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IT WAS ONE O’CLOCK on a Tuesday morning. “Gypsys, Tramps, and Thieves” played loudly so there was no possibility of falling asleep at the wheel as I drove east on the 10 from West Hollywood to Highland Park. Zipping around a few cars, I asked myself what the hell I was doing. And why? I should’ve been in bed.

“What. Is. This. Shit?” demanded Anton, the reason I was in the car rather than asleep. He was in his mid-twenties, broad shouldered, Black, with short, tight locs. He was in a gray sweatshirt and a leather jacket, trying to fight off the chill of L.A. in March. He wasn’t the kid I remembered from three years ago.

“What?” I asked, passing a slow-moving sedan with a dented back bumper. Even though it was winter — L.A.’s version of winter, anyway — I was sweating as I regretted my recent life choices. I really should’ve ignored Anton’s knock on my door.

He told me he was in trouble and thought, the madman that he was, that he should come to me for help.

It had been over three years since we had last seen each other. That was when he had gotten into trouble with the LAPD, who were dead sure he had committed an assault during a robbery. The evidence against him was bad, and his lawyer — my mother — suggested he take the plea deal. Gordon Bixby, the in-house detective at Mom’s firm and my mentor at the time, agreed. No one believed Anton’s pleas of innocence except little old me, a former child star who had crashed his career with booze and pills but retained his uncanny knack for hearing lies even when they were spoken as the God’s honest truth.

Of course, everyone thought I was dumb for believing in Anton. I was just a baby private detective at the time, just learning the ropes. What would I know?

“This shit.” He aimed a finger at my phone, which was sitting on the dash of my Toyota. “What is it?”

“The song?” I also pointed at my phone. “It’s Cher.”

He looked at me blankly.

“Cher,” I repeated. “You know... Cher. Cher? Singer. Actress. One-named icon?”

Nothing. Kids today.

I went on. “‘Believe’? ‘If I Could Turn Back Time’? These were big hits, man.” I was panicking, grasping for something that would make Anton acknowledge that he knew who Cher was and therefore I was not an out of touch old man in my thirties. “Sonny and Cher? ‘Half-Breed’?”

“Half what?”

“Yeah. That one aged poorly.” Time for a new approach. “She won an Oscar. An Academy Award for Moonstruck.” I looked between him and the road. “With Nic Cage. He doesn’t have a hand.” I took a hand off the wheel as if a visual aid was going to really going to seal the deal. “Instead, he has a wooden one.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” said Anton, not getting it at all. He shook his head. “I don’t know anything about all that, but this song is fucked up.”

“It’s ‘Gypsys, Tramps and Thieves,’” I insisted. “It’s a classic.” I was throwing myself on this hill, ready to die like a maniac, because adrenaline had taken hold. I needed something, anything, to hold on to.

“Whatever,” he grumbled, crossing his arms and settling deeper into his seat. “And I don’t think you’re supposed to say ‘gypsy’ anymore.”

I stole a glance at him. He stared out the window, jaw clenched, doing his best to hide how scared he was.

“Yeah, probably not.” I shut up and pushed my Toyota a little faster down the highway. I blinked heavily, trying to get my wits in the game. Neither of us knew exactly what we were driving into.

Following an exchange of I’m-surprised-to-see-you’s, Anton had sat on the couch in my bungalow, ignoring the glass of water I had just given him. He opened his explanation of why he was there with, “Just so you know, it wasn’t my idea.”

Nothing good ever started with an abdication like that.

I nodded, leaning against the counter that separated my living room from the kitchenette in my boxers and a vintage Ramones T-shirt. I squinted at him, preparing for the worst and worrying about my hair. How was he going to take me seriously if I had bedhead?

“Everything went as planned, you know?” He had licked his lips. “We got in, we got out. No alarms, OK?”

Yeah. Like I said, nothing good. “What did you do, Anton?” I suddenly felt very thirsty. The threat of disaster does that to me.

Anton’s body shrugged and twisted. It must’ve been bad if he didn’t want to tell me.

“Just tell me,” I prodded, hating the wait. “Waiting isn’t going to make it easier.”

“I’m not really sure,” he admitted.

“You’re not sure about what?”

“What it was we stole.”

My eyes bugged out. “You don’t know what you stole? I don’t know which is more upsetting.” 

He shrugged again. “I was told not to ask questions, so I didn’t.”

