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For Sidney


Who are you, really? And what were you before?

—Rick, Casablanca
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HERE’S WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW: I hate lines. That’s the only reason I stopped by Roscoe’s that day. I would explain this to the guys from Robbery-Homicide, not that LAPD ever believes a word I say. But it’s the truth.

Any other day, if I had swung by Roscoe’s Chicken N’ Waffles on Gower and Sunset, there would have been customers waiting in the plastic chairs lining the sidewalk, hoping for a table inside, out of the sun’s reach. Me, I would have driven straight by. I love Roscoe’s, but what did I just say? I hate lines. Lines are an occupational hazard for actors looking for work, so I seriously hate lines on my days off. Maybe it was because it was ten-forty-five on a Monday morning—too late for breakfast and too early for lunch—but the sidewalk outside Roscoe’s was empty, so I pulled over to grab some food.

Chance. Happenstance. Karma. Whatever you call it, I walked in by accident.

As anybody in this town knows, some people give off a magnetic field. A few lucky ones have it naturally; and some, like me, have worked on it over time. A certain walk, the right clothes, a strategic combination of aloofness and familiarity. When I walk into a room, strangers’ eyes fix on me like a calculus problem they can’t solve: I know you from somewhere. You must be somebody, what’s-his-name on TV, or Whozit, from that movie that just came out. Being noticed has always been an important part of my work—hell, half the people in L.A. moved here hoping to refine the art of being noticed, with no cost too high. By now, it’s second nature. Customers looked up from their plates and lowered their voices when I walked into Roscoe’s.

Later, half a dozen people would describe me down to the shoes I was wearing: white suede Bruno Magli loafers. Bone-colored light ribbed sweater. White linen pants. Gucci shades. Any cop knows that if you ask six people for a description, you get six different stories. Not this time. One seventy-six-year-old grandmother at a table in the back had the nerve to tell the cops, “I don’t think he was wearing anything under those tight white pants.” I’m not lying. And she was right. They noticed me, down to religious preference.

But as I walked through the door of Roscoe’s, I tripped over someone else’s magnetic field. The air in that place was crackling, electrified. It made the hair on my neck and arms stand up. Remember that scene in Pulp Fiction when those two small-timers tried to hold up a diner, not knowing the customers included Samuel L. Jackson and John Travolta, stone-cold killers there for a quick breakfast after blowing away three dumb-ass kids? Well, either somebody was about to hold up Roscoe’s at gunpoint, or someone close to royalty was eating there. Had to be one or the other.

“Hey, Ten,” Gabe said, nodding at me from behind the cash register.

“Everything cool, man?”

“Cool as a Monday’s gonna be.” Gabe looked busy, counting the dollar bills from his cash drawer with meaty fingers. Gabe was a short, fleshy brother with worried eyes and a low BS quotient. He wouldn’t tolerate a holdup without showing something in his face, even if someone had a gun jammed in his back. I tilted my head to scan the tables to see whose magnetic field was trumping mine.

I didn’t see Serena at first.

Although there were only six customers in the place and she was sitting alone at the corner table, she fooled my eyes and I looked right past her. All I’d seen was a petite, busty brown-skinned girl with a braided crimson weave and a baggy white track suit, like countless ghetto goddesses I pass every day. If someone had asked me at the time, I wouldn’t have recalled her as all that attractive, much less someone I knew. It was her voice that gave her away, that raspy, spiced honey that would be unforgettable even if it wasn’t one of the best-known voices in the world.

“Oh, so you ain’t talkin’ today?” she said, a smile peeling from her lips.

There isn’t a man alive who could have blinked an eye, taken a breath, or remembered his middle name for at least two seconds after seeing that smile aimed his way. The girl froze me where I stood, my ass hovering six inches above my chair.

Serena Johnston. Damn. The girl was a chameleon. Some women need an hour in front of a makeup mirror to make the kind of transformation Serena could make in a blink, just in the slant of her chin and something riveting in her eyes. All of a sudden, she’d gone from nobody I needed to know to a creature like the ones described in longing song lyrics by the great, dead soul singers—all the woman any man could ever need. Her face filled my head with memories of every other inch of her.

The world might know her as Afrodite—the superstar rapper whose first two movies had both scaled the $100 million peak, making her a straight-up movie star, too—but she’d always be Serena to me. Five years ago, the last time I’d seen her, films were just a dream she was chasing the way a freezing man might fan a glowing ember. I knew she’d get it going sooner or later, but nobody could have expected her to rise so fast. I couldn’t even take it personally that she hadn’t returned either of my phone messages—one to congratulate her on her first blockbuster, the second to give my condolences after the rapper Shareef, a friend of hers, was killed the night of his Staples Center concert soon after the last time I saw her. I knew Serena had known Shareef almost all her life, and he’d started her career, so that must have torn a hole in her heart. She didn’t call back either time. A woman that hot was too busy for niceties.

Besides, I figured she was too much like me. The past was the past.

And now here she was. Here we were.

Stupid me. I thought it was my lucky day.

I went to Serena’s table and leaned over to kiss her cheek, soft as satin. I caught a whiff of sandalwood and jasmine, last night’s fragrance. So, the fan rags were right: She wore Christian’s Number One. Girlfriend had come a long way. My clothes and watch were worth four hundred dollars more than my bank balance, and this woman could afford damn near two Gs for a bottle of perfume. It’s a wonder I could even see Serena beyond the massive chasm that separated our prospects. Being that close to magic made me ache.

“My father raised me not to speak to ladies unless I was spoken to,” I said.

A ray of girlishness transformed her smile, and I felt a tug from somewhere new. “No ladies at this table, T.”

“So, where’s your crew, Big-Time? No assistant? No entourage?”

“T, I’m a big girl. I don’t need no babysitter to eat waffles. If you were anybody else, I’d give you a peck and say hey, and then I’d tell you I’m not in the mood for company, so give me a call sometime. But instead, I’m hoping you’ll shut up and sit down. Damn, you smell good. But that’s not Opium.”

“Not anymore,” I said. I’d given up all my old fragrances five years ago. All I wore now was Aqua di Gio, leaving the exotic Oriental spices behind. I couldn’t wear Opium, Gucci Envy, any of them. There’s something about cologne: It can make you a different man. Whenever I went back to my old fragrances, I itched for old habits.

Serena rested her chin on both fists, studying me like I mattered. “How you doin’?” Her eyes said she wanted me to say I was doing fine. Great. Never been better.

“Fine, darlin’. Great. Never better.”

“Don’t lie to me, T. For real.”

Right then, I wanted to tell her about the past month. I could feel the story clawing from my stomach, trying to break free. A bad taste flooded my mouth, and I took the liberty of sipping from her water glass. Serena had never minded sharing. “Everybody goes through changes now and then. You know how it is. You?”

“Fine. Great. Never better.”

Two liars, then. Serena’s eyes didn’t look like they belonged to a woman who owned her own powerhouse production company and had more brokers on her speed-dial than a girl from the Baldwin Village “Jungle” had any right to fantasize about. I might as well have been staring into my own problems. If I could have, I would have yanked Serena away from whatever was bothering her and taken her to my favorite Maui spot, an out-of-the-way beach where the sun-crisped tourists don’t treat locals like their personal valets. Just for a few days. We wouldn’t have to say a word. The otherworldly sunsets would have cleansed us beyond anything language could provide.

I’m not the wishing type, but I wish I could have done that for Serena.

“I’ve got a steady gig,” I told her. “Deodorant commercials.”

“I thought that was you. What else you got going on?”

“One gig pays the rent, for now. My agent isn’t worth shit. You ever heard this joke? An actor comes home and his house has burned to the ground. His wife is bruised up, her dress torn. She sobs, ‘Your agent came to the house, he raped me, he killed our children, and he burned up everything we own.’ The actor says: ‘My agent came to the house? What did he say?’ ”

I’d hoped to win another smile from Serena. I got a smile and a laugh.

“I feel you. That’s harsh,” she said.

“If I can get my agent to call me back two weeks later, hey, it’s all good. I must be sentimental, or maybe I’m just too lazy to shop around.”

That was only half the story. Blaming your agent is a citywide pastime in Hollywood. If I hadn’t scored the Dry Xtreme gig, Len would have given up on me. Before the commercials, I hadn’t made him any money in eighteen months. Len could have cut me loose in the nineties, but he never had. We had been together for ten years, longer than his marriage. Len used to think I was going places. On rare occasions, he still believed it.

“You’re a lot of things, T, but you ain’t lazy. Or sentimental.”

A lilac business card materialized on the table in front of me. CASANEGRA PRODUCTIONS, read the black embossed script, which I could see was modeled after the script on the Casablanca movie poster. Classy. I also recognized the name on the card: Devon Biggs. He was from Serena’s old neighborhood, a friend she and Shareef had known since elementary school. Apparently, Biggs was the gatekeeper to her empire.

“Call him today. Tell him I told you to call,” Serena said.

“Nah, girl. I was just playing. I’m doing fine.”

It didn’t feel right. Don’t get me wrong: I gave up the luxury of pride long ago. But both times I’d met Devon Biggs, back when I was hanging with Serena, he’d looked at me with a combination of pity and scorn that set my teeth on edge. I’d chew my leg off before I called that smug SOB.

“Don’t hurt my feelings, T. I’ve got two or three things popping I could use you for. Speaking parts, too. Good parts, and I need someone who can fight. You have to audition, but this is the short line—and I know you hate lines. Talk to Dev.”

A snap of her finger, and she could change my life. Maybe it was a combination of my usual insomnia the night before, an empty stomach, and the pile of unpaid bills stuffed in my kitchen drawer, but I wanted to hug Serena like a sister right then. I don’t know why the hell I didn’t.

There I go, wishing again.

I was down to one of my last cards, since I’d been leaving them all over town. In my hand was the card I was saving for my chance encounter with Steven Spielberg outside of Mel’s Drive-In or Spago, but instead I gave it to Serena. Nothing special—just my name, head shot, cell number, and PO box. TENNYSON HARDWICK—ACTOR AT LARGE.

Serena smiled when she saw it. If I’d had more to spare, I would have given her a dozen to coax out that smile again.

“You look like you’ve got your own stories, Mighty Afrodite.”

I knew Serena would never take the bait, but for some reason I gave it a try. Serena lived far behind her eyes, and always had. Sure enough, she only shrugged as if she hadn’t heard me.

I was hungry as hell by the time the waitress came to ask what I wanted, but I noticed that Serena’s plate was empty and her check was already waiting, so I only ordered coffee. I didn’t want Serena to think I expected her to sit while I ate my meal, and I didn’t want to be sitting alone at the table when she got up and walked back into her life. I didn’t have room for any more empty spaces, not that day.

“How’s your dad?” Serena said once the waitress was gone.

I felt my face harden into steel. I wasn’t going to talk about my father, especially on an empty stomach. “Same old same old. What’s up with your sister?”

I got steel in return. “Same shit, different decade.”

Small talk had never been our forte, I remembered.

“Do you know how to use those espresso machines, T?”

“Why? You got some restaurants you’re hiring for, too?”

Serena gave me the finger. The gesture would have been coarse from anyone else, but I appreciated how slender her finger was, how smooth the skin, how delicate the pearl coloring on her nail; it seemed more like a bawdy promise. Serena took that same finger and dabbed from a pool of syrup on her plate, then gently kissed the pad clean.

“Because, T, I was thinking … somebody I work with gave me one of those machines—a housewarming gift. And it’s been sitting up on my kitchen counter for six months because people I came with can’t even pronounce ‘espresso.’ And if you’re not too in love with that cup of coffee you just ordered, maybe you could skip it and make yourself a cup at my place. Like a virgin voyage.”

It took my mind a second to register that she had just invited me to her place. I expected her to break out into a laugh, to own up to the joke.

She didn’t. She was waiting for my answer.

As if a sane man could utter any answer except one.

Gabe could barely contain his smirk as I held the door open for Serena. She walked out into the midmorning sunshine, brightening the day. “You take care, Ten,” Gabe said with a wink.

“It’s not what you think, man.”

But at that moment, I wasn’t sure what it was. And I didn’t care.

Outside, Serena and I almost ran headfirst into a man who looked like he might have been a linebacker in his younger days; broad from the neck down. Serena’s not an inch more than five-foot-two, and in his shadow, she looked like an acorn that had dropped from a tree. The man’s smallish eyes were locked on Serena’s face. Whether he meant to or not, he was blocking our path.

“Hey,” the man said, dumbstruck except for the single word.

“I get that a lot,” Serena said. “It’s not me. We just look alike.”

The man raised his pointing finger, his head drooping down so low to the side that it almost rested on his shoulder. “Oh, uh-uh,” he said, not fooled. “Afrodite. Hey, it’s Afrodite!” He was shouting, raising the alarm like it was his civic duty.

