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NINE TIMES OUT OF TEN it’s a woman who calls Bark to answer
his ad in the Westchester Pennysaver, and sometimes when we pull |
up to her yard in his pickup, she’s outside waiting for us. So.me- :
times she even has something inside for us to eat, which, besides
needing money, is why James and I never ask Bark if he wants our

help: we just get in his ind hope he lets us go.

On the Saturday morning he drives us past Poughkeepsie,
though, no one’s waiting outside. Maybe this has to do with the five
hundred dollars this woman offered: she doesn’t feel the need to
be friendly beyond that. Or maybe she’s with the junk that needs
to be hauled. Anyway, Bark pulls off the country road into her
driveway, which drops through her uncut lawn toward her shabby
yellow house, and we all get out, Bark headed to knock on her
front door.

Hey, I hear from the left-hand side of the house, and I turn but‘
see no one. Down here, the voice calls, and there, crouched near
an open crawlspace hole, is a woman about as dark as me, maybe
five years older. ;

Over here, Bark, I shout, and Bark makes his way down the
porch, then over to her, James and I lagging behind to let her know:
he’s boss.

I took care of the rest myself, she says, and Bark kneels beside
her, then pokes his head and a good half of him i.nto the crawl
space. He stays in there for a while, making sure, I figure, that w
can do what needs doing. Then he’s back out, and he stands, slap
ping dirt off his knees.
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Just that oil drum? he says.

Yeah, she says.

I thought you said there was a bunch of stuff, he says.

No, she says. Just that.

What’s in it? he asks.

I'have no idea, she says, but she’s scratching her arm and keeps
scratching it: if she’s not flat-out lying, she’s more than a little ner-
vous.

Because the thing is, Bark says. I can’t just take a drum like that
to a dump without them asking what’s inside.

Then don’t take it to a dump, she says. Just, you know, get rid
of it.

Bark grabs his unshaven jaw, considering. Probably he’s stumped
by why a sister is living this far upstate; plus it doesn’t make much
sense that any woman living in a house this shabby could have five
hundred dollars, let alone give it to us to haul off a drum with noth-
ing bad in it. It crosses my mind this woman loves some guy who'’s
given her five hundred to getrid of the drum, some dude, maybe a
e one, that she loves and cheated with — and that inside the
drum is this man’s wife. But all kinds of things are crossing my
mind, including how I could use five hundred dollars divided by
three.

How "bout a thousand? the woman says.

Here’s where all of us, including her, gaze off at her uncut lawn,
the dandelions and weeds in it, some of them pretty enough to call
flowers. We gaze our separate ways for a long time, letting whatever

s going on sink into us while we play asif it isn’t, and I
feel my guts work their way higher toward my lungs, threatening to
stay there if Bark agrees. But there’s a lot | could do with my share
ofa thousand, especially since I'm used to walking away from these
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Jobs with fifty at most. I could eat more than apples and white

bread and ham. I could start saving for a truck of my own — to
haul things for pay myself.

Then, to the woman, Bark says, In cash?

As soon as that drum’s in your truck, she says.

Bark glances at James, who nods.

Tre? Bark asks me, and I know he’s working me over with his
cyes, using them to try to convince me in their I-don’t-care-either-
way manner, but what I'm watching is the women’s feet, which are
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Bark, I say. You know I can’t drive.

Sure you can, he says. Just start it, put it in gear, and steer it so
you don’t hit nothing.

Okay, I say, though Bark’s confidence in me has taken away the
litde I have in myself. I used to have confidence — gold confidence
— but the older I get, I have less. Sdll, I back myself out of the
crawlspace, pretend the woman isn’t watching as I jog up the drive-
way to Bark’s truck, hop inside it, start it, put it in drive, and let it
vroll down there. Steering is easier than [ thought, but when I put
on the brake, I about fly through the windshield. The woman, still
near the stream, has her arms folded now, checking me out like she
recognizes me from when we were in grammar school together,
which, who knows, maybe we were. There’s that kind of thing be-
tween us, that 1‘1;1H'lknow1cdge about each other we’d ruin with con-
versation, and I want to make love to her bad.