I stuffed down the impulse to scoff — displaying my growing maturity —  and instead said, “Just so I’m clear: You got involved in a theft without asking what it was you were stealing?”

“You sound pissed.”

I clicked my tongue and wagged a finger. “Au contraire. I am angry.” Turning away, I stepped into my kitchenette, grabbed a clean glass, and filled it with water from the sink. “You know why?” I didn’t wait for an answer. “I got you out of a big mess, and here you are, into another one.” I drank. “You told me you were going to get away from the shitty people.”

He slumped, like the air had gone out of him. “I tried, OK?”

Anton was telling me the truth, but... “What does that even mean?”

“That means, I tried, OK?” His back was straight again, shoulders turned to me, his voice firm. “Not all of us have lawyer moms and movie checks coming in.” He pointed to the movie memorabilia on my walls. Old posters of movies I had starred in. Photographs of me with A-listers. He took a short breath. “I got things I want to do in this world, and that means I need money. And you know? Legit people aren’t fans of my résumé. I did the job tonight because I can’t just keep taking from my mom and my girlfriend. I did the job because I am trying to make something of myself. And that means having money.”

He let that hang in the air. He was — sorta, maybe — right. Which made me the asshole. I didn’t like that. I took a breath. Anton had grown up a lot since I had seen him last, which had been right in this living room.

“You have a girlfriend?” They grow up so fast.

“Jimmy.”

I nodded. “OK. You stole... something.”

He licked his lips. There was more. “It might be worse, actually.”

“Worse?” And did he say might?

“Yeah.”

“What happened?” I was thirsty again.

Traffic was almost nonexistent at this time of night, so we made good time. I left the 10 and took the ramp onto the 110, heading north. The playlist moved on to “Dance Monkey” by Tones and I. Anton, lost in thought, said nothing.

Back at my place, he had laid it out. A man named Devon Philips, an old friend, had offered Anton an opportunity he couldn’t refuse: five thousand dollars for driving and not asking any questions. Devon, Anton, and two other guys he didn’t know met up at a large, ground-floor unit at a self-storage facility in Highland Park. Inside, Anton had been handed the keys to a white, unmarked van and told to drive the rest of them to a gallery called Objet Exotique on La Brea Avenue between Beverly Boulevard and Melrose. It specialized in old things, knickknacks and tchotchkes, especially artifacts from the East; the sort of objects rich folks like to have in their homes and tell you all about.

When they arrived at the gallery, Anton backed up to the loading dock, just as he was told. The other three popped out the back, returning twenty agonizing minutes later. As two of them pushed a black plastic box on a dolly, a two-foot cube with latches like a small shipping container, Devon finished up inside before heading to the van. Anton thought it was weird that the box was the only thing being taken, but he had agreed not to ask questions. 

On the way back, Devon was in a mood to celebrate. After all, the job was pulled off and nothing had gone wrong. And it was a better haul than he could imagine. Anton was relieved. The other two were quiet and kept eyeing each other.

When they returned to the self-storage, Devon jumped out and pulled up the rolling door to the unit. Inside was a man, waiting. He was, according to Anton, “older than me.” He was maybe Middle Eastern, wearing a nice, black suit and a white shirt. At his feet was a large duffel bag.

Hopping back in the van, Devon told Anton to back the van in. Once they were parked, Anton reached for his door, but Devon told him to stay put.

He and the other two got out. Anton saw the two men exchange glances.

This is where, of course, everything started to go wrong.

I took the York Boulevard exit off the 110 and headed west into Highland Park. We were almost there.

Anton had kept an eye on things through the unmarked van’s driver’s-side mirror, watching as the meeting suddenly took a turn with Devon in the middle of two angry sides. When the guys came out and Devon’s hands went up, Anton decided five thousand dollars wasn’t worth it. He jumped out of the van and was already out of the building when he heard the gunshots.

Back at the bungalow, he had said, “I drove here as fast as I could.” I made a face, and he assured me he had ditched his car away from my place. “It’s all fucked up, and I don’t know what to do.”

Did he think I knew what to do? The way he was looking at me I was sure that he did. Time to burst the bubble. “I don’t know what you want me to do here. I’m not a fixer, if that’s what you’re thinking.” I looked around for my phone. “I could call my mom, we could go to the police — ”

“No. No cops,” he said, shaking his head. Words tumbled out of his mouth. “They’re just going to arrest me, railroad me like they did last time. Except this time I was involved, but I’m not the mastermind, you know. You got to help me get out of this.”