Back when I knew Serena, she was still dusting off the asphalt of Crenshaw and Jefferson, taking diction and acting classes in a quest for refinement so Hollywood would see her as more than a famous face with a lucrative demographic. In The Jungle, if someone had stepped up on her like this fool, Afrodite would have cussed him out, then kneed his groin if he didn’t take the hint. But not this day. I felt Serena shrink against me as if she thought she could vanish inside the crook of my arm.

Yeah, something was wrong.

“Hey, playa, give us some room,” I said. The man had a good four inches on me, but no one would have known that by my eyes. “My lady says you made a mistake.”

The man was ten years my senior, probably in his midforties, but he was still thick and solid. I’d much rather negotiate with a two-hundred-thirty-pound man than fight. Wouldn’t anybody? But I’d already made up my mind that if he didn’t take two steps back to let us by, I was going to break his instep. Something about Serena’s trusting weight against me made me feel like taking chances.

A light went out in the man’s eyes. I could see that he was a big man who sometimes forgot his size, and he hadn’t meant anything by it. He backed up. “My bad. She sure looks like her, though. You got a twin, baby-girl.”

I took Serena’s hand as she led me down Sunset, where her downy white Escalade was parked at a meter. I knew it from the rear plate: CASANEG. I felt her tiny fingers tremor against mine.

“It’s not like the old days, Serena. You need a minder.”

“I got one. He’s off today.”

“Then you need two. You can’t be out alone.”

As she zapped off her car alarm and the taillights flashed a greeting, Serena looked up at me with irritation and something else that made my stomach queasy. A shadow cut her face in half, and a single brown-green eye, glimmering in the sun, was searching me in a way she never had. “You looking for that job, too?”

“I’m not working today.”

“Who said you were, Tennyson?” Hearing her voice wrapped around my Christian name made me remember that my mother had named me for a poet.

A wall of heat rose with her as she stepped onto her Escalade’s running board to bring us to eye level. There was only one thing to do: Right there on the street in front of ten other witnesses, I kissed Serena Johnston as though I had the right.
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SERENA COASTED OFF MULHOLLAND past the steep, winding display of Hollywood Hills palaces, stopping at the gate that guarded her own. The ebony placard on a black marble column announced that we had reached the true CASANEGRA.

Like most people raised in the shadow of ostentatious wealth, Serena had always had expensive tastes. I knew this was the house she had hoped would be big enough to make amends for everything that had been missing during the days when she and her mother and sister had slept in the backseat of their Impala. Before I could see a single window through the isolated property’s well-groomed stands of jacaranda trees, I knew Casanegra would be a wonder, even to me, and I’m not easily impressed.

Silence had haunted much of our drive, so I wouldn’t have learned the story behind Casanegra if Serena hadn’t told me back before it was real. Serena never knew her father growing up—lucky girl, in my book—so she built a fantasy around what she thought he was like. One of the few things her mother told her about him was that he had a thing for old-school film classics. Casablanca. Citizen Kane. On the Waterfront. It’s easy to idolize the parent who isn’t around, which I know from experience—my mother died before I was old enough to know her—so Serena started watching those movies, as if she figured they would give her and her old man something to talk about one day. When my movies were playing, I couldn’t hear the noise around me. Along the way, she fell in love with the actresses. She never figured she would be rapping for long—I’m just going through the door that’s open, T. She was all about Katharine Hepburn, Dorothy Dandridge, and Diahann Carroll. Visions of legacy danced in her head.

If the Casanegra estate was any proof, Serena’s legacy was well underway. The hilltop three-story Spanish-style house was a creamy beige-yellow with a tile roof the color of a wet clay road, like a postcard from the mountains of Granada. I wasn’t going to ask how much she paid, but I guessed the eight-million range; still a bargain compared to Beverly Hills. When she unlocked the front double doors, Serena smiled for the first time since Roscoe’s. Our soles pattered on the mansion’s floors as though we were touring a museum after closing time.

“It was built in 1929. Some movie producer owned it, I forget his name, and he used to throw the bomb parties. Charlie Chaplin would come. Douglas Fairbanks. Mae West. They’ve all been here.” She lowered her voice as if to avoid disturbing the sleep of the guests’ spirits. “Twelve thousand square feet, twenty rooms. Six bedrooms, eight bathrooms, and a home theater. God as my witness, I don’t think I’ve spent more than five minutes in most of the rooms, especially upstairs. I live in my office and my studio. But there’s a room upstairs where you can still see the mark where they say Bugsy Siegel put someone’s head through the wall. And somebody’s kid drowned in the pool in the 1940s. Studios hushed it up.”

Serena paused in the upstairs hall, dusting her fingers gently across the wall. She chuckled, shaking her head.

“What?”

“I was just thinking, T … I paid cash for this house, but I don’t own it. Nobody can own anything that’ll still be standing fifty years after you’re dead.”

That was it, I realized. I couldn’t fault Casanegra’s sheer space, the sheen on the dark-stained hardwood, and the lushness of her potted eight-foot palm trees. But the house was all eggshell white walls, floor-length windows, and yawning floors. There were framed movie posters—most of them classic, except French-language posters for her two movies, Gardez-le Réel (Keep it Real) and Monsieur Rien (Mister Nothing)—but there wasn’t much in sight to tell me that Serena Johnston lived here. My house was the same way.

My stomach growled loud enough for her to hear. It practically echoed.

Serena tugged the back of my sweater. “You know what? All the rooms up here look alike. Let’s go to the kitchen. You figure out that espresso machine, and I’ll fix you a plate. I had a party Saturday, so there’s enough jerk chicken wings and blackened catfish to eat all night long.”

“You always had a way with words, darlin’.”

I was glad to take a detour to the safe stainless steel and black granite of her spacious chef’s kitchen, and not only because I was starving. Sooner or later, her bedroom would have appeared on the upstairs tour, and I wasn’t ready to go there. I’m not shy in the bedroom. But my memory kept gnawing over how Serena melted against me when we bumped into that stranger on Sunset, that shiver in her hand, and I knew that once our clothes started coming off, I could forget about conversation. That was how it had always been. I thought about lying, saying I had a girlfriend to keep her at a distance long enough to coax something out of her. But I’d have an easier time convincing her I could levitate. We might not know each other anymore, but she knew me far too well for that. I hadn’t had a true girlfriend since high school.

Maybe not even then.

The espresso machine perched on the corner of her counter was a beauty, a top-of-the-line Krups pump, but whoever gave it to Serena must have been crazy. Fifteen hundred bucks, and she’d never touched the thing. Espresso can be tricky to make, especially with a pump instead of a steam machine, and not everybody wants a Starbucks in their kitchen. Obviously, the people in Serena’s circles had money to burn.

I went to work grinding beans and filtering water while she dug inside the refrigerator closest to me—there were two, both with massive silver doors—and piled a plate with food. It was a strange feeling, standing there with our elbows brushing in the kitchen. I felt like I belonged there, a new sensation for me. And a dangerous one. Maybe her bedroom might have been safer after all.

“My father just had a stroke,” I said, once the brown foam was flowing. No need to mention his heart attack three years ago. It was all the same story.

Serena gasped. “That’s awful. Is he all right?”

“He’s alive.” No, Dad wasn’t all right, but I’d only brought it up so we could trade tragedies. I’d told her mine, and now maybe she would tell me hers. I was considering moving Dad in with me, taking him out of the zoo where he’d been caged the past month, but I didn’t want to get into that.

“Oh, God. I know that must be hard,” she said.

“It’s interesting.”

“ ‘May you live in interesting times.’ Isn’t that a Chinese saying, or something?”

“A curse, actually. You look like you’re living in some interesting times, too.”

“More every day.” I waited for her mask to fix itself back in place, but she was having trouble with it this time. Too much of her hurt was shining through. “It shouldn’t surprise me, but it does. There’s always somebody trying to pull you down.”

“If you let them. That’s one choice—but there’s another.”

She looked up at me suddenly, her eyes almost accusatory. Who told you my business? Then she turned back to the microwave, where she was about to heat my jerk chicken wings back to life. By purest accident, I’d said something of significance.

“You got a boyfriend giving you trouble, Serena?”

Her eyes narrowed to slits. “Shoot, I ain’t lettin’ no man stay around long enough to give me trouble. That hasn’t changed, T.”

I was glad I’d never been in love with her, or that would have stung. It almost smarted on principle alone, on behalf of every brother I’d never met. Serena’s music wasn’t kind to the male of the species. A line from one of her songs popped into my head: Were your words just words, or maybe a game? / Is w-w-w-dot-Dog your domain name?

“Something’s changed, though.”

“Nothing you can help me with.”

Instead of probing for another dead-end, I sighed. “I’m moving Dad in with me this week.” I’d never said the words aloud. Suddenly, my decision was made.

That seemed to shock her more than the stroke. This time, she cupped my elbow in the soft of her palm. She let out a soft humming sound. A grieved breath.

“We don’t get to do what we want,” I said. “We do what we have to do.”

Yes, Serena’s eyes said, wide with private enlightenment. She looked up at me as if I was a winged seraph visiting her in human form.

She never said what her trouble was, but I think she had made her decision, too.
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The first time Serena Johnston saw me nude, I couldn’t get it up.

Tennyson Hardwick. Ten for short—OK, more like eight-and-a-half, but close enough. My name was a prophecy, as if my parents knew my future from birth.

Part of it was my face—the Face emerged from baby-fat when I was ten years old, smooth and sharp in all the right places. Despite a few scrapes and bruises, the Face only improved with age, like peaking wine. The Face stopped strangers in their tracks and made grown women felonious. When I was thirteen, my junior high school drama teacher seduced me in her pool after school; so all things considered, I have to count Ms. Jackson as my favorite teacher. When zit-infested classmates bemoaned their invisibility to the female gender, they were speaking an alien tongue.

Once I realized the power of the Face, my demeanor did the rest. No one ever thought of me as a child again, least of all me. I can wonder how my life would have been different without Ms. Jackson, but since I don’t have a time machine yet, there’s no point in trying to take myself back. Sex had never been a problem for me, even before I knew I wanted it.

Except that night in the suite of the Four Seasons Hotel with rapper Afrodite, when she was ready to see what there was beyond my face. To see if Ten Hardwick lived up to his porn-perfect name. And at that moment, my qualifications lay lifeless across my thigh.

I was twenty-seven and speechless. All I could do was blink and stammer.

“Sometimes I bug out before a show,” she said. “Performance pressure.”

I blinked some more, and a three-alarm fire scorched my face. If I had been anybody else and she had been anybody else, I could have laughed and played it off, enlisting the tongue tricks I first practiced with Ms. Jackson. But I was Ten Hardwick, and this was Afrodite. Sweat appeared on my upper lip. All sanity had left the world. It was a genuine existential crisis, reinforced by all of my father’s predictions about how I’d never turn out to be shit. If I can’t … CAN’T…

When she reached for my limpness, my stammering became an apology. But Serena grabbed me, a gentle clasp. “Hey, baby, just sit still,” she said. Then, she bent over me and practiced a few tongue tricks of her own. Problem solved.

They say you never forget your first. In a way, Serena Johnston was mine.

Serena’s master bedroom at Casanegra was bigger than the Four Seasons suite, with a balcony overlooking the city and a California King bed big enough for a family. Her walls were bare except for one of her concert posters. More striking emptiness. More of her absence. But she didn’t walk me out to the balcony or show off what was sure to be a luxurious master bath. Instead, she climbed out of her clothes, and I followed her lead. Except for that first time, we were always most comfortable when we were naked together, the way most people feel when they put their clothes back on.

I couldn’t see any signs of the past five years on Serena’s delicious little body. She was petite but thick-muscled, with strong arms and shoulders, and a luscious C-cup to give shade to a waistline that spread out into smooth, ample hips. Her ass was solid enough to knock someone unconscious. She’d had a bikini wax, the Brazilian kind, so she was as bare as a woman could get. The sight of her was pure privilege.

“Damn,” she said, stealing the word from my mind. “You look good, T.”

No repeat history this time. I’d been ready for her as soon as we started climbing the stairs. I was so hard, I plowed into the soft of her belly when I pulled her close to me. I kissed her, massaging her arms from the shoulders down to the wrists. Our tongues wrestled before I sucked her, syrup-sweet, into my mouth. She surrendered.

“You remember what I want,” I said.

With a smile, Serena sat at the edge of her bed. Like a dancer, she raised her bare leg, delicately angling her soft, tiny foot toward me. I lowered myself to my knees, kneading her heel and sole. Heaven. Serena’s feet felt as if she’d never walked a day barefoot. Her toes beckoned me, wiggling. Holding my prize with both hands, I slipped her toes into my mouth and nestled my tongue between them, sucking. Even Serena’s foot was sweet. I’m a foot man. I can suck on pretty toes from dawn until dusk.

