger, sticking it in, and then spreading it around her gum line.


    “Shit,” she said. “I don’t feel a thing.”


    “Well, you don’t feel it right away.”


    “No, they, like, totally robbed us. It’s bullshit. I’m going back.”


    “Molly, I don’t think they do exchanges. It’s not like Nordstrom, where you can con them into taking the shoes back even after you wore them once. You stuck your wet finger in it.”


    “We were ripped off. They think just because we’re white suburban girls they can sell us this weak-ass shit.” She was beginning to sound more and more like someone on HBO, although I’d have to say the effect was closer to Ali Gthan Sopranos. “I’m going to demand a refund.”


    This was my first inkling that things might go a little wrong.


    So Molly went storming back to the parking lot and found our guy, and she began bitching and moaning, but he didn’t seem that upset. He seemed kind of, I don’t know, amused by her. He let her rant and rave, just nodding his head, and when she finally ran out of steam, he said, “Honey, darling, you bought heroin. Not cocaine. That’s why you didn’t get a jolt. It’s not supposed to jolt you. It’s supposed to slow you down, not that it seems to be doing that, either.”


    Molly had worked up so much outrage that she still saw herself as the wronged party. “Well, how was I supposed to know that?”


    “Because we sell cocaine by vial color. Red tops, blue tops, yellow tops. I just had you girls figured for heroin girls. You looked like you knew your way around, got tired of OxyContin, wanted the real thing.”


    Molly preened a little, as if she had been complimented. It’s interesting about Molly. Objectively, I’m prettier, but she has always done better with guys. I think it’s because she has this kind of sexy vibe, by which I mean she manages to communicate that she’ll pretty much do anyone.


    “Two pretty girls like you, just this once, I’ll make an exception. You go hand that package back to my man Gordy, and he’ll give you some nice blue tops.”


    We did, and he did, but this time Molly made a big show of driving only a few feet away and inspecting our purchase, holding the blue-capped vial up to the light.


    “It’s, like, rock candy.”


    It did look like a piece of rock candy, which made me think of the divinity my grandmother used to make, which made me think of all the other treats from childhood that I couldn’t imagine eating now—Pixy Stix and Now and Laters and Mary Janes and Dots and Black Crows and Necco Wafers and those pastel buttons that came on sheets of wax paper. Chocolate never did it for me, but I loved sugary treats when I was young.


    And now Molly was out of the car and on her feet, steaming toward our guy, who looked around, very nervous, as if this five-foot-five, size-ten dental hygienist—size-eight when she’s being good—could do some serious damage. And I wanted to say, “Dude, don’t worry! All she can do is scrape your gums until they bleed.” (I go to Molly’s dentist and Molly cleans my teeth, and she is seriously rough. I think she gets a little kick out of it, truthfully.)


    “What the fuck is this?” she yelled, getting all gangster on his ass—I think I’m saying that right—holding the vial up to the guy’s face, while he looked around nervously. Finally, he grabbed her wrist and said: “Look, just shut up or you’re going to bring some serious trouble to bear. You smoke it. I’ll show you how…Don’t you know anything? Trust me, you’ll like it.”


    Molly motioned to me and I got out of the car, although a little reluctantly. It was, like, you know, that scene in Star Wars where the little red eyes are watching from the caves and suddenly those weird sand people just up and attack. I’m not being racist, just saying we were outsiders and I definitely had a feeling all sorts of eyes were on us, taking note.


    “We’ll go to my place,” the guy said, all super suave, like he was some international man of mystery inviting us to see his etchings.


    “A shooting gallery?” Molly squealed, all excited. “Ohmigod!”


    He seemed a little offended. “I don’t let dope fiends in my house.”


    He led us to one of the town houses, and I don’t know what I expected, but certainly not some place with doilies and old overstuffed furniture and pictures of Jesus and some black guy on the wall. (Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., I figured out later, but I was really distracted at the time, and thought it was the guy’s dad or something.) But the most surprising thing was this little old lady sitting in the middle of the sofa, hands folded in her lap. She had a short, all-white Afro, and wore a pink T-shirt and flowery ski pants, which bagged on her stick-thin legs. Ski pants. I hadn’t seen them in, like, forever.


    “Antone?” she said. “Did you come to fix my lunch?”


    “In a minute, Grandma. I have guests.”


    “Are they nice people, Antone?”


    “Very nice people,” he said, winking at us, and it was only then that I realized the old lady was blind. You see, her eyes weren’t milky or odd in any way, they were brown and clear, as if she was staring right at us. You had to look closely to realize that she couldn’t really see, that the gaze, steady as it was, didn’t focus on anything.