And there it was. Me standing there in my boxers and an old T-shirt and who knew what my hair looked like, and I was being asked to get Anton out of trouble — whatever that meant — and probably commit a felony or two in the process. All I wanted to do was say no. Instead, I mumbled, “Anton, I... I don’t know if I can get you out of this.”

He searched the room for words. Finding none, he nodded and pressed on his knees, standing up. “I thought, of all people, you could... I dunno, do something.” He turned to the door.

“It’s not that I don’t want to help.” Which may or may not have been true. “I just don’t know if I’m the guy.”

He stopped and looked at me while I wondered what exactly my problem was. He looked as lost as I felt. I licked my lips. “Since the summer...” — and what a shitty summer it had been — “I haven’t had any real cases. I might be a little rusty.”

I don’t know why I was choosing this particular line of bullshit, but it was my way of giving Anton a reason to find someone better.

“Jimmy, I don’t know anyone else who could do anything for me. You’re it.”

Now that was a punch in the old stomach. I put up a hand. No más. “Let me change, and we’ll go take a look at the situation,” I said.

Ten minutes later, with me now in a midnight blue suit with a burgundy shirt and black leather shoes, having run a comb through my hair, we were on the road.

We pulled into the self-storage place. I looked up at the sign and saw that it was called U-WareHaus-It. I couldn’t help but have mad respect for the branding mind that had come up with that insane spelling solely to secure a trademark.  

The parking lot was empty, the concrete silver under the lights. Nothing was moving. My stomach felt tight.

“Around the back,” Anton mumbled.

I followed his gaze and pulled around the building. I stopped the car along the back fence, the still-open door of the storage space in view. I wasn’t ready to go in. I turned off my car and said to him, “We could still just call the cops. It would be trouble for you, but it would be the cleanest thing to do.”

Anton stared at the building. He shook his head. We were going to stick to the plan, I guess. See what was there and figure it out. I got out, and he followed as I led the way to the storage unit. 

The space was a car length and a half deep, about twelve feet wide. The fluorescents cast a bone-bleached glow over the space.

First thing of note: the van was gone. Anton had driven his car back to my place. So who took the van? But then, there was a bigger issue. It was the second thing: the dead body of a Black man in the middle of the floor.

“Devon,” whispered Anton. “Shit.”

The man that was Devon laid on the floor near the back wall, dressed in black, sprawled in a small pool of blood. He looked like he had been in his late thirties; his hair was cut short, faded in the back. His chest was bloody, and his eyes and mouth were open. All three gaped at the ceiling. My stomach turned cold and my arms tingled. I had to remember to keep breathing.

Anton took a step closer, but I stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Go back to the car.”

“What? No. That’s — ”

“I know who it is. The situation has moved from being shit to really fucked-up. Go back to the car.”

“But Devon — ”

I put my hands up. “There’s nothing you can do. Right now, I have to make a call, and you can’t be here when the cops show up.”
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Three Years Ago

SLUMPING IN A CHAIR along the wall of my mother’s office, I listened as people talked seriously about something. I stared at the clock, willing its hands to move faster. It was nine thirty in the morning, and I was still figuring out how people could function so early in the day. Which begged the question, why would they want to? With so many hours in the day and night to choose from, why would anyone do anything “productive” this early in the morning?

Simply put, I was a mess. Only six months sober, the longest stretch I had managed yet, I was still figuring out how to navigate reality. I just didn’t know how people did it day after day. 

An elbow jammed me in the ribs. I flinched as the blow snapped me out of my reverie.

The attack had come from my left and was delivered by Gordon Bixby, who sat next to me against the wall. He was a former LAPD detective who took retirement to come and work with my mom at her firm. He was in his late fifties, narrow shouldered and Black, his gray hair still rocking the police regulation cut. He always dressed professionally but unimpressively. Today was no exception: He wore a dark brown suit with a white button-down and a red tie that curved over his developing belly.

He looked at me with knitted eyebrows and lips pressed together. “Are you paying attention?” he said under his breath. His look of annoyance was familiar by now. We had been working together for months, and by working, I mean I was a pain in his ass as he tried to make a detective out of me per my mother’s request. She thought it would be good if I had a steady job and, as an added bonus, someone kept me on the straight and narrow. 