“Ooh, you’re still freaky, T.”

First, the appetizer. Next, dessert.

“Spread your legs,” I said.

Every woman tastes different, and men are lying if they say every flavor is good. But Serena had always been like candy, a combination of sweet and tart. Spiced honey, like her voice. Her thighs seemed to guard her honey jar at first, but after my tongue’s first few flicks, I felt those hard muscles relax. Her knees gave a tremor, but not like the tremor outside Roscoe’s. This was the good kind.

My ears brushed her thighs as my tongue bathed her, licking wide at first, then with precise darts to nudge open the warm folds of her skin. I flurried until I felt the first bath of her juices. Serena’s fingernails became claws across my shoulders.

“Oh, shit, shit, shit…” she hissed.

Guys, let me school you on head: Do not treat a clitoris like someone would treat your penis. It’s the most sensitive place on a woman—probably on the human body, period—and it doesn’t need yanking or bullying. It’s a snail in a shell that needs a little coaxing to swell and stick its head out. There is no end to its shudders, given the right tending. I’ve turned women on until they can’t walk right, as if they’re carrying a grapefruit between their legs. Unlocking a woman’s passion is like cracking a safe. When I feel that responsiveness budding—when her hips begin to buck and my chin is drenched—I don’t let it go. I go back to the same spots, again and again. There’s an invisible alphabet down there, and all I have to do is spell her name with the tip of my tongue. S-E-R-E-N-A.

Serena’s thigh muscles locked across my ears when she let out her first shriek, muffling the sound. That’s one, I thought. If I couldn’t get half a dozen screams out of Serena before we got down to business, I was doing something wrong.

“Wait,” she said. “It’s my turn.”

Except for that first time, Serena had never gone down on me. I figured she was one of those women who will give head only when obligated, but I was wrong. After I lay beside her, she nuzzled my orbs with her tongue, taking her time as she savored one and then the other, weighing me in her mouth. Then, the moist tip of her tongue teased its way upward, following the trail of a swollen vein. Sparks shot through me, and my back arched. Her lips came next, fleshy and wet, the entrance to a cavern. I gritted my teeth as I pushed against the softness at the back of her throat. My thoughts swam. Her mouth pulled slowly back, her tongue wrapping me in a slow circle as she retreated. Then, she drew me inside her throat again, locking me tight in her mouth’s urgent caress. The glow under my navel surged, coiled and ready.

I don’t make noise in bed—I pride myself on it, unless it’s for show—but Serena’s mouth made me groan, sigh, and groan again. Each new stroke was a surprise, with exact repetition where it mattered and enough variation to keep my tide rising. Maybe she was spelling out my name, too. Maybe she was growling my name, and her throat’s subsonic trembling transmitted a message directly to my spine, bypassing my thinking centers altogether.

Gently, I rested my hand on top of her mussed hair. “You better stop,” I said.

She gave me a lusty grin. “You sure?” she said, her lips bobbing against me like a dog unwilling to let go of a meaty bone.

“I want to be inside you,” I said.

Standard dialogue in my script, but this time the words surfaced on their own. I did want to be inside her. The realization startled me. I hadn’t felt this hungry for a woman in a long time. I could hardly remember when, unless I thought all the way back to Ms. Jackson’s swimming pool, but that memory had a bad smell to it. Not this time. This felt clean.

Serena’s hairless skin was so slick, gliding inside her was like discovering an extension of my own flesh, a new limb. Most women feel tight because I’m so thick, but Serena was a different level altogether, cleaving to me with so much pressure that I forgot to breathe. I locked my arms above her, steadying myself, sure to angle my pelvis against her so I was rubbing her naked clitoris, too—but gently, leaving room for it to breathe between strokes. Leaving room for it to grow.

I stared at Serena’s face. Her eyes had fallen shut, and all the worry had washed away. Her chin was pointing skyward, anticipating the next current of pleasure. I didn’t want to disappoint her, so I pulled back four inches and burrowed into her again. She opened deeper for me this time, welcoming me, and our pelvises locked. I cupped her waist in my palm, positioning our bodies so I would poke the spot deep inside her that would unlock the prize every woman’s body kept hidden. The spot.

I hit it. Serena cried out, and her body rained gratitude, quivering.

The room was cool, but I was sweating. Perspiration dripped from my nose, washing her breast. I bent my head to suck the moisture away, and her nipple was as big and solid as a marble against my tongue. Serena wrapped her legs around me, her fingernails gliding across my ass, tickling first, then digging harder. She probed with her index finger, playing with the perspiration dripping between my cheeks.

“Yes, Ten… Fuck me.”

And I did, as long as I could stave off release in her body’s merciless embrace. But I wasn’t counting her screams, measuring her breaths, or reciting my favorite lines from old television shows. My thoughts were gone. The room was all heat, sweat, motion, and pleasure. I wanted to seep into her skin and get lost in there.

Was this how people felt when they were making love?

“Shit, Ten. Yes, that’s it. That’s it.”

A hurricane roared through me, hot pleasure burning away flesh, bone, thought itself. Then, it was done, almost a foggy memory already. Slowly, sound and sight and sensation returned. Serena nestled on my arm for a time, and maybe we dozed. But the next thing I knew, her eyes were wide open, staring at me as she played with the hair on my chest. Her worry was back.

The light outside was bright. The day had hardly begun.

“I have a lot to do, baby,” she whispered. “You know how it is. I’ll call you a cab to get you back to your car.”

I’ll admit it, I was disappointed. I don’t know what I expected—or if I expected anything—but I didn’t want to go so soon. Still, I knew arguing would be a waste of breath. I’ve made a home on the other side of that argument, and there’s no such thing as winning. Once that door is closed, it’s closed.

“Why don’t you come back Friday night?” she said.

I didn’t want to be as relieved as I was. I didn’t want to want anything. My head was floating away from me, and I didn’t like the feeling.

“We’ll see.”

“Please? Don’t you make me beg.”

I nodded. “OK. Friday night. But only if I can cook you dinner.”

“I’ve missed your cooking, T.”

I’d almost forgotten that I used to cook for Serena. One of my extras.

So, that was all. I put on my clothes, she called me a cab, and we kissed good-bye at her door, in front of the elaborate fountain and circular driveway on her hilltop estate that had cost more money than I could dream about.

I was in such a good mood, even the cabbie noticed it. He was a hairy, thickset man with a mustache and a Greek name, Micolas. “Life is good, no?” the cabbie said to me in his rearview mirror, hoping to share vicariously in my fortune.

I couldn’t help smiling. I had a business card promising some work in my back pocket, a dinner date for Friday night, and a memory worth keeping. “Yeah. Life is good.”

I didn’t tell him the real reason I was celebrating. I’d just had sex with Serena Johnston, Afrodite, and she hadn’t paid me for it. Not a cent. She hadn’t even slipped me a twenty for cab fare. I was just a man, and she was just a woman. Time was, I would have walked away with an easy ten grand in my pocket after an encounter like that with Serena. My usual fee, on Tennyson Hardwick’s infamous sliding scale. Before I quit the game, of course.

Ten grand would take me a long way. Ten grand would pad my bank account, pay some of my father’s doctor bills, and stand me upright.

But ten grand was nothing compared to coasting down Mulholland Drive with the prospect of work with my clothes on, and a dinner date on Friday. I left Serena’s with a feeling ten grand couldn’t buy.
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The way I spent the rest of my afternoon would become significant later, so I’ll spell it out for the record.

After I left Serena’s, I went to a cattle-call audition at Raleigh Studios on Melrose, across the street from the gated kingdom of Paramount. I stood in line for two hours shooting the shit with the brothers with theater degrees, including one I thought I remembered from my classes at the Lee Strasberg Institute. They were complaining about how all the good roles are going to rappers. That audition was a waste of my time, but when my bank account gets low, I try out for roles I’d ordinarily consider beneath me. I guess it shows; I never get callbacks for the most pathetic parts. Three blank stares from the casting table, and a curt “Thank you” halfway through the reading. I hate that shit.

Even though my body and clothes still smelled like Serena, the hours I had spent with her—and the lingering sizzle left by her fingers across my skin—felt like an episode of my own personal Twilight Zone, a day from someone else’s life. When I got to my silver BMW 325 convertible, which I’d paid cash for back when I could afford to, I put in my first call to Devon Biggs at Casanegra Productions. His chipper assistant took a message and sounded sincere about having him get right back to me, asking for my home and mobile numbers. Could Serena have already mentioned my name? That got me smiling again. I could already tell I was going to like the short line.

To celebrate my friendly treatment by an assistant—in this town, you learn to celebrate even the teensiest victories—I decided to splurge and spend ten bucks to see a movie and buy a small popcorn at the Playhouse, a second-run movie theater not too far from where I live in the Hollywood Hills. I saw an old Sonny Chiba martial arts movie, Sister Streetfighter, which is really a rip-off, because the Man barely appears in it, and doesn’t do his patented psycho–Bruce Lee bit at all. I hang out at the theater almost every weekend, and the guys know me. Later, they would all vouch that I was there between six and eight-thirty. I wish I’d stayed for the double feature, but I didn’t. Instead I went home. Alone.

The Friday-night snake of traffic on the one-lane canyon road leading to my house was coiled tighter than usual, so it took me thirty minutes to make a ten-minute drive. By the time I got to 5450 Gleason Street, I was ready to hibernate for the night.

My neighborhood is one of those in the hills with narrow streets, houses stacked on top of each other, and five steps from the curb to the front door. But I love my house. Love it. I might not be hooked up like Denzel or Serena, but I have a bomb crib.

The house was designed in a New Mexico adobe-style, with a pale clay façade and very few front windows, a fortress. But that’s as far as any consistency goes. The house was originally a sixteen-hundred-square-foot bungalow, but the previous owner added on floors and wings whenever her stocks split, building a five-thousand-square-foot architectural hybrid. Maybe that’s what I like best about the house; it’s unpredictable, and it isn’t always pretty. There’s even a small hidden room, just because. It doesn’t get any better than that.

Being pauper-poor doesn’t sting nearly so badly when you can walk through the doors of a home you’re not ashamed to claim. My crib is assessed at between $2 and $2.5 million, depending on the day. That’s not saying much by Southern California standards, and paying the taxes is a struggle by itself, but Tennyson Hardwick lives well.

Still, that’s not the reason I love it so much. A house’s soul doesn’t rest in how it looks or how much it cost, but in how it makes you feel. Just like Luther (rest his soul) said in his song, A house is not a home. But mine is. Maybe it’s the first home I’ve ever had.

That’s why it pissed me off so much that my father had never come to visit me—sight unseen, he decided the house was the result of “ill-gotten gains.” Yes, that’s really how he talks. Hell, maybe he was right. But although some people may consider it ill-gotten that I started out as a house-sitter and never paid a cent to buy it, 5450 Gleason Street had been mine free and clear for four years.

The mailbox was overflowing, but I didn’t bother checking it. Nothing but junk. I lived without a permanent address for so long that I never took up the habit of receiving mail at the house. Anyone who needed to find me could use the PO Box listed on my card, the same one I’d had for a decade. I like the idea that most people don’t know where to find me.

My short walkway is flanked by cactuses, which, like me, don’t invite touching and don’t need a lot of fussing and tending.

Anyone who’s determined can look up the old real estate records, but I don’t divulge the name of the previous owner. I have my faults, but lack of discretion isn’t one of them. Let’s call her Alice. I met Alice a long time ago, toward the end of her career and the beginning of mine, soon after I met Serena. Alice was an actress; not the kind whose name and face got her good tables or invitations to preen on red carpets, but she worked steady for thirty-five years and survived Hollywood, which makes her a hero in my book. Like her house, she made it through all the earthquakes. Alice was older when she sought me out because she had an ego and her pride to maintain, and most men can’t see that a woman’s eyes are her most beautiful feature. At sixty, Alice’s hypnotic eyes fluttered like she was twenty-five, with thick lashes and a playful gleam. She was still a knockout, her Bikram yoga-toned body stubbornly refusing to sag and wither in the places you might expect. But when I think of Alice, I remember her eyes.

The front doorway is barely six feet high, custom-built to suit Alice’s tiny five-foot frame, but I haven’t changed it even though the top of my head brushes it when I walk through. And if I had to guess how much of everything in the house is Alice’s and how much is mine, it’s probably seventy-thirty Alice. Maybe eighty-twenty. She’s everywhere.