Now Bark and James are yanking the drum top-first through the
hole in her foundation: the drum is too wide to roll out. They
struggle like hungry playground kids; whatever’s in that thing is
<I11mb—1‘1(-tavy. Wind blows past my face, the woman now picking a
weed’s yellow flower from between pebbles beside the stream. It's
herhusband in the drum, I think. She got carried away in an argu-
mentover nothing and the thousand is all they ever saved.

Tre, Bark calls to me. Gonna help us or noe?

I nod, toss him his keys, which he catches like it’s the old days. I
walk toward him and James, and all three ofusroll the drum to the
driveway, flattening a strip of knee-high grass, acting like we haul
mystery drums every day. When it’s time to get it onto the bed, we
all take extra care to hold the top of it closed as we heave it up and
lower it. Dead weight, I think. If this Isn’t a corpse, she would have

d

o

said so.

Bark slams closed the tailgate, works his toolbox and scrap wood

to make sure the drum won’t move. No way are we taking it to the
dumps we sometimes hit, even the unguarded one that isn’t sup-
posed to be a dump. The woman has her back to us, facing the
stream. Pl never see her again, but I need to. Finally she walks to-
ward the crawlspace hole, hooks its screen window back onto it,
and heads into the house. While she’s inside, James flicks a horsefly
off his neck. She returns and walks toward us with her lips pursed;
she’s even finer-looking with sunshine on her face. She gives Bark a
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whzlt)t I can tell, but no place for the drum. Then Bark brakes an

pulls over. There’s a hill to our right, but i’s a football field away

How "bout here? he asks.
Where, James says.
Yeah, I say. Where.
Right next to the road.
Are you high? I say.
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Got any better ideas? Bark says.

Someplace more hidden, I say. I mean, with trees.

You're high, he says. The last thing we need is someone up here
seeing three brothers walking out of some woods. They’ll follow
the truck. They’ll read my license plate. We get out now — without
any cars passing us — and roll it out quick and take off, there’s no
way anyone can trace anything to us.

Then let’s do it, James says. Fast, he says, and he’s out his door,
and Bark is out his, and again | tell myself I'm with them anyway, so
I might as well make sure I get paid. James can’t lower the tailgate,
so Bark slaps away his hand and lowers it himself, and they roll out
the drum, and I do what I can to help, though all 1 mmanage is to get
my hands on the thing two seconds before they drop it on the
weedy emergency lane. 1 try to roll it into red bushes twenty feet
from the gravel, but Bark is running back inside the truck, then
James too, and the drum feels heavier than it was and a rock is in
the way — and behind me on the highway, a car is coming. [ think
to run, then undo my fly as if 'm about to piss, Using this as an ex-
cuse to turn my face as the car passes, honking its horn.

[t doesn’t stop, though. It’s two dressed-up white women, speed-
ing to wherever. When 1 get back in the truck, Bark says, What you
do that for?

To take their eyes off the drum, I say.

That was stupid, James says.

Ldon’t think so, I say.

He might be right, Bark tells James, and Bark waits until the car,
shrinking ahead of us down that straightaway, is out of sight. Then
he glances behind us, U-turns, and takes off in the direction we
came from, and now, with the drum gone, James starts talking as if
he has to make up for everything we all three didn’t say since we
left the woman’s house, asking why we did it, asking why he did it,
saying we should have thought it over, should have discussed it in
the privacy we had to ourselves in the crawlspace — one of us, he
says, should have put a foot down to keep all of us from losing our
heads. We could have said no! he shouts, We could have said no at
any time. We were greedy. We did it for bad money. Money that big
is always evil. Then he goes on about how he hates being poor,
hates the forever of it — it’s like we were all born into these rubber
bags we can’t punch our way out of. There’s no Lght in his life, he
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says. Not even in summer. Never was. He never should have hung
around us, even in high school. He should have listened to his
mother when, after we won state, she said we were bad influences,
God rest her soul.