I nodded, assuring him I totally was as I sat up. He shook his head.

My mother, Greta Cooper, was looking at me, fingers laced together as she sat behind her desk. I guess Gordon and I hadn’t been as subtle as we thought.

Her face was passive but told a whole story of disappointment. She was in her early sixties, white and her black hair was just starting to gray and, unlike Gordon, she knew how to dress to impress in her deep purple suit and cream-colored silk blouse. And she was impressive. She was a well-respected defense attorney in L.A. County who put the Cooper in Cooper and Associates, a firm that could handle everything. A one-stop shop for all your legal woes.

Two other people gawked at us as they sat in chairs before Mom’s desk, a Black woman and her son. The woman arched an eyebrow as she stared. She was in her early forties, wearing dark-blue slacks, black flats, and a sleeveless white blouse. Her purse remained looped around a shoulder as it sat in her lap. Her shoulder-length hair was pulled back into a ponytail.

On her other side was her son and, as I began to recall, the whole reason I had been summoned to the office at nine in the morning. Twenty-one years old, he leaned past his mother to look at me. He was dressed in a crisp, white shirt that looked brand-new, jeans, and sneakers. A Dodgers cap covered his dyed blond hair. He glared at me, confused, with one leg bouncing in agitation.

His name drifted back into my mind. Gordon had told me all about him when he picked me up that very morning.

Anton Greene was a kid in trouble, and Cooper and Associates was there to help navigate those waters as a favor to a former client. The district attorney had filed charges, believing he had been a part of a break-in in Silver Lake during which a woman had been assaulted. The motivation? Drug money. 

Mom took a breath and brought her attention back to the mother and son. “Mrs. Greene, I’m going to be frank with you. It doesn’t look good.”

“I know that,” Mrs. Green replied, her voice tight. “He’s no saint. He’s been in trouble before. But he said he didn’t do this and I believe him.”

Mom glanced at Gordon, who shifted in his seat. She looked back at Mrs. Greene. “I’m a mother, too,” she said with the barest of gestures toward me. “And sometimes we want to believe what our kids tell us. Especially when they’re in trouble.”

I don’t know if she ever believed me, but she was trying to make a point.

Anton shook his head. “I didn’t do it.”

His mother swatted his shoulder, correcting him, and Anton sat up straight. He huffed. “I didn’t do it, Mrs. Cooper.”

Mom wagged a finger. “It’s Ms. Cooper.” The divorce was long since settled and Dad had left town, but Greta Cooper had spent so much time and money on branding that she wasn’t going back to her maiden name. She did, however, return to the case at hand. “There’s a witness, the victim’s statement and physical evidence. All of it places you at the scene of the crime.”

“She’s wrong or lying,” he stated.

I squeaked, then slapped a hand over my mouth, hoping no one had heard me.

“Anton,” Mom started. “there’s money with your fingerprints on it at the crime scene.”

“Why would I leave money if I was robbing the place?”

He made a fair point.

“I don’t know, Anton. You tell me,” she quietly replied.

“I don’t know how those got there!” Anton insisted. “Because I wasn’t there.”

I squeaked again. Gordon glanced at me. I cleared my throat and shifted in my seat.

Mom shook her head. “I’d like to believe you, but you haven’t even given me an alibi. If you weren’t there, where were you?”

Anton said nothing. His mother stared at him.

Mom waved her hand in the air, annoyed. “All right. I can only help you if you help me.” She looked to Mrs. Greene. “Right now, there’s an opportunity. The DA doesn’t want to have a trial. We don’t want to have a trial. The plea agreement they’ve offered... it’s not bad.” She looked at Anton. “They want you to name the others you were there with.”

Anton pursed his lips, breathing heavily through his nose. “How can I name names when I wasn’t there? I don’t know who was there!”

I squeaked again.

“Do you have something to share, James?” my mother snapped, causing three other heads to whip toward me.

I swallowed, looking at everyone while they all again stared at me. “Nope. No.” I paused. “I mean...”

Mrs. Greene shook her head. “Which is it?”

Gordon looked up at the ceiling, probably hoping this would make him invisible. Or, at least, not party to my shenanigans.

“Anton’s telling the truth,” I managed. “He didn’t do it.”

Silence. Then, Mom let out an exasperated sigh. Gordon looked down at the floor, hoping it would open up and take him quickly.

Mrs. Greene looked me over, considering me seriously for the first time. “What’s your name?”