Sometimes I feel like I’m still house-sitting for her while she’s off on another adventure to Rome or Cairo, and her weathered voice will surprise me on the other end of a telephone one day: “Well, dear heart, I don’t know how you expect me to drink this cheap Chianti without your perfectly beautiful face to help me wash it down. It’s so thoughtless of you not to have surprised me at my hotel by now. But I trust you’re keeping an eye on the place and sleeping in my bed alone. I’ll be heartbroken if I come back and I find you’ve soiled my sheets with a stranger. You know I’m old-fashioned that way, sugar.” I can still hear Alice in my head.

I hadn’t seen Alice in two years when a certified letter told me that pneumonia had silenced that husky voice, leaving me her house and everything in it. Alice doesn’t live here anymore, but at the same time she always will. Most actresses have pictures of themselves prominently displayed everywhere, but Alice never did. I had to hunt to find any pictures of her, and the only one I found was from her run in Raisin in the Sun on Broadway in the 1960s, the performance she told me she was most proud of. She was more handsome than pretty; stocky, with smooth skin, a strong jaw, and those unchanged eyes. I keep that picture on my bedroom nightstand, and a curious visitor might ask me one day if the fiery woman in the picture is my mother. That was a common misconception when we traveled together, and it always made Alice peal with bad-girl laughter.

The rest of the house is crammed ceiling to floor with kitsch and show-business memorabilia, every inch covered with the footprints of successful careers. Alice was a race woman, so she rescued mammy dolls and old-school advertisements featuring fat-lipped coons whenever she found them in antique stores—“That’s a part of our history, too, honey,” she always said—but most of her shrine was to the people who followed her path beneath the stage lights. In the foyer, she hung her most precious possessions: signed movie posters from A Raisin in the Sun, Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner, and In the Heat of the Night. Alice was a huge Poitier fan—but then again, who wasn’t?

In the living room, there’s a three-sheet of Lena Horne from The Bronze Venus, a five-sheet of Dorothy Dandridge in Carmen Jones, and a cool poster for a movie I’ve never seen, The Decks Ran Red, with Dandridge and James Mason. “The true story of one girl on a crime ship!” it screams, over the image of a white sailor pawing at a beautiful woman. The woman looks pretty white, but I figure the studio execs were just keeping their race cards close to their narrow little chests.

I would need a catalogue to keep track of the posters, dolls, figurines, photographs, and movie programs that make up the treasure stashed inside 5450 Gleason. I keep promising myself I’ll start compiling one on a rainy afternoon.

That night, when I walked into my house, I thought, Serena would love my crib.

I never have visitors in my house, but suddenly I wanted to bring one.

At ten o’clock, after I ate the last of the paella I’d made over the weekend, I sat in the family room sipping a Corona. The platinum-gold lights of the San Fernando Valley streamed through my picture window while Sarah Vaughn sang on a crackling LP from Alice’s collection. I remember wondering what Serena Johnston was doing that very moment. I used to wonder the same thing about Alice across the sea.

Something floating in the wall-wide tropical tank beneath a Harlem Rides the Range poster caught my eye. I walked over to the tank, and in the bluish light saw two corpses: a neon and a tetra, bobbing in the filter bubbles. Damn, I thought, fishing them out with the little wire net. When I was house-sitting for Alice, I’d been great with the fish. Now that they were mine, they died off like summer sitcoms.

Burial at sea, then a return to my paella, which had cooled off and lost its flavor.

I couldn’t have picked a worse night to be alone.
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HOPE REHABILITATION Center in West Covina wasn’t a hospital, with occasional curing to break up the monotony of misery; and it wasn’t a hospice, where the business of dying is up-front. Hope was a collection of beds in closet-sized rooms for people who weren’t likely to get better, whether they knew it or not. Whether they were capable of knowing or not. And that’s where Dad had been sent after his stroke, to undergo physical therapy and lie in bed for endless hours to think about how much he hated what was left of his life.

On Tuesday, the day after Serena reappeared, I went to see Dad. The visits had started out daily, but by now they were stretching to every third day. Dad’s roster of retired LAPD buddies who dropped by to see him had shrunk fast after the first two weeks, so I knew I was the only visitor he was likely to get. Even with the bonus that Dad couldn’t mouth off at me—at least not yet—those visits were rough. I loaded up on Excedrin just to walk through Hope’s automatic doors.

I once worked for an A-list actress with two Pomeranians, and she used to send me with them to the vet whenever they got a sniffle or snagged a nail. Let’s just say that the staff at Wilshire Veterinary gave more of a collective shit about the welfare of Fluffy the cat or Tweetie the canary than I’d been able to detect from most of the staff at Hope Rehabilitation Center. They’re not bad people; just overworked, underpaid, and unwilling to invest themselves in a bunch of old people who would be dead by Christmas. I know there are better facilities out there, but this wasn’t one of them.

There are two systems you want to avoid at all costs: lock-up and long-term medical care. All in all, I’d rather be in jail.

“Good morning, beautiful,” I said to Marcela, one of Dad’s nurses, as I passed her in the hall. The statement was a lie start to finish—Marcela’s mustache was almost as coarse as mine—but I figured a little flirting might keep Dad from being overmedicated or outright forgotten.

“He’s doing great today,” Marcela said, leering at me with coffee-stained teeth.

I took that for what it was worth. Dad’s first roommate was “doing great” the day before he died, or so they told his daughter. The place is called Hope, after all.

I stopped in front of Dad’s door, room 106, and bowed my head with my ritual silent prayer that I would wake up from this nightmare. Then, I went inside.

Richard Allen Hardwick was alone in his semiprivate room, having outlived two roommates in fifteen days. His walls were the color of old oatmeal, and his television set was perpetually set to Judge Judy or anybody else with a black robe and a gavel. His only joy anymore was in the dispensing of justice, even trite justice. The remote control never left his clawlike hand, and his King James Bible on the nightstand was always open to the Book of Proverbs. The only things that changed were whether he was asleep or awake, whether he smelled like piss or didn’t, whether he looked at me or pretended I wasn’t there. I think Dad resented my coming by as much as I resented being there.

But what could we do? We were all we had.

“How’s the therapy going?”

Dad didn’t blink, hanging on Judge Judy’s every word. He could talk if he wanted to, because I heard him spit out a few vulgarities at an orderly two weeks after his stroke. But his words were slurred, and the sound of his voice horrified him. I can’t say I blamed him, but the nurses told me his speech wouldn’t improve if he didn’t practice.

During my father’s willful silence, I studied his face and tried to remember what he used to look like. At seventy-five, his hale cheeks were deflated. His once-strong brow sagged with wrinkles, and the whites of his eyes were vein-webbed and yellowish. Somewhere in that drooping face resided the man who had retired as one of LAPD’s most decorated police captains—and he could have made chief somewhere else, if he’d been willing to leave LAPD politics behind. He had overseen more than three hundred men, had been responsible for more than seventeen square miles. Somewhere in that bed was the man who used to scare the hell out of me, and who might have kept me in line if he’d ever been at home.

Dad and I always had our problems—if someone had told him he’d have to raise his son alone, he’d rather I’d never come along, and we both knew it. Some people aren’t meant to raise children. For the record, I was a smart-assed, impossible kid who wanted no part of Dad’s disciplined way of life. But despite our differences, we might have been able to overlook them all if I hadn’t been locked up in ’99, booked at the Hollywood precinct no less, his old command.

It’s a long story. Dad and I were running out of time to recover from that.

I watched TV with Dad a while, which was how I spent most of my visits. Sometimes it was almost painless. An hour, an hour and a half, and I could escape back to the world of people walking around on two legs—the temporarily abled, as Dad’s physical therapist liked to call us. Once I walked out of the doors, I could forget that Hope’s dour halls were killing my father. The stroke had only started the job.

But that day’s visit was going to be different. I’d made my decision, even if it took me a half-hour to actually say it. I was hoping I’d change my mind.

“OK, Dad, this is how it’s going to be,” I said when the next Verizon commercial came on, and my voice surprised him so much that his eyeballs shot my way. “This week, I’m getting you discharged and you’re coming to live with me at my place. Maybe tomorrow. On the days I can’t be around, you’ll have a nurse. I’m not going to hear any arguments. I won’t have you living in this shit-hole. You deserve better, man.”

His eyes went back to the TV. Dad liked to pretend his hearing was worse than it had been before the stroke, but he heard me. His index finger drummed the remote. When the next set of commercials came on, he reached for the pad beside his Bible.

He scrawled something with his left hand and tossed the pad my way. It took me a while to make out the words, since his writing was worse than his slur. Unfortunately for him, the stroke had messed up his right side, and he wasn’t a lefty.

Can’t afford, he’d said. A five-year-old’s scribble.

“You let me figure out what I can afford.”

Judge Judy ruled in favor of the plaintiff, and Dad changed the channel. Since he didn’t write me any other notes, it was settled. I didn’t know whether to be sad that he’d given in so easily or glad he was accepting my help.

I felt neither. Pissed was more like it. The situation made me mad as hell.

“OK, Dad, I’m out of here. I’ve got some calls to make.”

His eyes never left the TV. We’re a Hallmark card, Dad and me.

Still, I felt better leaving Hope Rehab Center than I had on any other visit. It wasn’t often that I got to do the right thing. It didn’t feel good, but it fit.

Until I got to 5450 Gleason and saw two guys who couldn’t be anything except plainclothes LAPD waiting outside my door, I thought I was having a decent day.
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Here’s the thing about cops: I grew up around them. When my father had a barbecue or wanted to go to the beach, all the guys who came with their wives and kids were cops. In junior high, to make my dad happy, I joined the Future Police Officers’ Club. Hell, I got within two weeks of graduating from the police academy, but that’s another story from an earlier life. Maybe I didn’t really think I’d be driving around in a black-and-white one day—not on the good side of the mesh, anyway—but I know most cops are righteous. I’m not one of those people who secretly jabs cops the finger when one pulls up alongside me, and my foot doesn’t jam on the brakes when I see California Highway Patrol. Even after that run-in in ’99, when I could have been looking at a long stint behind bars on a bullshit beef, I’m not scared of cops.

And I knew the guys waiting there beside my cactus garden, or at least I knew their names. I’m good with names, a leftover skill from my former line of work. The tall, ruddy one was O’Keefe, who’d given such a heartfelt toast at Dad’s retirement dinner that I’d felt a sting in my throat, wishing I’d known the guy he was talking about—the guy you could come to with any problem, who always made time for you. The Latino guy with the mustache was called Arnaz, another man I’d met at the dinner, whose name I remembered because of I Love Lucy—but believe me, with his stick-thin build and pockmarked face, he looked nothing like Desi. They were both detectives from Hollywood division, where my father had retired as captain after thirty-five years on the force. Practically family.

O’Keefe and Arnaz met me with mournful eyes. I hadn’t run into either of these guys at Hope yet, so I figured they didn’t have the stomach to see my father. Coming to see me instead was the coward’s way out, but I didn’t blame them.

“Hey, guys,” I said. We all shook hands.

“Tennyson.” O’Keefe’s voice was hoarse, so he cleared his throat behind his fist. “How’s Preach?” That was Dad’s nickname. If my father hadn’t followed his calling into law enforcement, he would have been a minister. Maybe he always had been.

“Just saw him. Still surly.” I stopped short of mentioning that I planned to move Dad in with me, since I wasn’t ready for even an unsteady stream of well-wishing cops knocking on my door. I decided to dress up my report with the promise of a happily-ever-after. “He seems to be getting better, though. Bit by bit.”

Both of them thanked Mother Mary and the saints and mumbled excuses about why they hadn’t made it to see him yet. I reached for my keys to unlock the door, and they stepped aside for me, ready to follow me in. Technically, I invited them inside, they could say. I made it easy for the SOBs.

“So … is Dad up for another commendation? Somebody naming a youth center after him?” I hoped no sarcasm bled into my voice. I’d already attended two functions on Dad’s behalf, and nothing made me feel like a bigger fraud.

The look O’Keefe and Arnaz gave each other as we walked into my living room was my first hint that I’d screwed up. Cold, invisible talons squeezed my temples.

If you don’t know already, here’s Rule Number One: Never invite a cop inside. Even if they ask with a winning smile, never say, Sure, officer, come on in. Or Sure, officer, take a look inside my glove compartment, knock yourself out. Not unless they have a warrant. Unfair as it seems, you don’t win points for thinking you have nothing to hide. You never know what they’re searching for, and you might have something just like it. There is nothing more dangerous than a clear conscience.

I watched the way their eyes studied my family room, and they weren’t admiring the décor or Dorothy Dandridge’s heart-stopping face. They were sniffing. O’Keefe’s eyes stayed rooted to the shirt I’d been wearing yesterday, left across my sofa. I could almost hear his brain’s neurons firing, making connections.

“Hey, man, what’s this about?”