But that’s as close as he gets to talking about the death in the
drum, and his carefulness about that promises me there was death
in there hands down, even though I've been waiting for him to
zip it so I could say that, for all we know, we just dumped off a :
crammed bunch of laundry that got moldy after the stream rose
and flooded the woman’s house. There’s a million other things be-
sides a person that could be in a drum was what I convinced myself
while James went off like that, but now that he’s done, that million
feels like a million too many.

Then a word of my own won’t leave my mind: fingerprints. Bark
turns on the radio and presses SCAN, but itkeeps coming back to
this station that plays lite songs for white folks. He lets it play,
though, and the news comes on, and I listen expecting the dude to
report a dead body found in a drum even though T know that’s i
possible so soon. After the news ends, Bark snaps off the radio, and
I imagine he’s thinking the same thing I am: for the rest of our

lives, we won’t but will want to hear any news on any radio or watch
iton TV. .

And I don’t need to ask him if this thought’s on his mind right
now, because a glance from him, as we roll toward the city, tells me.
That’s how it was in both our championship seasons: all he and 1
needed was eye contact to know if 1 should lob the ball down to'
him or fake away and come back with a bounce-pass or pull up with
a jumper he was getting set to rebound. We’d never say a word,
never even nod. We were tight like that, and now we’re still that
tight, but I don’tlike where our tightness has taken us. James never
had that unspoken vibe with us; in fact, he was always yakking at u
and everyone on the court, refs included, even at the families
in the stands. I used to think this was because he had the least tal
ent of our starting five, but anyway since then he’s used talk as
weapon in just about every situation he finds himself in: keeping
the threat of it to himself at times, letting the world have it wher
he’s backed into a corner. In a way it was good he talked so mucl
when we played ball — it hid that eye contact Bark and I used —
but now he just sits. And what makes me worry even more is that it’s
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pressure was why he never made the pros
in the high school games we knew we’d win, which was most of
them, he could never get himself to try all that hard, and, if you be-
lieved our coach, word got out he was lazy. But in those few big
games, the major-pressure ones, he alway
on the court, and even if his shot was off or he dragged down fast
breaks from being out of shape, he did the kinds of things that
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The greens of the trees and bushes and fields around us are too
soon replaced by faster traffic and concrete, reminding us we live
in the Bronx. And it’s not Mississippi or the death in the drum or
the hope of winning a pile of cash that changes my mind about
whether I'll go along with Bark’s plan; it’s this appearance of the
Bronx that does it. That feeling of being squeezed in. That feeling
of knowing you are one of thousands, if not millions, of brothers
caged into a future in which you will finally do something no-holds-
barred-stupid. There’s that stretch of moments, after we pay the
toll for the Throg’s Neck Bridge and stay just under the limit while
we rise, when you see the blue water and yachts on either side and
think the good life could happen to at least a few people who live
where you do, but then the water is behind us and a Mercedes cuts
us off as we signal to make the Hutch, and then there’s the con-
struction and the slow-downs, and you sit, itching to move forward,
knowing that Belmont is, after all, a park with burgers and picnic
tables and tents that sell beer. Fuck it, you think. We're almost
there.