She was clearly not a fan of my oeuvre.

“Jimmy Cooper.”

She glanced at my mom, who nodded, admitting I belonged to her. Mrs. Greene shifted back to me, saying, “OK. So you think my son is telling the truth. How do you know?”

“How do I know?” I looked at Anton, who peeked out from behind his mom, his eyes asking me the same question.

“How do you know he didn’t do it?” she said.

My mouth opened. Closed. How could I explain that I just knew? That I could tell when someone was lying because I was really good with body language — hello, acting career — and Anton wasn’t lying? There was no buzz in the back of my head, no sweats, no nothing. And if he wasn’t lying, that meant he was telling the truth. He didn’t know who was involved. He wasn’t there. And he didn’t rob that woman. 

If I said all that though, I’d look like a crazy person.

“He seems like a good kid,” I said, caving in.

Mom tsk’d and shook her head. “James.”

Mrs. Greene snorted. “You almost had me,” she said as Anton shrank back into his seat. “He is not a good kid. He’s had problems with the law before, just got lucky.” She looked at her son. “Looks like you’ve run out of luck.”

I pressed on. “I can’t explain it. I just know he’s telling the truth.”

Mrs. Greene frowned. “What do you do here? Are you a lawyer?”

Mom coughed.

“Well, I’m — ”

Gordon jumped in before I could finish. “He’s working under my supervision. I’m the in-house detective. I support Ms. Cooper’s work.”

“So you two figure who really did it?”

Gordon swallowed. “That’s not exactly the job, Mrs. Greene. We look for evidence that might create reasonable doubt for a jury,” he said, nodding toward Mom.

Mom nodded back, then said, “He’s the foundation for a good defense.”

Ugh. Get a room.

Mrs. Greene shook her head and pointed at me. “I want what he said.”

“Excuse me?” replied Mom.

“He said my son’s not guilty.” She looked at me. “I want you to prove he’s innocent.”

I looked at Gordon.

Again, he swallowed. He hated delicate situations. “That might not be possible, ma’am. Reasonable doubt might be the best — ”

“No,” stated Mrs. Greene. “That’s not good enough. I don’t want this reasonable doubt bullshit hanging over Anton’s head and future.” She looked at my mom. Anton licked his bottom lip, eyes darting among everyone else in the room.

Mom took a breath. She nodded, then turned to Anton, saying, “You need to tell us everything, Anton. We can’t do what your mother wants if you’re not honest with us.”

Anton eyed his mother and then mine. His upper lip glistened. He licked away the sweat as my mom tapped her desk.

This kid did not want to talk. I felt it viscerally in my chest, so much so I was gonna have a heart attack. It must’ve been either bad, though maybe not criminally bad, or embarrassing enough he didn’t want to say a word about it in front of his mother.

I felt so seen.

“Greta,” said Gordon in his easygoing baritone, “why don’t you and Mrs. Greene get a cup of coffee?” He had seen Anton too.

Mom looked at him. An eyebrow twitched. The two must’ve had some sort of telepathic communication going because Mom put her hands on her desk and said to Mrs. Greene, “That does sound lovely. Would you like a cup? We have great coffee here.”

Spoilers: We did — and still do — not.

Mom stood. “Let’s let the boys chat.”

Mrs. Greene glared at Anton, who did not meet her eyes. Resigned, she stood, hitching the strap of her purse higher on her shoulder. Mom smiled politely, gesturing for her client to lead the way out.

As soon as the office door began to close, Gordon took the seat vacated by Anton’s mother. He put himself on the edge of the chair and lean forward. Even though he was taller, this made him eye level with Anton. “OK, son. Your mom is gone. What is it you don’t want her to know?”

“You promise not to tell her?”

Gordon agreed. “You’re the client, not her,” he explained. “What were you doing that night you don’t want her to know about?”

Anton blew air out, ready to spill the beans, when his eyes shifted to me. “What are you smiling about?”

“Smiling?” I replied. Was I smiling?

Gordon’s brows furrowed.

I was smiling. Oh, man. That must’ve looked really bad. The thing is I was giddy. I had actually convinced them that Anton was innocent. I had changed the course of this investigation. Wow. “Just happy to be here,” I said.

Anton and Gordon’s heads twisted to me in disbelief.

Oops.

“Help, I mean. Happy to help.”