“A body turned up on Sunset this morning,” O’Keefe said in a bland voice. “We think it might be someone you know.”

“It’s probably on the news by now,” Arnaz said. “You watch the news, Tennyson?”

“Not if I can help it. Who died?”

While they stood there in a calculated silence considering their strategy, I felt myself know. It was like crashing toward a waterfall in a flimsy raft, with nowhere to go but a long, long way down.

“A rapper.” O’Keefe said rapper like most people would say cockroach. “You know a girl named Serena Johnston? She went by the name Afrodite.”

Went by. Past tense.

I didn’t say anything. Couldn’t have if I wanted to. There aren’t any good ways to hear about the death of someone you care about, someone you were intimate with so recently you could still smell her mix of sweat and jasmine on your skin, but this way was so wrong it was unholy. My ears rang.

“Yeah, so she’s dead, Tennyson.” Arnaz might have been trying to sound gentle, but he missed by a mile. He whipped out a notepad. “When did you see her last?”

“Serena’s… dead?” I felt confused, light-headed. Maybe I’d heard wrong.

O’Keefe showed me a crime photo, and my heart cracked in two at the sight of it.

Serena lay open-eyed on a sidewalk, her head nestled by a crumpled Coke can, a black plastic bag pulled across her shoulders like a shawl. Her skin was leeched of color, ashen and gray. Her beautiful lips, so recently loving, cradled bloodied teeth. I had to look away.

I could hear her voice, so vivid she might have been standing behind me: It shouldn’t surprise me, but it does. There’s always somebody trying to pull you down.

“Not a pretty sight,” O’Keefe said. “We found her in a plastic bag next to a Dumpster. Split skull. We’re guessing blunt trauma to the back of the head.” He pulled a small plastic baggie out of his coat pocket and dangled it in front of my nose. Inside, I saw my business card held captive. “This was all she had in her pocket.”

“So you can see why we wanted to talk to you,” Arnaz said. “Could you tell us when you saw her last?”

I was reeling, dizzy. Bad news and worse news, in the space of a minute. Serena was dead, and the police thought I was wrapped up in it somehow. I hadn’t seen Serena in five years, but a room full of people had seen us together the day she died. I felt the ringing in my ears stop, and everything snapped into clarity. I was in trouble.

“I ran into her at Roscoe’s Monday, before noon. We exchanged cards.”

“Which Roscoe’s?” Arnaz said, taking notes.

“Hollywood.”

“On Sunset?” Arnaz said, as if he didn’t pass Roscoe’s on Gower and Sunset a dozen times a day. As if there was another Roscoe’s in Hollywood. Instead of answering, I only stared.

O’Keefe gave me a crooked half-smile. “I’ve seen you in that commercial. You hanging with all the big rappers and movie stars now, Tennyson?”

In my mind, I told these two guys to fuck off and get the hell out of my house. But instead, I heard myself speaking in a dutiful monotone. “We were friends before she hit it big. We knew each other a long time ago.”

“And that’s it?” Arnaz said. “You ran into your old friend. ‘Hey, here’s my card.’ Then what?”

“Then, nothing. She left, and I left.” My first lie, but discretion is a hard habit to break. Remembering Serena’s smile in her bedroom, then the horrible photo of her corpse and those bloody teeth, I felt sick to my stomach. “You guys need to go.”

“Can we ask the nature of your relationship, Tennyson?” O’Keefe said.

The thin line between love and hate is no joke—Dad’s only injuries on patrol were on domestic calls—so you don’t want to be the boyfriend or husband of a murdered woman. There’s no faster way to be anointed Number One Suspect.

I met O’Keefe’s gaze squarely in the gray eyes beneath his hefty brow, trying to find the space where we were just two men talking, like we did at Dad’s retirement dinner—two people who loved someone in common. Hey man, back off. I know you have a job to do, but you just knocked the wind out of me. Give me some time. “She had some acting work for me. She was a friend who’d made it. I was proud of her. We were supposed to have dinner Friday. I guess I’ll never know the nature of our relationship.”

It was more than I wanted to say, but the photo of Serena had knocked me off-balance, just as they’d intended. I don’t shed tears in front of anyone unless it’s for a part, but that day brought me the closest I’d come since I was ten. Only pure will kept my eyes dry. These were not people I could grieve with.

Yeah, so she’s dead, Tennyson. Ho-hum. Another dead rapper out with the trash.

Dead is a blunt, ugly word. Dad’s stroke was one kind of shock, but I’d been waiting for something to happen to him for years. Serena’s death cut harder and deeper. The world lost some of its sheen that day. Even the air tasted different; bitter and sour and heavy, a toxin I wished I didn’t have to bother breathing.

O’Keefe backed down, giving me his card in a flash of white. “Call me in the morning, first thing. We need you to come in and talk to us. Maybe you know more than you think you do.” Being Preach Hardwick’s son won me that much courtesy, at least.

“Every lead helps, Tennyson,” Arnaz said, winking. Just fucking with you, man.

I nodded.

O’Keefe squeezed my shoulder so hard that it hurt. “We’ll get the asshole who did this. Give our best to Preach.”

I almost took back my lie right then. Almost told them what was none of their business about Serena and me. Like I said, I grew up around cops. They think lies are like roaches; they see one, and they’re convinced they’ll uncover a nest of them. Anything else you say is a waste of breath; I learned that from Dad. I wanted to tell the truth.

But Serena was dead. Worse than dead: Somebody had killed her.

All my words were gone.
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CALL IT PREMONITION, but I couldn’t sleep that first night. My mind was running through reels of old footage between me and Serena: the Four Seasons, the MTV Music Awards on South Beach, the Black Film Festival in Acapulco. Serena liked the beach, and so did I; swimming in the ocean is never the same twice. I thought of Serena’s nakedness, I won’t deny it, but mostly I remembered her smile. Sadness kept me up the first half of that night.

The rest was bone-cold nerves. My heart was at a full gallop.

Life was full of coincidences, but cops don’t believe in coincidence. If you’re close enough to something wrong, cops figure you’ve got wrong stuck to the soles of your shoes, so chances are, you’re guilty of something. They’ll pin this one on you for the ones you’ve dodged in the past.

O’Keefe and Arnaz knew about ’99, and they probably thought I should have done time back then. Thought I’d only gotten off because my father was the precinct captain, one of the department’s favorite sons, and I can’t deny it. Everyone knows that. As bad as the trumped-up charge against me had sounded then, murder was something else. A murder conviction would end my life, whether fast or slow. There was no logic behind it, no sense, no reason, but a feeling of certainty sat in my stomach and kept me awake until dawn: They want me to be the one.

Serena’s death was high-profile, which meant there was pressure to make an arrest soon. If I kept them waiting, they would send a cruiser, and I wasn’t about to ride in a police car back to Hollywood division. Never again. I had to control the chessboard, make the next move.

The real murderer had an advantage, I realized: He knew what to expect. I didn’t even know what time Serena died. I didn’t know shit. The killer had shoved me into the path of an oncoming truck. Who are you, you bastard? Did you have it all planned out? Did you sit and think it through, hammering out every detail, making sure half a dozen people can say you were somewhere else when Serena died? Or did she just piss you off and make you lose your mind?

I needed a lawyer. I should have started making calls as soon as the cops left.

But I didn’t have lawyer money. A couple of high-profile female attorneys had sought my services in the past, but I couldn’t call them about this. I couldn’t call them, period. That was always my rule: They call you. Except for Serena, who was my first paying customer, I never contacted clients directly—only through Mother.

That was when the idea came to me, gentle and soothing as a hot oil massage: I could run. My passport was valid. The four hundred dollars I had in the bank wouldn’t last long, but I had a few thousand dollars I could get in cash advances on various pieces of plastic. I could vanish to Amsterdam. Or Mexico City. Or Cape Town. I could find a way. I just had to stay gone long enough for the murder to work itself out. I wasn’t under arrest. Running wasn’t even a crime yet. What made me think I had to hang around and get caught up in this shit?

Then, I remembered Letitia Howard. In the fifth grade, she was the pigtailed brown-noser who sat behind me. Since our last names both began with H, Letitia Howard always ended up in project groups with me. We were at polar ends of the productivity scale. When I started my stalling—Why do we have to do this?—she always snapped off a list of reasons that whipped me into a sulking silence. Because the teacher said so. Because that’s the only way we’re going to learn. Because we’re supposed to. To this day, when I wrestle with questions of Why, I hear Letitia Howard’s mosquitolike voice lecturing me. Why couldn’t I run?

Because running will make you look guilty, and that might send Dad to Glory for once and for good. Because you promised you would never shame him again. Because you promised him a place to live.

Like I told Serena the last time I saw her—on what may have been the last day of her life—you don’t get to do what you want. You do what you have to do.
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Back in ’92, when Len’s boss at William Morris first signed me, I expected to be a different story. I fooled a producer into thinking I knew something about balling, so I won a regular role as a basketball coach-slash-spiritual-guide on Malibu Academy, that 90210 knockoff about prep school kids. I was in nearly half the episodes, and the show lasted two seasons. I had it made. For a while, people recognized me on the street. Finally, my life fit in place the way I’d always thought it should.

Like most actors who stumble into a good thing early, I thought that show was just a start. Instead, it’s been my high point. Academy was my longest stretch in front of a camera where I could actually emote rather than just playing Negro Number Three Wearing Tie. And Len never gave up on me.

Len was just an assistant promoted from the mailroom back then, but I always treated him with respect. Only a fool is rude to assistants in a town run by twenty-somethings. But I liked the guy, too. His boss was a cokehead who got mean when he was high, so we built a friendship commiserating about that. When Len jumped ship to CAA, then got himself a few partners and started a new agency, he invited me along. That’s Len. Maybe every agent has a charity case, and I’m his.

Len and I had lunch every week back when he used to give me scripts for guest spots and made-for-cable knockoffs, and I was cocky enough to pass. I didn’t want to play thugs, pimps, or informants on Homicide—with The Face, who would cast me as a street thug anyway?—and I thought I could hold out for something better. During the Academy days, when Len represented teen stars Dusty Michaels and Jenna Atchison, too, we traveled in a pack while photographers followed us to and from the Viper Room. Sometimes, I think Len keeps me around for nostalgia’s sake. Those were good days.

I was supposed to have lunch with Len the day after the cops showed up at my front door and told me Serena Johnston was dead. Considering everything else that had just landed on my heart and soul, one lunch might not seem like a big deal. But as my bedroom filled with gray morning sunlight, I vowed that nothing was going to get in the way of my lunch with power agent Leonard Shemin.

That’s why I always meditate in the mornings. There’s an answer waiting, if you’re willing to sit still long enough.
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Len, always punctual, beat me to the corner of Wilcox and DeLongpre Avenue, where I’d told him to meet me. He was easy to spot, since he was the only person in sight wearing a tailored suit—Hugo Boss, if I knew Len—on a street where the closest business was SOS Bail Bonds. Like most Hollywood agents, Len had been dressing like he owned a Fortune 500 company since he was still sleeping on his roommate’s sofa bed, pushing a cart in the William Morris mailroom.

When Len saw me approaching, he outstretched his arms. What the fuck? “What are you doing to me, Tennyson?” Len said, once I was in earshot. “You drag me out here when I told you I’m at Lions Gate at two? They’re all the way in Santa Monica. And where’s the food on Wilcox? A taco stand?”

I grinned. Len was in a good mood, considering. If he’d really been pissed, I would have gotten a call from Carlos, his assistant, telling me Len couldn’t make it. More and more, I talked to Carlos more than Len. I’d been dreading Carlos’s cancellation call. It was a minor miracle the man was even standing there.

“Sorry, man,” I said, giving Len a quick, heartfelt hug. Len is a couple of inches shorter than I am, a little thick-bodied, with Clark Kent glasses and curly blond hair spiked with gel. His manicure was probably fresher than mine. Agents and actors are the only straight guys who spend half their money on grooming. “There’s no sushi on this block. But I brought you something to hold you over.”

I opened the sack I was carrying from Pink’s, where the scent of grease and processed meat floated free. Two hot dogs, two bags of fries. Len has low blood sugar. If you want to be on Len’s good side, feed him. I learned that a long time ago.

“What the hell …?” Len scowled, but dug into the bag anyway, snagging a fry. If he didn’t lift and stretch and treadmill for ninety minutes every morning, Len would weigh three hundred pounds. The man likes to eat.

“Mustard’s already on the dog, just the way you like it. Hey, man, is your law license still valid?” Like many of the former mailroom employees at William Morris, Len also had a law degree. Apparently, the courses in bullshit they teach in law school translated to the world of agents, too.

“What kind of question is that? Tennyson, why are we standing on the street?”

Instead of answering, I pointed half a block east. Hollywood division.