    Antone went to the kitchen, an alcove off the dining room, and fixed a tray with a sandwich, some potato chips, a glass of soda, and an array of medications. How could you not like a guy like that? So sweet, with broad shoulders and close-cropped hair like his granny’s, only dark. Then, very quietly, with another wink, he showed us how to smoke.


    “Antone, are you smoking in here? You know I don’t approve of tobacco.”


    “Just clove cigarettes, Grandma. Clove never hurt anybody.”


    He helped each of us with the pipe, getting closer than was strictly necessary. He smelled like clove, like clove and ginger and cinnamon. Antone the spice cookie. When he took the pipe from Molly’s mouth, he replaced it with his lips. I didn’t really want him to kiss me, but I’m so much prettier than Molly. Not to mention thinner. But then, I hear black guys like girls with big behinds, and Molly certainly qualified. You could put a can of beer on her ass and have her walk around the room and it wouldn’t fall off. Not being catty, just telling the literal truth. I did it once, at a party, when I was bored, and then Molly swished around with a can of Bud Light on her ass, showing off, like she was proud to have so much baggage.


    Weird, but I was hungrier than ever after smoking, which was so not the point. I mean, I wasn’t hungry in my stomach, I was hungry in my mouth. And what I wanted, more than anything in the world, were those potato chips on the blind lady’s tray. They were Utz Salt ’n Vinegar; I had seen Antone take them out of the green-and-yellow bag. I loooooooooooooooooooooooooooooove Utz Salt ’n Vinegar, but they don’t come in a light version, so I almost never let myself have any. So I snagged one, just one, quiet as a cat. But, like they say, you can’t eat just one. Okay, so they say that about Lays, but it’s even more true about Utz, in my personal opinion. I kept stealing them, one at a time.


    “Antone? Are you taking food off my tray?”


    I looked to Antone for backup, but Molly’s tongue was so far in his mouth that she might have been flossing him. When he finally managed to detach himself, he said: “Um, Grandma? I’m going to take a little lie-down.”


    “What about your guests?”


    “They’re going,” he said, walking over to the door with a heavy tread and closing it.


    “It’s time for Judge Judy!” his granny said, which made me wonder, because how does a blind person know what time it is? Antone used the remote control to turn on the television. It was a black-and-white, total Smithsonian. After all, she was blind, so I guess it didn’t matter.


    Next thing I knew, I was alone in the room with the blind woman, who was fixated on Judge Judy as if she was going to be tested on the outcome, and I was eyeing her potato chips, while Antone and Molly started making the kind of noises that you make when you’re trying so hard not to make noise that you can’t help making noise.


    “Antone?” the old lady called out. “Is the dishwasher running? Because I think a piece of cutlery might have gotten caught in the machinery.”


    I was so knocked out that she knew the word “cutlery.” How cool is that?


    But I couldn’t answer, of course. I wasn’t supposed to be there.


    “It’s—okay—Granny,” Antone grunted from the other room. “It’s—all—going—to—be—Jesus Christ—okay.”


    The noises started up again. Granny was right. It did sound like a piece of cutlery caught in the dishwasher. But then it stopped—Antone’s breathing, the mattress springs, Molly’s little muffled grunts—they just stopped, and they didn’t stop naturally, if you know what I mean. I’m not trying to be cruel, but Molly’s a bit of a slut, and I’ve listened to her have sex more times than I can count, and I know how it ends, even when she’s faking it, even when she has to be quiet, and it just didn’t sound like the usual Molly finish at all. Antone yelped, but she was silent as a grave.


    “Antone, what are you doing?” his granny asked. Antone didn’t answer. Several minutes went by, and then there was a hoarse whisper from the bedroom.


    “Um, Kelley? Could you come here a minute?”


    “What was that?” his granny asked.


    I used the remote to turn up the volume on Judge Judy. “DO I LOOK STUPID TO YOU?” the judge was yelling. “REMEMBER THAT PRETTY FADES BUT STUPID IS FOREVER. I ASKED IF YOU HAD IT IN WRITING, I DON’T WANT TO HEAR ALL THIS FOLDEROL ABOUT ORAL AGREEMENTS.”


    When I went into the bedroom, Molly was under Antone, and I remember thinking—I was a little high, remember—that he made her look really thin because he covered up her torso, and Molly does have good legs and decent arms. He had a handsome back, too, broad and muscled, and a great ass. Brandon had no ass (con), but he had nice legs (pro).


    It took me a moment to notice that he had a pair of scissors stuck in the middle of his beautiful back.


    “I told him no,” Molly whispered, although the volume on the television was so loud that the entire apartment was practically reverberating. “No means no.”