Gordon’s eyes rolled just enough to be noticed. He started over with Anton. “OK,” he said, his voice calm and welcoming. “Tell us what you were up to.”

Anton sighed. This was it. He had nowhere else to hide.

“I robbed a drug dealer. Then went and got high.”

Gordon’s shoulders sagged.

“Damn,” I said. “That’s a terrible alibi.”
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TEN MINUTES AFTER I made the call, I could hear the sirens of the squad cars headed my way as I stood in front of U-WareHaus-It. Maybe it was standard practice; maybe they couldn’t help themselves; or maybe they wanted to show taxpayer money at work, but I thought it was a bit unnecessary. Devon was dead, and nothing was going to change that, no matter how fast they arrived.

Two squad cars roared into the parking lot, lighting me up with their high beams. Squinting, I nodded and waved a friendly, “Don’t taze me, bro,” as the uniforms stepped out of their cars. A particularly stocky white officer asked if I was the one who had called it in. Which... duh.

I smiled with the appropriate amount of gallows humor, telling them, “Yeah, I called it in. Where are the detectives?” I looked past them, hoping to catch a glimpse of plainclothes officers heading our way.

Stocky Guy ignored my question and asked, “Where’s the body?”

Taking them around the back of the building, I took a quick look at my car, which was still parked by the fence, and then onto the crime scene. We stepped into the space, and even though it was quite clear where the body was, I still felt the need to point. “There he is, officer.” Then, for good measure, feeling like an extra in a CBS police procedural, I added, “Found him like that.” 

The men and women of the LAPD nodded in agreement. Yep, indeed, there was a body and it was in the middle of the floor.

The beefy cop turned to me and said, “All right. We’ll take it from here. Why don’t you step outside.” It was an order rather than a question. “The detectives will be here soon; they’ll have questions.”

I nodded dutifully, playing along with their power trip. I knew who was coming.

A young officer followed me outside into the cold air. She stood a respectful distance from me, far enough away that it didn’t appear like she was guarding me, yet close enough she could chase me down if need be.

Joke’s on her. She’d catch me in four paces. I run like a toddler.

I was antsy. It could’ve been the chill or the evening’s adrenaline wearing off, but I couldn’t keep still. I’d take a step here and there, pacing but not really. And when I’m in that headspace, I get chatty.

“Cold, huh?” I said to the cop, trying to normalize this absolutely not normal situation. “I never know what to wear this time of year, you know? You leave the house with layers on and you’re too hot, but then the sun goes down and suddenly it’s thirty degrees cooler, and you’re asking yourself, ‘Why don’t I own any sweaters?’” I paused. “Do you own any sweaters?”

She looked at me like I was insane. Which... fair.

Something caught her attention over my shoulder, the sound of someone sighing in misery.

Then a man’s voice called out, complaining, “You didn’t tell me it was him.”

I knew that voice.

“Because I didn’t want to hear you complain all the way here,” replied a very familiar woman’s voice. 

I turned around to greet Detectives Kemble and Ito.

“Detective Kemble! Well, well, well, imagine my surprise,” I said with Southern Belle flair while fanning myself. Behind him, technicians lugged their equipment toward the crime scene.

“Shut up, Cooper,” he growled, a finger aimed right between my eyes. Kemble was quite the lump of a man, large, white, and solidly in his fifties. His closely cut hair was more salt than pepper, and his gray suit was strictly off the rack from Ross, a big-box department store notoriously known for their slogan: Dress for Less.

Next to him was my favorite detective in all of the LAPD, Detective Violet Ito. She was a Japanese American woman in her thirties, with shoulder-length black hair, clad as always in jeans and leather boots. She wore a black wool coat, which had been given to her this past Christmas by a certain someone in her life — me, I’m that someone — because she always feels chilly this time of year. Yeah, I’m that kind of considerate boyfriend.

“Are we not spending enough time together, Jimmy?” asked Ito, her head tilting in that adorable way that she does.

I smiled.

We had finally gotten off the will-they-won’t-they merry-go-round and had been officially dating since the end of last summer. It was lucky for all parties that Violet was working the late shift. How awkward would that have been if she had been over at my place when Anton knocked? More often than not, she came over to mine because she still lived with her mom, and her mom had only recently sort of started to like me. I wasn’t going to ruin that by staying over at Violet’s mom’s house, no matter how many times she asked.