“What am I looking at?” Len said.

“The police station.”

He looked pained. “I know that. Allow me to rephrase: Why am I looking at a police station?”

“I need to pass you off as my lawyer for a minute.”

Len’s known me a long time, like I said. He didn’t see any jokes in my face.

“Jesus H….”

“It’s a long story, but I was at the wrong place at the wrong time. Every-thing’s straight, I promise. I just need a lawyer to sit with me while I’m questioned.”

“Questioned about what?” he said with a rather owlish expression. “Should I be afraid to ask?”

“Yeah, probably,” I sighed. I would have to admit aloud that Serena Johnston was dead. I had to slow down to dredge up the words. “You know the rapper Afrodite? She was—”

“You are being questioned in the Afrodite murder?”

I hate the sound of that word, murder. Especially when it follows the word You. Or Afrodite. Damn. “It’s not as bad as it sounds, man.”

Len fumbled inside the sack for his hot dog. He bit off a mouthful like it was a giant dose of Xanax. “Fucking unbelievable,” he said, his voice muffled as he chewed. “I’m due at Lions Gate in an hour, and you have me out here to hold your hand while you get interrogated by the police? Tennyson, for God’s sake, have you been arrested?”

“Not yet.”

“Good. Understand, there are a million reasons this isn’t going to happen.”

“It’ll take twenty minutes,” I said. “It’s just another meeting.”

“Another meeting my ass. I’ve never practiced criminal law. All I know is what I see on Law & Order. You need a real lawyer.”

“You’re right, I do. But you’re all I’ve got. I’m asking for twenty minutes.”

I’d never begged Len for anything. Here was a man who dined with Hollywood royalty, whose Rolodex of home telephone numbers was fatter than the Yellow Pages, and I was stealing precious moments out of his day. I would have killed me, if I’d been standing in his place.

“Jesus H. Christmas,” Len said. But he was thinking about it. He took two more bites of his dog, filling out his cheeks like a chipmunk’s. “You promise me you had nothing to do with this?”

That pissed me off. I gave him a look. “Please.”

“Then I don’t understand how—”

“Shit happens, that’s how. All you have to do is go in there with me and tell the friendly officers that your client has nothing to say. That’s it. I know the guys who’ll be questioning me, and we can handle them. No big deal.”

“Jesus H….”

“I need you to be a pricy-looking white man in a suit. Nothing else, Len.”

I knew he would do it. Len was bored with his life of dining with Hollywood royalty. He’d rather go surfing and rock-climbing on weekends like he did back when he had free time. During the Maui Film Festival once, Len and I scored weed at a local park and passed it out like candy at after-parties. Len enjoyed a good adventure nearly as much as I did. He owed me. I had a favor coming.

“I take it you knew Afrodite,” Len said, with a glance that said Tell me straight.

“Serena. Yes, I knew her.”

“How?”

“The old days.”

Enough said. Len knew how I’d maintained my lifestyle during the lean years.

“I was always afraid that would come back to haunt you, Tennyson.” He sounded like a sad older brother, blaming himself. He was one of the few people who hadn’t lectured me about my former job, but I’d always known how he felt. Sometimes I traveled with clients for weeks at a time. I’d missed a lot of auditions.

“Come on, man,” I said. Arm around Len’s shoulder, I led him toward the squat brick building at 1358 North Wilcox. “Cops don’t like to be kept waiting.”

Call me crazy, but I felt safe walking into that police station, Ten and Len, like the old days, about to take a meeting that might change my life. I couldn’t even remember the last time Len came with me to a meeting. I would have given anything to be going with Len to Lions Gate, and he would have given anything to be taking me there instead. If a whiff got out that I was questioned in the murder of Afrodite, I’d be lucky to work at a Hollywood hot dog stand. And it would get out. Everything did.

Still, I felt more at ease than I had any right to with Len Shemin at my side, even if we both understood we’d been riding this particular train far beyond the end of the line.
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O’Keefe and Arnaz weren’t around. The desk clerk, a buzz-cut youngster who looked about fifteen, told me I would be meeting with Lieutenant Rodrick Nelson instead. Lieutenant Nelson was from Robbery-Homicide. I figured Nelson was there at Hollywood division instead of behind his own desk at the Parker Administration Building because he was picking up the murder book. High-profile cases always go to RHD.

More resources. More manpower. The case had been kicked upstairs.

“Shit …” I muttered after we took our seat in the folding chairs to wait.

Len leaned close to me. “What? You know that guy?”

I shook my head. That was the problem. I didn’t know him, and he didn’t know me. He might not know my father. And even if he did, Dad had retired. I was alone, adrift in LAPD bureaucracy, and I’d never missed Dad more. And if Robbery-Homicide decided I was a suspect in this case, Dad wouldn’t survive the news.

The reality of the moment stabbed me, and Len must have seen a change in my face. He leaned close, concerned. “Tennyson, listen, my ex brother-in-law’s a trial lawyer. He hates me, but he’d know people. Let’s call him and be sane. I don’t know the first fucking thing about—”

“We’re here. It’s too late now.”

“Jesus H….” Len slumped in his chair, loosening his tie, tightening it again. He slicked back his hair, wiped his hand with his handkerchief, digging between his fingers. His complexion had gone from ruddy to gray as soon as we walked inside. My lawyer looked like he needed my doctor.

But I understood. LAPD was on the other side of the universe from any meetings Len knew about. In his world, you were offered cold water or a soft drink the moment you walked in, and everyone lived by a carefully practiced veneer of overpoliteness and chipper delight. We were at Hollywood division, but we weren’t in Hollywood.

Len and I looked up when our light was blocked. A shadow stood over us.

Lieutenant Rodrick Nelson was casting the shadow. He was six-three, so solid that his dress shirt looked too tight. Any shirt would look too tight on him. He had a face like Richard Roundtree’s. Sometimes it does you good to run into another brother, but I knew better this time. Black cops could be the worst ones. Black suspects are an embarrassment to them. And a lieutenant? He was on his way to captain, and he wasn’t about to let my monkey ass fuck that up.

Lieutenant Nelson’s clothes told me Brooks Brothers. The sheen of his shoes told me he had landed at LAPD via the United States Armed Forces. Probably joined ROTC in high school. I knew the type, and we had never gotten along.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Hardwick,” Lieutenant Nelson said with a firm but friendly pump. “I’m glad you could spare a few minutes to talk to us. Hope it isn’t too inconvenient.” His politeness almost sounded sincere. Lieutenant Nelson nodded toward a back room where a door hung open, waiting for us.

Len cleared his throat. “I could use some water,” he said.

Lieutenant Nelson smiled, but it wasn’t a smile I trusted. No cop likes to see a lawyer show up at questioning. “No problem. Can I get your client anything?”

“All I want is my time, brother,” I said. Just cut the crap, man.

Lieutenant Nelson’s smile went south, becoming a sneer as he walked past me. “Oh, you’ll get your time. This won’t take long. Go sit down.”

The conference room was empty except for a metallic table and a half-dozen folding chairs. And bone cold. While we waited for Lieutenant Nelson to return with Len’s water, we sat there in Zenlike stillness. All I heard was Len clearing his throat. Len, widely regarded as a fearless asshole, was scared shitless. Under different circumstances, I would have thought it was funny. As it was, I was wishing I’d searched the Yellow Pages for the first criminal lawyer I could afford. What happened to Serena must have made me lose my damn mind.

Mostly, I hoped I wouldn’t be forced to look at that photograph of Serena’s lifeless face again. O’Keefe and Arnaz had been pricks to shove that picture in my face, and I should expect Lieutenant Nelson to be a higher-ranking prick. Feeling sad about Serena made me want to go back to bed. I was exhausted.

Nelson came with a Styrofoam cup filled with what I guessed was tap water. Len would be lucky if Nelson hadn’t spat in it first, but he drank it like he was on fire.

Niceties behind him, Nelson slammed his palm down onto the tabletop with a thumping sound that made Len jump. When the lieutenant moved his palm away, I was staring at my business card in a plastic baggie in the center of the table.

“Mr. Hardwick, you told detectives O’Keefe and Arnaz that you only saw Serena Johnston at Roscoe’s Monday morning. I thought we’d start with what happened between you and Serena at her house later in the day.” He was looking at me like he knew something, eyes twitching because he could hardly contain his glee. That’s a part of any decent cop’s job skills, but he was so good, I believed it. Maybe my face had shown up on a security tape. Maybe the cabbie had said something. Or a gardener I hadn’t seen. Lieutenant Nelson had gut-punched me without taking a step.

Len’s sideways glance told me, Yeah, I’d love to hear about that myself. He hurled back his last shot of water, whiskey style.

I spoke up. “Look, I—”

“We have a problem, Lieutenant,” Len finished for me. “Mr. Hardwick would love to help you find the person behind this heinous act. That’s why he’s here. But he knew Miss Johnston as a business associate, and he’s an actor with a very busy schedule. While he has no information about the killing, he does have a set call—so he needs to make it very clear to you, very fast, that you’re wasting your time. That’s why I’m here.” Rumor was, Len had once told Bob Weinstein to go fuck himself. To his face. Len never copped to it, but right then I believed the story.

Nelson gave Len a glance no one wants to see from a man wearing a gun. That glance said that if Lieutenant Rodrick Nelson had his way, on a designated day each year, any man, woman, and child in the country could shoot a lawyer dead for a nickel.

Then, his eyes came to me and sat, simmering. “I know you were there,” Lieutenant Nelson said. He tapped an unsharpened pencil on the desktop, eraser side first. Three times. Four. Five. “What I don’t know is … why don’t you want me to know?”

Suddenly, that sounded like a damned good question. I felt the same impulse I’d felt with O’Keefe and Arnaz to divulge things that were none of their business.

“Trust me, though, I’ll find out,” Nelson went on. “You hooked up with Serena for business, all right, but acting’s a funny word for it. Don’t piss this opportunity away … brother. You’ll be back to see me soon, and your lawyer won’t be in lockup with you. Captain Hardwick’s son or not, don’t plan on any trips.”

I wavered at the border of his trap, ready to tell him everything for the sake of getting on his good side. It’s not like you think, man. She didn’t pay me this time. And she was alive and beautiful when I left her, not that broken girl in the picture.

Len didn’t give me the chance. “I’ll refer you back to my earlier statement, Lietenant Nelson,” he said, and I noticed that the gray had left my agent’s face. His skin was flushed with the power of the game. “If you have an arrest warrant, let’s see it. If not, have a good day.”

I might never get Len on the phone again, never mind another lunch. I would be lucky if his assistant would accept my calls now. But take it from me: Leonard Shemin is the best lawyer 10 percent can buy.
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Len rushed off with hardly a good-bye, but my feet stopped just outside the front doors. I wanted to be anywhere else, but I couldn’t move.

At the door at Hollywood division, there’s the Walk of the Dead. That’s what I called it when I was a kid. See, in Hollywood, there is no higher honor than to have one’s name forever memorialized in the “Walk of Fame” on Hollywood Boulevard. So at Hollywood division, every officer killed in the line of duty gets a star on the sidewalk outside the station house. There are seven names; the first, Clyde Pritchett, died in 1936, and the most recent, Charles D. Heim, died in 1994. My father used to make me memorize the names of the fallen.

I learned it from Dad, maybe. The dead should be honored.

I made the decision right then: I was going to find out who killed Serena. A cynic could say that decision was made on the basis of feeling the first sparks of LAPD heat on my ass, and that’s part of it. But the Walk of the Dead did it.

I knew Serena would get her tributes, that the legend-building was already underway. She would have a celebrity-infested funeral I probably couldn’t get an invitation to. Her friends and family would remember what made her laugh, her fans would hear her soul through her music, and two DVDs would preserve the first glimpses of her wings as a caterpillar morphed into a butterfly before our eyes.

But after all was said and done, I knew most people would sum up Serena’s life as JADR: Just Another Dead Rapper. Tupac, Jam Master Jay, Biggie Smalls, Shareef. And I was tired, like I said. I was tired of dead rappers, and I was tired of no one getting caught. This was going to be different.

That day, I knew two things: Number one, someone was going to jail for killing Serena Johnston. Number two, it sure as hell wasn’t going to be me.

I swore it under my breath on the Walk of the Dead.
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Three news vans were parked across the street by the time I left the police station, and I didn’t have to wonder why. I’d been avoiding television and radio since I heard about Serena, but even in a jaded town like Los Angeles, a celebrity murder is news. I slipped on my shades and pulled down my white Howard University baseball cap, in instant invisibility mode. Not that anyone would recognize me. But just in case.