And then we are there, on Belmont’s grounds, me and Bark
James, both of them, in hazier sunshine than we came from, look-
ing older than | thought we were. Bark buys a program, the thou-
sand again dented as it was to pay our parking and entry fees, and
Sits on a painted-green bench near where they bring the horses to
saddle and pet them before they bust ass out on the track. They al-
rcady ran the first two races, he says, a little pissed, and he slouches
and studies away while James and 1 sit on either side of him like
we're shielding his head from the thoughts of the white chumps
walking past — whose clothes say they know far less about horses
than they should. All we need, I think, is for Bark to find that one,
best race. And to concentrate enough to pick the three horses in
the right order. The death in the drum means pressure, I know, but
Bark, I remember, played his best under pressure. In fact, lack of

or a college team either:

and

s showed up to leave sweat
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make championships, like elbowing the wind out of the other team’s
star when the refs weren'’t looking, or giving a soft high-five just be-
fore I’d toe the line for a free throw.

Now he’s walking us to another green bench — beside the
homestretch of the track. Again James and T sit up against his

shoulders. He’s flipping pages in his program, back and forth from

Race 4 to Race 6. He’s got it down to those two, he’s told me with-

out even clearing his throat. I want Race 4 so we’ll know sooner i
we’ve won or not, but I don’t want to mess with what all those num-

bers are teaching him. He holds Race 6 closer to his face. He sighs.

I look off around us.
We’ll do it in the fourth, he says.
You know which horses? James asks.

The three-horse for sure. And the one. It's Just a matter of

whether we go with the four, seven, or nine after that.
That don’t exactly sound solid, James says.
Just being straight with you, Bark says. What's left of the races to-

dav are hard G chié fim smsinl
uay are nard as shit to pPicK.

Can we just go with the three and one to finish firstand second? [

ask.

That would be an exacta, Bark says. And everyone’s gonna box the
‘three-one exacta. Which means it’l] hardly pay.

We can’t take the three and the one with all three of those other
ones you like? T ask. I mean, in trifectas?

That would be three different bets, Bark says. Meuning we’d bet
only three-hundred-some on each. Which again means a lower pay-
off.

But we’d be more likely to win.

Bark returns to studying, but I'd guess he’s also considering what
I've said. Then I'm sure he’s trying to figure how much each of
those three trifectas could pay, but then I'm not sure of anything.

How much do we need? he asks.

Who knows? James says. But you’d have to think five or six grand :

would be cool.

And here’s where 1 both believe we’ll win but also wish we -

wouldn’t. I wish we could just getin the truck and go home. I want
to start the day over. I want to go back in time even before that, and
meet the pigeon-toed woman before whatever happened in her life
that forced her to call Bark. I want to make love to her back then,
night after night, so often and well, the drum will stay empty.
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But it’s not back then. It’s today, and now Race $ Is running,
without Bark betting a penny on it, which reminds me we’re here
for serious business despite the white college boys beside us drink-
ing beer, all of them hooting as the six-horse pulls ahead.

Bark looks up as the six wins easily. He glances at the odds board
and says, Twenty-five to one. He hunches over to reread the pro-
gram.

You know what? James says.

Shut up, I'say. Let the man think.

You're right, James says.

Seagulls almost land on the lawn inside the track, then SWOOpP
off. They're headed north, toward the drum. That six-horse was
headed north, toward the drum. Wind blows past the three of us:
north, toward the drum.

The more I look at this, Bark says, the more 1 can see any horse
finishing up with the one and the three. And the way the crooks

here fix th
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So what do we do? I ask.

Key the one and the three with every other horse in the race.

Which means what? James asks.

Which means if the one and the three finish first, second, or
third, we collect.

Sounds good, James says.

But they both have 10 finish in the top three.

Sounds tough, I say.

It’s as easy as I can make it, Bark says.

How much would we win? I ask.

Bark shrugs. Anywhere from double our money to a ton.

But like you say, what good is double our money?

Tre, Bark says. We gotta leave here with something.

Which tells me that, today, he’s lost faith in horses. I it were yes-
terday, or any day before we moved that drum, he’d have enough
faith for the three of us. But it’s today. It doesn’t matter that he’s
gotmore cash in his pocket than he’s ever had at the track: today is
today is today.