(I’m kidding. She never asked. She thought it would be weird to have a guy over at her and her mom’s house. She was looking for her own place, which would make her an oddity in the LAPD, actually living in the city she works in, but, hey, L.A. prices, y’all.)

Kemble glared at her. “Christ. What is wrong with you two? We see him at crime scenes. This is turning into some Jessica Fletcher shit. Isn’t this suspicious?”

Ito rolled her eyes. “I don’t care how badly you want to believe it. Jessica Fletcher wasn’t a serial killer. Murder, She Wrote was a TV show with a very specific story telling device. Can you just let it go?”

A dog with a bone, Kemble persisted, “We see him all the time!”

I shook my head. “Not all the time.”

“Hey, Jimmy! Good to see you again!” one of the techs said brightly as she passed with a wave. “Say hi to your sister for me!”

Shit. Maybe I had been at too many crimes scenes.

Ito crossed her arms, jealousy in her eyes.

“I don’t know who that was,” I replied.

Her lips curled. We would be talking about this moment at some point in the future.

“What happened? Why are we here?” asked Kemble, taking out his notebook. “And let’s not get cute, OK?”

While cute was my bread and butter, I chose peace instead of chaos. I did my best to recap the night’s events, explaining everything from Anton’s knock back at my place to Anton hearing gunshots as he fled the scene.

“Anton Greene?” said Kemble. “That Anton Greene?”

I had known that was coming but I wasn’t going to get distracted by history. “And when I got here, I found the body, but the van was gone. The deceased’s name is Devon Philips.”

“Where’s Anton now?” asked Ito.

So I had left out some details in my retelling, and I felt bad about that. This was the challenge of having a girlfriend who worked for the LAPD. Most of the time, I liked to think we were on the same side. Seeing justice done, right? Easy peasy. But times like these, when justice might not be letting the cops handle it? Oooof.

“Could be anywhere.”

It wasn’t quite a lie, but I was pretty sure I was still committing a crime. “He told me this story at my place, and then he left.” That part was sort of true. “He’s fearful for his life. He’s in the wind. There are dangerous people involved.” That part was also more or less true.

“Good reason for him to come in, Jimmy,” said Ito.

“You know how it is, though: Once accused of a crime, it’s hard to trust the LAPD.”

Kemble’s jaw clenched.

Ito sucked her teeth.

I... may have crossed a line there.

“All right,” said Kemble, flipping his notebook closed. “Your client — ”

“Whoa, whoa,” I sputtered. “I didn’t say he was my client. I was just helping out. Being a Good Samaritan. I found a body. That’s linked to a crime. You’re welcome for me doing half of your job.”

Kemble grunted. “That sounds like accessory after the fact.” He smiled, making his threat clear.

But I wasn’t going to roll over. “Listen, I’ll do you guys a favor. If I hear from Anton, I’ll really try to convince him to turn himself in and talk with you guys. With a lawyer present, of course.”

Kemble seethed and turned to Ito. “It’s not my business who my partner chooses to spend time with, as questionable as that choice might be — ”

“Screw you,” she snapped.

“But when that person compromises cases, again and again — ”

I knew where this was going. My face flushed; my stomach dropped.

“ — I might have something to say. Especially with what happened last summer.”

I swallowed, hoping they didn’t see how much Kemble was turning my insides into a red-hot lump of shame and guilt. Last summer had been bad. Really bad. A colossal fuck-up. I was working a kidnapping case that went sideways, and a guy named Matty Goodman died right in front of me. I literally had his blood on my hands.

Because Matty was a former child star and I’m a former child star and we were on the same case together — too long of a story to tell here — his death was a very public thing. The cherry on top was that the man responsible for it got away, which also became a public thing.

Dear reader, your hero was back to zero. 

“All right, enough,” Ito said to Kemble, her voice firm. “There’s a crime scene. Why don’t you take your ass in there.”

Kemble snorted and starting walking toward Devon’s body. He paused next to me, saying, “Need your girlfriend to fight your fights, huh?”

I looked up at him. “Yeah. I’m not threatened by that, Kemble.”

“Eat shit, Cooper,” he spat and stomped off.

I turned back and met Ito’s eyes. Now she was pissed.

“You’re mad,” I observed.

“Let’s say, Jimmy, that I’m disappointed.”

I pointed to the crime scene. “He started it.”

“I don’t care. I have to work with him.”

“So I have to put up with his bullshit?”