A woman climbing out of a dented old rose-colored Toyota Camry caught my eye, even if I wasn’t in the mood to notice women. This one made me look longer than usual because I was sure we had met. I have a nearly photographic memory for faces, and I’m almost as good with names. I knew her from somewhere.

The woman looked like a kid, about twenty-five. She was ginger-skinned and cute, with her hair cut short in a bold natural you don’t usually see in Hollywood, where the weave rules; if she was a reporter, she wasn’t in television. A slim reporter’s notebook fell to the ground, and she cursed under her breath as she leaned over to pick it up, struggling to hold a sheaf of papers in place under her arm. As she bent down, two healthy half-moons sprang into view behind the back pockets of her faded jeans. Even on a day as bad as that one, her ass commanded proper admiration.

My game must have been way off. She caught me looking. And she didn’t smile.

“Can I help you?” she said, ready with an attitude. Before I could answer, she lost control of her papers, and they flurried around her in the breeze. “Damn.”

“Looks like you’ve got that question backward, darlin’,” I said, snatching a loose page that had cleaved to my thigh. “You’re the one who needs help.”

Attitude gone. She shook her head and gave me a sheepish smile that dimpled her cheeks. “Yeah—get that one behind you, too, please. Thanks.”

I’ve studied people all my life, the closest thing I got to acting lessons before college. I examine their faces, their style, their gestures. Sometimes I can see things people have missed after a lifetime in their own skin. So, I knew what this woman was about. Her clothes were neat but not fashionable, she used minimal makeup, and she wore flats, not heels. She was a worker. Ambitious, trying to impress somebody, and she was in over her head.

And she had no idea how pretty she was. I knew all of that right away.

Suddenly, I knew her name, too. “April Forrest,” I said.

She was the reporter from the Los Angeles Times who had covered my father’s retirement dinner, and she had interviewed me, briefly, over my half-eaten Caesar’s salad. I never saw the story she wrote. I’ve put some newspapers and certificates aside to make a scrapbook one day, but I’m not good at collecting the stories. With Dad, it feels too much like writing his obituary. I can already feel the questions I’m going to regret never asking him, but I still can’t bring myself to ask most of them now.

The woman’s look said, Honey, I think I would remember knowing someone who looks as fine as you. I took off the hat first, then the sunglasses. I watched my smile light up her face. “You’re … Captain Hardwick’s son,” she said. “The guy from that TV show.”

“Guilty.”

Three years ago, and she remembered me, too. But her memory had nothing to do with my luminous personality or any profound remembrances I gave her about my father, believe me. She remembered The Face, that’s all. That’s what most people remember.

“Any chance a word from you would help me pull any strings here?” she said with a mischievous smile. Like me, she was already trying to work out her angle.

“Not likely.”

“Well, good to see you, anyway. How’s your dad?” Her eyes settled into mine when she asked about Dad, letting me know she wasn’t just making conversation.

“Fine.” My voice cracked as I lied, and I’m usually a much better liar.

“Oh.” Her eyes dimmed. She heard the lie, just like Serena had. “I’m up to my ass in this Afrodite thing. Figures she’d get killed when I’m supposed to be on vacation.”

From a bad subject to a worse one. My stomach hurt. I was ready to go back to bed, but April Forrest might be the only ally I had. A reporter could be useful.

“What kind of strings would you like pulled?” I said.

“Are you asking me that as a Hardwick?”

“Depends on what you need.”

She sighed, fumbling through her papers. “What don’t I need? Media relations is no help. I got a copy of the police report, but it’s so sketchy, there’s nothing—”

My heart thumped so hard, I felt weak. “May I see that?” I said.

April shrugged. She had to do some shuffling to get the order right, but she handed me four pages. A couple of the pages were off-center on the copy machine, cutting words in half at the margins, but suddenly I had the official incident report on the murder of Serena Johnston. I read as quickly as I could, trying to pick out details.

V, the report called her. Serena was Victim now.

Body found at 10:00 A.M. Tuesday—the day O’Keefe and Arnaz came to see me—by the manager of a camera shop at Sunset and Highland who thought somebody had moved his garbage out of the Dumpster. V was found wrapped in two garbage bags behind the Dumpster. Newer-model white Escalade found abandoned at Santa Monica and Highland at 9:00 A.M. DOB 1-10-72.

My fingerprints will be in her car, I thought. And in her house.

But by then, I was beyond panic. I already knew it was time to employ serious ass-saving measures. I read the report to see if it mentioned anything about me or my business card. Not at first glance. But no cops were going to put pertinent clues in a public document. The report was matter-of-fact and didn’t say much about the police investigation itself, but I needed it.

“What would it take for me to get this copied right now?” I said.

“Look, can’t you just get your own? I’m trying to—”

I pulled out the business card Lieutenant Nelson had pressed into my hand before I left. I waved it in front of April’s face.

April’s eyes followed the card as if it was tasty enough to smell. “What’s that?”

“The name and number of the lead Robbery-Homicide investigator on Afrodite. There’s a pager number on here, too.”

“You’re kidding. You have that, and you can’t get a report?”

“Do we have a deal or not?” I held out my card, too.

April cast a pained glance at the coiffed television reporters readying their cameras. Intimidating competition. I felt her hunger. She wanted to scoop them.

“The best time to call him at his desk is after hours,” I said. “Cops on a hot case work late. Try seven. He won’t want to talk to you, but it’s the best I can do. Absolutely do not mention my name.”

“I don’t even remember your first name. Wait—a poet, right? Keats?”

“My name won’t help you, even the Hardwick. I can’t be any clearer about that. My name stays out. Got it?”

She nodded, convinced. “Deal. Let’s go find you a copy machine.”

What did I have to lose? Lieutenant Nelson would slam the phone down in her ear as soon as she mentioned she was a reporter. Even if he didn’t, there was no way he would name me as a suspect to a reporter. Not yet.

A single-story bungalow across the street called itself SOS Bail Bonds, and we jaywalked to the door. The interior was unkempt and looked like the end of a bad day, but at least the copy machine worked. Raul, the man at the desk, charged me a dollar.

“Give me your number,” I said to April as the machine glared on her face. She began to raise a playful eyebrow, but I went on, all business. “If I hear anything else that can help you out, I’ll let you know. You wrote a nice story about my father.”

“Thanks. Sorry it got cut so short … and I really didn’t think I captured—”

“It was great,” I said. That didn’t even feel like a lie. I knew it must be true.

I left Hollywood division with a police report and a reporter’s telephone number. Not bad for someone who might have ended up spending the night in lockup.

It was two in the afternoon, and Serena had been dead more than thirty-six hours. If I was going to find a killer, I had to get started.

I searched my wallet for one last business card, the one Serena had given me.

It might not be a good day for the meeting I was promised, but I didn’t have any leads, and I had to start somewhere. I decided to head straight for Beverly Hills. To Casanegra Productions.

More than ever, I wanted to see Devon Biggs.
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MOST PEOPLE THINK ABOUT RODEO DRIVE and shopping when they picture Beverly Hills. To me, it’s all about the hotels. The Beverly Hills Hotel. Le Meridien. The Peninsula. The Regent Beverly Wilshire. If it has five stars and a king-sized mattress, I’ve been there. I know the stairwells and the line of sight in the hallways. I know the concierge and the maître d’, and I’ve overtipped the bellhops so they’ll be eager to tell me about anyone, or anything, out of the ordinary. A client once put me up at the Raffles L’Ermitage for nearly a month so I would be within walking distance of her desk at DreamWorks. At the Hotel Bel-Air, I had to wrestle a sawed-off shotgun away from my client’s jilted ex in the elevator. All part of the job.

And, of course, there was Serena. The meaning of the term old haunt became clear to me as I drove past the Four Seasons on my way to Casanegra’s offices. Seeing the place where I first beheld her nakedness, the scent of Serena suddenly filled my car. Trust me, there is nothing more haunting than a dead woman’s cloying smell.

Grief is a selfish feeling—you want everyone around you to share it. But somehow, life was going on as usual for the tenants of the ten-story Art Deco office building at 8602 Wilshire—home to a law office, a health club, an accounting firm, several casting agencies, and Casanegra Productions. In the lobby, the deliverymen, lawyers, executives, and actors were all smiles, lax faces, and careless banter; going about their day’s adventures. An epidemic of good moods only sharpened my bad one. I didn’t feel like explaining my business to the security guard—I couldn’t handle answering to anyone else with a badge and a uniform—so I slipped to the bank of elevators with a gaggle of giddy secretaries who were happy to have me join them. My smile masked feelings they wouldn’t want a glimpse of. A broad-shouldered black janitor pushing a laundry cart toward the service elevator nodded to me as he passed, as if he wished we could trade places. I nodded back. My grandfather put three kids through college with a mop and squeegee. I might need the work soon myself.

The elevator was full when it left the lobby, but it emptied out floor after floor. By the time it climbed to its last stop, there was no one left but me.

The long, black marble receptionists’ desk beneath the Casanegra Productions logo was unmanned, and I could hear the gentle trilling of unanswered telephone lines. In the waiting area, above a mounted heart-shaped wreath of chrysanthemums and red carnations, a forty-inch television monitor played one of Serena’s music videos with the volume turned low. On the huge screen, dressed in flowing white, Serena twisted, danced, and teased, her eyes searing my soul. You want some of this? Better bring it. / You want some of that? Bring it on… I almost went back to the elevator. What the hell was I doing there?

Since no one was in sight, I headed for a black door with a silver M affixed to it I guessed was the men’s room. I wanted to compose myself, but someone else had beaten me to the sink. A man stood with the water running full blast, his face cupped in his hands. Water dripped freely between his fingertips, soaking the sleeves of his dress shirt. He glanced up when he heard the door open, his eyes pulled down like a bloodhound’s.

Devon Biggs straightened, surprised. Serena’s childhood friend was a wheat-toast-colored brother, smaller than I remembered at five-foot-six, with wiry, almost feline limbs. His hairline had carved out a U shape above his forehead, which made him look ten years older than his true age of thirty-five. The whites of his eyes were blood-red. He looked like I felt.

“I didn’t get much sleep last night either,” I said, and handed him a paper towel.

“I’ll be damned,” he said, shaking water from his arms. “Tennyson Hard-wick.”

“That’s me.”

“The last message,” he said, gazing at my image in the mirror rather than staring me in the eye. He wiped his face. “You know that, man?”

He wasn’t making sense, but I cut him some slack. “What’s that?”

“The last message she left me was to call Tennyson Hardwick. No shit.”

The air in the bathroom became too thin to breathe.

As if Devon Biggs thought I needed proof—or maybe just so he could have someone else to share her with—he took me to his office and played his voice-mail. The call came at 2:34 P.M. Just like that, Serena came back to life.

“Whassup, D? Listen, before you leave for Cannes, I need you to do me a solid. I saw Tennyson Hardwick today, he’s looking good, and he could bring something special to Deluxe. No, I don’t wanna hear it.” She gave my number. “I told him to call, but if he don’t, I want you to have Imani call him, a’ight? We’ll settle all that number shit when you get back from France. We’ve both come a long way, huh, Lil’ D?”

And the message ended. Serena’s voice and spirit had filled the room, and now she was gone again—except for her face frozen in framed movie posters I was keeping my eyes away from. I was disappointed that I hadn’t had as much pride as Serena had thought I would. Only pride would have kept me from calling Devon Biggs.

“It all comes tumbling down,” Biggs said. “Deluxe was in development hell for five years, before we grabbed it in turnaround. Another eighteen months of development, and we nailed it. The script was tight. We’d signed a director, got Robin Williams on board. Studio gave a green light. Forty million dollars. And you know what? Those motherfuckers called over here yesterday before Serena’s body was cold. No Serena, no movie. Listen to those phones. Serena set up deals all over town. Yeah, man, yesterday was gonna be your lucky day. Now, we’re both …”

Devon Biggs didn’t finish, but his blood-red eyes told me that my luck, or his job, were the last things on his mind. He shook his head, laughing bitterly as he reached into his desk drawer for a cigarette. He didn’t try to hide his trembling fingers, so he wasn’t worried about his pride either. When he lit up, I realized he wasn’t smoking tobacco. He puffed twice and offered the joint to me, dope-smoking etiquette. I shook my head. One of us needed a clear mind.

“Cops were here yesterday,” Biggs said. “Asking about you, matter of fact.”

My stomach cinched, but I kept my face in check. “What did you tell them?”

“I played them the message. I said baby-girl was trying to put you in her movie, so it didn’t seem smart for you to kill her. But I don’t know you. That’s what I told them.” His eyes turned quizzical. “Is there something else I should have told them?”

“I wouldn’t hurt Serena for the world,” I said. “But why’d you try to smooth things over for me with the cops? That message sure sounded like you know me. Lying to the police on my behalf is a very friendly gesture.”