We all three sit. The horses walk onto the track, a jockey on each.
Then Bark stands and says, Let's do it, and James and I follow him
under the grandstand to the betting windows, where we wait in a
short but slow line. Finally Bark leans in close to our teller, an old
white lady. He talks so quietly, she needs to lean too, and then he
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pulls out the cash and hands it over for a ticket he reads even after

his feet begin to shuffle off.

Gentlemen! the teller shouts. Your change? She’s holding three

twenties, and James jogs back to her, takes them, gives one apiece

to me and Bark, then stuffs the third in his pocket, and as we walk
back out toward the homestretch, it hits me I might have done
something for a twenty I'd never do again for all the money in the

world.

Bark veers left, toward the bench near the homestretch. Shouldn’t
we watch by the finish line? James asks, but Bark keeps on. James
stands still, knees locked, yakking about how what we’d see from
that bench won’t matter, about how he wants to eyewitness the very
end, about how, if all of us shout enough near the finish line, we
could affect whether we win or lose.

Go ahead and shout, Bark says. I'm gonna watch from here.

James huffs off, leaving me to decide who to watch with. I don’t
follow him since the last thing I need is the sound of his voice. 1
don’t sit beside Bark since I'm pissed he’s a reason I went upstate.
I stand where T am, partway between Bark and the finish line: in
front of the odds board beyond the dirt where they’ll run. It all of a
sudden doesn’t mean shit that the three of us won state twice to-
gether, lived together ever since, might end up together in Missis-
sippl for the rest of our lives: we're all strung out along that wire
fence like cousins who never met, each of us as alone as the old
drunk beside me, all of us as stuck inside ourselves as whoever’s rot-
ting in that drum.

And we stay like that until the horses are in the gate. I glance
over at Bark, who nods. Then I see that the horses are running, al-
ready on their way down the backstretch. Because of their distance
I can’t tell if we're winning, and then, because of the odds board, I
can’t see them at all. I hear names being called, but to us it’s all
about the one and three. Then 1 see every horse out there bunched
into a pack, and as they reach the far turn, what looks like a three is
in second. Then they’re in their best full sprints toward and past
Bark. Then they’re passing me, getting whipped, with the three for
sure in front. But the rest of them are gaining — or maybe they’re
not. The three might be fading, and a woman in the grandstand
screams, and then I watch the rear ends of ten horses, and I haven’t
seen the one at all.

Slmig‘htaway
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’james is still beside the finish line, pointing but not yelling. Bark
with his arms at his sides, leans back against his bench. Then both
of them are walking toward me, as if I'm in charge.

Well? Bark asks James. -

[ couldn’t tell, James says. T hey were all bunched together.

Bark shrugs, his eyes aimed at the odds board, on the three
boxes beside win, pLAC E, and SHOwW. A lit-up ten is in the win
box, the other two boxes unlit.

We were right to key them with every other horse, Bark says. No-
body would have guessed the ten.

Which means a big payoff? I ask.

Bark nods. If we win.

Then, in the place-box, I see the lit-up number one. Here we g0
James says, and the whole board goes dark, blinks twice, then liq(hts
up. The ten is still up over the one, the show-box still empty. )

The three was toward the front, I say. Wasn’t it?

ILrwas when they passed me, Bark says. And it was supposed 1o stay
up there. a '

He won’t look at James, so I do.

Well, James? I say. Did the three hold on?

It n'.ngh t have, he says. But I'm telling you, man: from where 1 was
standing, I really couldn’t see.

Sonofabitch, Bark says, and 1 look at the board, where a clear-as-
dawn number is now in the show-box: three.

.It s not official, Bark says. And when it s, pretend itisn’t. The last
ve need is someone following us out to the parking lot.
Let’s getin line, I say. Let’s get our cash and get out of here.
Just chill, Bark says, but then he’s heading back under the erand-
. - i D ‘
stand, and James and I follow.
The three held on, James says, and he grabs my wrist.
Yeah, | say. We did it.
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