    There was a lot of blood, I noticed. A lot.


    “I didn’t hear you,” I said. “I mean, I didn’t hear you say any words.”


    “I mouthed it. He told me to keep silent because his grandmother is here. Still, I mouthed it. ‘No.’ ‘No.’” She made this incredibly unattractive fish mouth to show me.


    “Is he dead?”


    “I mean, I was totally up for giving him a blow job, especially after he said he’d give me a little extra, but he was, like, uncircumcised. I just couldn’t, Kelley, I couldn’t. I’ve never been with a guy like that. I offered him a hand job instead, but he got totally peeved and tried to force me.”


    The story wasn’t tracking. High as I was, I could see there were some holes. How did you get naked? I wanted to ask. Why didn’t you shout? If Grandma knew you were here, Antone wouldn’thave dared misbehaved.He had clearly been more scared of Granny than he was into Molly.


    “This is the stash house,” Molly said. “Antone showed me.”


    “What?”


    “The drugs. They’re here. All of it. We could just help ourselves. I mean, he’s a rapist, Kelley. He’s a criminal. He sells drugs to people. Help me, Kelley. Get him off me.”


    But when I rolled him off, I saw there was a condom. Molly saw it, too.


    “We should, like, so get rid of that. It would only complicate things. When I saw he was going to rape me, I told him he should at least be courteous.”


    I nodded, as if agreeing. I flushed the condom down the toilet, helped Molly clean the blood off her, and then used my purse to pack up what we could find, as she was carrying this little bitty Kate Spade knockoff that wasn’t much good for anything. We found some cash, too, about $2,000, and helped ourselves to that, on the rationale that it would be more suspicious if we didn’t. On the way out, I shook a few more potato chips on Granny’s plate.


    “Antone?” she said. “Are you going out again?”


    Molly grunted low, and that seemed to appease Granny. We walked out slowly, as if we had all the time in the world, but again I had that feeling of a thousand pairs of eyes on us. We were in some serious trouble. There would have to be some sort of retribution for what we had done. What Molly had done. All I did was steal a few potato chips.


    “Take Quarry Road home instead of the interstate,” I told Molly.


    “Why?” she asked. “It takes so much longer.”


    “But we know it, know all the ins and outs. If someone follows us, we can give them the slip.”


    About two miles from home, I told her I had to pee so bad that I couldn’t wait and asked her to stand watch for me, a longtime practice with us. We were at that point, high above the old limestone quarry, where we had parked a thousand times as teenagers. A place where Molly had never said “No” to my knowledge.


    “Finished?” she asked, when I emerged from behind the screen of trees.


    “Almost,” I said, pushing her hard, sending her tumbling over the precipice. She wouldn’t be the first kid in our class to break her neck at the highest point on Quarry Road. My high school boyfriend did, in fact, right after we broke up. It was a horrible accident. I didn’t eat for weeks and got down to a size four. Everyone felt bad for me—breaking up with Eddie only to have him commit suicide that way. There didn’t seem to be any reason for me to explain that Eddie was the one who wanted to break up. Unnecessary information.


    I crossed the hillside to the highway, a distance of about a mile, then jogged the rest of the way. After all, as my mother would be the first to tell you, I went for a run that afternoon, while Molly was off shopping, according to her mom. I assumed the police would tie Antone’s dead body to Molly’s murder, and figure it for a revenge killing, but I was giving the cops too much credit. Antone rated a paragraph in the morning paper. Molly, who turned out to be pregnant, although not even she knew it—probably wouldn’t even have known who the father was—is still on the front page all these weeks later. (The fact that they didn’t find her for three days heightened the interest, I guess. I mean, she was just an overweight dental hygienist from the suburbs—and a bit of a slut, as I told you. But the media got all excited about it.) The general consensus seems to be that Keith did it, and I don’t see any reason to let him off the hook, not yet. He’s an asshole. Plus, almost no one in this state gets the death penalty.


    Meanwhile, he’s telling people just how many men Molly had sex with in the past month, including Brandon, and police are still trying to figure out who had sex with her right before she died. (That’s why you’re supposed to get the condom on as early as possible, girls. Penises drip. Just fyi.) I pretended to be shocked, but I already knew about Brandon, having seen Molly’s car outside his apartment when I cruised his place at 2 a.m. a few nights after Brandon told me he wanted to see other people. My ex-boyfriend and my best friend, running around behind my back. Everyone feels so bad for me, but I’m being brave, although I eat so little that I’m down to a size two. I just bought a Versace dress and Manolos for a date this weekend with my new boyfriend, Robert. I’ve never spent so much money on an outfit before. But then, I’ve never had $2,000 in cash to spend as I please.
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