She put up a hand. “I don’t want to argue about Kemble. He’s a shit bag for bringing up this summer, but you always take his bait.”

I looked away and took a breath, hoping the boiling feeling in my stomach would cool. It did. Just a bit. I nodded and pointed at my car. “I should go. You have work to do.”

I walked, and she walked with me. I paused.

“You don’t have to walk me to my car,” I said. “It’s right there. Twenty feet away. I’ll be OK.”

She shook her head. “I don’t need people listening,” she said, continuing to head toward my car with me. “I just wanted to ask if you were OK.”

Sweating, I replied, “OK?”

“It’s never easy seeing a body. And since Matty died, you’ve been a little...”

“A little what?” I asked, getting a little defensive. 

About ten feet away from my Toyota, I stopped in front of her. A frown flickered across her face as she looked me up and down. 

“Yes, a little down. A little off? Yeah, I know,” I admitted. Sweat trickled down my neck and I scratched at it. “This isn’t news.”

She nodded, chewing her lip. She looked like she was going to say something more but then backed off. She sighed. “You should get some sleep. You look like shit.”

“Why, Detective Ito,” I said. “Are you flirting with me?”

Her lips curled into a smile. At least I got that out of her. She glanced back at the crime scene; I glanced back at my car. She moved close, her eyes closing, and she kissed me, her hands resting on my upper arms. I returned the kiss. Her lips were soft and warm, and she smelled great, like being at the beach early in the summer. I wanted this moment to last forever.

Violet pulled away. “I’ve got to get to work.”

“Me too.”

She frowned.

“Sleep, I mean.”

She blinked, gave me another smile, and then she turned, heading back to the crime scene. I beeped my car open and hopped in. After I closed the door, I took a long, slow, cleansing breath, desperate to calm the fuck down.

A voice from the back whispered, “So?”

I opened my eyes and looked out at the officers roaming around. Through a gritted smile, not moving to look directly at him, I muttered, “Anton. There are cops everywhere.”

He grunted. “My leg is cramping up, man.”

“You’ll have to stay down there until we leave.”

I started my car, plugging in my phone.

Another grunt. “The back seat is filthy, by the way.”

I looked in the rearview mirror, as if I could actually see him. “You know what? Next time we go to a crime scene, we’ll take your car.” I put my key into the ignition.

“Did you kiss that cop?”

“That cop is my girlfriend. You have a problem with that?”

A beat.

“If you don’t see the problem with that, then I don’t know what to tell you, man.”

I frowned, not sure what he was getting at, and started the car. “Like a River Runs” by Bleachers played us out of the parking lot.
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“AND ANTON’S NOT WITH you, right?” asked Erika Cooper, my sister, an all-around excellent lawyer who is always reachable by phone. She was shaking off sleep, and I could hear her coffee machine wheezing in the background.

I looked across the booth at Anton, who was busy eating a stack of pancakes. “Nope. Not with me.”

He looked up, reaching for his Diet Coke. He frowned as he sipped on his straw, and I shook my head, waving away his unspoken question.

Anton and I had ended up at Norms, an all-night chain diner on La Cienega, whose swooped roof was a fine example of Googie architecture. The sun was about to rise and traffic outside was picking up. After leaving the crime scene and tossing his phone, Anton had mentioned grabbing some food. This place was on the way to mine and would be open so we made a stop.

“Jimmy,” said Erika with a hint of a warning. She was testing me, of course. She was the one person who always knew when I was lying. It was one of those skills she had picked up years ago when her older brother — me — was in the throes of his addictions, with a career in decline. Dad had left, and Mom was focused on the firm, on keeping a roof over our heads, which left Erika to keep an eye on slippery old me. She’s the hero of that story.

“I’m telling you, he’s not with me.”

Erika paused. “All right.” She knew I knew that she knew, and it was best for all parties involved to drop it. If Erika knew where Anton was she would feel obligated to do the right thing and have him turn himself in.

“How much trouble is he in?” I asked, hoping there might be an easy way out of all this. I reached for my coffee, fighting off sleep. It had been so much easier staying up all night in my twenties. Sure, the drug abuse might’ve had something to do with it, but after thirty... Oooof.

Erika sighed. I could hear the spoon banging against the side of a mug. She always ruined her coffee with sugar. I shouldn’t have woken her up, but this was pretty much a definition of legal emergency, and I wasn’t going to call my mom. She’d be, like, so mad.
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