His face hardened. “How Reenie spends her money is nobody’s damn business. Besides, you’re too soft to kill nobody.”

That was the Devon Biggs I remembered, emerging from his fog. Under different circumstances, I would have been tempted to correct someone who called me soft. He could fill a book with the things he’d gotten wrong about me. A lot of people don’t know my public face, and it serves my interests to keep it that way.

I followed his eyes to the wall behind me, where I saw a slightly blurry eight-by-ten photograph framed on the wall. I stepped closer to examine it. Three kids with ashy elbows posed with their arms around each other in front of Serena’s old blue Impala. They were about eleven. Devon Biggs wore thick glasses and a black Michael Jackson-style jacket, Shareef was a grinning MC with his fist doubling as a microphone, and Serena was squeezed between them. If not for the context, I wouldn’t have known who she was. Serena was stick-thin, and her face hadn’t discovered itself yet, but she was dressed in an oversized party gown, the belle of the ball. Three kids playing dress-up, smiling like they would live forever.

A rock seemed to lodge in my throat. I had to look away.

“Last man standing,” Biggs said, his voice so low I could barely hear him. “First Shareef, now Reenie. My family’s gone.”

Shareef had been shot soon before Serena launched Casanegra Productions, if I remembered right. Five years ago, almost to the day. There was speculation about rap rivalries and gang affiliations, but no arrests—all the more reason LAPD would want a face to plaster on the news.

My mind raced. Serena might have confided a lot to Biggs, including our last encounter. If he said something to the police, that definitely would explain why Lieutenant Nelson crawled so far up my ass. I didn’t trust Devon Biggs to be my friend, but he was the only place I had to start.

“I need to find who did this,” I said. “That’s why I’m here.”

“You ever heard of a book called The Hollywood Rules?” Biggs said in the same monotone, like a sleepwalker. When I shook my head, he went on. “Advice book by industry insiders. Reenie carried it around like a Bible, read it until the pages were falling out. There’s one line I memorized, the most important line in the book: ‘You’re going to make enough enemies just by being successful.’ ”

“Serena had enemies?”

Biggs gestured at the office—the shiny platinum records and movie posters displayed around him; the spoils of success. The office centerpiece was a foot-high bronze Black Music magazine artist-of-the-year statuette displayed on its own marble pedestal; it looked almost like an Oscar, and probably weighed as much.

“Names?” I flipped open a notebook I’d picked up at a drugstore.

“Same name I told the cops after Shareef died. But what the hell would you do with a name?”

“There are a lot of homicides in L.A.,” I said. “I only give a damn about one.”

“You wanna play detective?” Biggs said. “Be careful what you wish, my man. You’ll be fucking with people who don’t like to be fucked with.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“I guess we’ll see.” He chuckled, although his face was anything but mirthful. “Write this name down in capital letters: Alphonse Terrell Gaines.”

The name had a muted familiarity, out of reach. Then, I knew: “M.C. Glazer?”

Biggs nodded.

M.C. Glazer—named for the Teflon-coated armor-piercing bullets called “cop-killers”—was also the hip-hop world’s suspect of choice in the murder of Shareef. M.C. Glazer’s radio wars with Shareef had been notorious. And Afrodite had chimed in with her own salvos against her friend’s rival now and then, claiming M.C. Glazer was a poser. I remember wincing when I heard a line from one of her first hits: M.C. Glazer ain’t no ladykilla. / He might penetrate, but he’ll never fill ya. I’d figured it was all hype to sell records, but apparently Devon Biggs didn’t think so.

In retrospect, M.C. Glazer was the obvious choice. Almost.

“Why wait this long?” I said. “Serena hasn’t recorded a CD in years. She’d moved on.” I knew Afrodite’s music, even if much of it wasn’t my taste. When Serena became my client, I bought all of her CDs so we would have something to talk about.

“It’s not just about the records,” Biggs said. He blinked, and I saw moisture on his lashes. “Serena never let that ghetto shit go. I told her she had to be about business now. We planned all this back in junior high. Her, me, and Shareef. Hell, they were the reason I went to college, so I could manage the finance side. But she was still twisted about what was real and what was hype.”

If it was possible, I felt even more grieved. Part of me was hoping—almost praying—that this wasn’t another hip-hop murder. Serena deserved better than to go out as a cliché, even if it would guarantee her martyrdom.

And M.C. Glazer wouldn’t be easy to get to. Biggs saw the dilemma in my face.

“Don’t worry, Hardwick. Don’t you watch CSI? The cops will figure it out, just like they did with Shareef. And Tupac. And Biggie.” Biggs remembered his joint, inhaling a long toke like it was pure oxygen.

His point was a good one, and it pissed me off. Maybe it really was up to me.

Another glance at the treasures showcased on Biggs’s walls reminded me that Serena had built a valuable empire. What was that old saying again? Follow the…

“Did Serena have a will?” I said.

Biggs still holding his breath. “Yes and no. Not on paper. I told her she had to be businesslike, but she was almost superstitious, like she thought she’d die faster if she wrote it down. I talked her into sitting in front of a video camera for a video will, which is better than nothing. But she wanted to do it privately, and she never let me see it.” With a small cough, Biggs finally exhaled a stream of spicy smoke. His lungs must have been steel-reinforced.

“Where’s that tape?”

“My safe. Sealed envelope. Probably be a court officer here next week when I break the seal. Reenie used to always say she would leave all her money to her church. I guess we’ll see.”

“Church?” I didn’t remember Serena attending church when I knew her; but then again, it’s not like she would have invited me to Sunday brunch at God’s house.

“Oh, yeah—Reenie caught the Holy Ghost after Shareef got shot.” He said his friend’s name quietly, as if out of reverence. “Neither one of us ain’t been right since.”

I followed Biggs’s gaze to the photograph of the three of them posing in front of the car as children. Serena stood between the two boys, her head resting on Shareef’s shoulder. I almost couldn’t make myself ask the next question.

“No offense, man, but I’ve got to ask: Where were you when Serena died?” I couldn’t guess at what Biggs’s motive might be—like he said, her death put him out of a job—but if I was investigating Serena’s murder, I had to get used to asking.

Biggs’s eyes rested on mine. “OK, Columbo: Cops said it happened about nine. I was here, working late. I took calls, and I can give you a list of the people I talked to. What about you, Hardwick?” His stare didn’t flinch. “Were you at home chilling with your girl?”

The question carried more weight than it should have. “Wish I had been,” I said. Maybe Serena could have been my girl, except that she was lying on a slab at the coroner’s office. Probably with my DNA all over her. I was well and truly fucked.

Suddenly, Biggs coughed out a plume of smoke, half-laughing. “I feel you, man. What gets me, Five-O shows up here with a hard-on for a prettyboy like you. Don’t even make it look like they’re trying, do they?”

Devon Biggs wasn’t the most observant brother in the world. If he had been, he might have noticed the way my lips snaked into a hard smile, might have wondered why my first and second knuckles were flat and scarred. He might have wondered just what I did that kept my stomach hard and ridged, my shoulders wide. But he didn’t, and probably never realized how much I wanted to reach across his desk and slap the gold out of his teeth. Even if it was true that he’d tried to smooth my way with the homicide guys, Devon Biggs had gotten on my next-to-last nerve.

“Just tell me the best place to find M.C. Glazer,” I said. My smile was ice.

Biggs studied me, his glassy eyes sharpening. “You’re serious, ain’t you?”

“Like you said, you’ll see.”

“You must not have a radio. Anybody with ears knows about M.C. Glazer’s CD release party at Club Magique.”

“When?”

He blew a ragged smoke ring at me. “Tonight, prettyboy.”

Dad always says God gives you clear signs when you’re on the right path.

That day, I almost believed it.
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Some things are meant to be done man-to-man, not on the telephone. I knew I was a coward the minute I flipped open my cell and began dialing the number for Hope Rehabilitation Center instead of driving out to see Dad.

There are people who take pleasure in spreading bad news, so it was possible Dad already knew about my trip to Hollywood division. But that wasn’t the only reason I couldn’t face him. And it wasn’t even because it was already three in the afternoon, and I needed a solid plan on how to talk to one of the best-guarded icons in hip-hop without getting mired in east-west traffic on the 10.

No, it was worse: I was about to back out on my word. I had told him he had a way out of hell, and now I was about to say he should hang with the devil and the damned a little while longer—which, to his mind, would mean forever. I was backing out, just like he expected me to.

The nurse I regularly flirted with, Marcela, was happy to patch the call through to Dad’s room and even hold the phone up to his ear. She promised to let me know if he wrote any messages for me on the pad. My investment in Marcela bore fruit that day.

“OK, Tennyson, I’m putting him on,” she chirped.

Dead silence, except for a low buzzing sound on the line.

The first time I tried to speak, my throat only growled. Dad has always had that kind of impact on me. He was my best ally—a top-notch investigator back in the day, and he still had active contacts in LAPD—but I couldn’t ask for his help.

“Hey, Dad,” I said, once I’d coughed and found my voice again.

Silence. Not even in a growl in return.

I was alone in a car that was hot from sitting in the sun, parked at an expired meter in Beverly Hills where only passing strangers could see me. When the tears came, I let them flow freely for the first time since I had heard about Serena’s death. If I had known I was going to choose that moment to cry, I would never have called my father. In all my life, I had never seen Richard Allen Hardwick shed a tear.

The phone’s silence roared at me.

“Listen, man …” I said, shocked at how difficult it was to mold words from my boiling breath. “I know I, uh … promised I’d get you out of there. And I will. You have my word. But I can’t do it until next week. Something’s come up, and I have some work to do. The money really will help us out.” Dad had always known when I was lying, and all the acting classes in Hollywood wouldn’t change that. “I’m sorry, man. I really wanted to—”

I heard a sound and waited with a pounding heart. Maybe there would be some absolution. Don’t worry about it, Tennyson. I’ll know you’ll do what you can when you get back, son.

But the next voice I heard was Marcela’s, a whisper. “Tennyson? I’m sorry. He turned away from the phone.” She sounded embarrassed. “Do you want me to…?”

“No, that’s all right, beautiful,” I said. Speaking sweet words to a woman lifted some of the weight from my heart. “Let him be.”

In a strange way, that conversation with Dad was liberating.

Going to prison for a murder I hadn’t committed could hardly be worse.
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M.C. GLAZER ROSE TO RAP STARDOM in the wake of Dr. Dre, Ice-T, Ice Cube, and Snoop. He and Tupac borrowed a few pages from each other’s books, except that Glaze spent most of his teenage years behind bars instead of at a performing arts school, he never had ’Pac’s poet’s heart, and—most important—he lived to tell his tales. No one has ever taken a poll, but I would bet most rap fans would rather have lost Glazer that night in Vegas. He was at the MGM Grand sitting right behind ’Pac the night Tyson trashed a punching bag named Bruce Seldon in 109 seconds. He was on the outs with Suge Knight, too. A slight blink of fate might have put M.C. Glazer in the path of the bullet that stole Tupac. But we don’t choose who lives and who dies. Dad would say that’s God’s call. Sometimes, I wonder if Dad’s got it upside down.

It took me only a few minutes at an internet café on Vineland to bring the picture into better focus, and Devon Biggs’s claims made more sense with each hit on the search engine. M.C. Glazer had been arrested for attempted murder when he was only fourteen, and he’d just been warming up. You name it, he’d been charged with it. Sexual battery. Assault with a deadly weapon. Trafficking. Statutory rape—that put my teeth on edge. When he was twenty-two and already a burgeoning superstar, he was arrested for having sex with a fourteen-year-old girl. The case went away when her family withdrew the charges, probably after they bought themselves a new house with the payoff they sold their daughter’s soul for. The more I learned about M.C. Glazer, the less I liked him.

But rap fans had canonized him. Every trip through lockup’s revolving door sold M.C. Glazer another mountain of CDs. After diversifying his exploding assets into a fashion line and turning himself into a megaproducer—hey, you know the story—M.C. Glazer hadn’t been arrested in at least six years. But I’m not a big believer in miraculous recoveries. Money doesn’t fix a person who’s broken. Money just entices people to accept your eccentricities and makes your tracks easier to hide. Cool James had it right: Man made the money; money never made the man.

M.C. Glazer was worth talking to, and fast. I just had to figure out how.

I couldn’t expect to walk into CopKilla Records and gain an audience the way I just had with a king stripped of his kingdom like Devon Biggs. And getting inside Club Magique on the night of an M.C. Glazer release party wouldn’t be any easier than scoring a ticket to a White House garden party—not unless I was willing to go to my list of former clients, and I wouldn’t do that. Even if I could convince the club’s management to hire me as a bouncer, I’d never get the job by nightfall.

I would have to go Hollywood on this one.

When it comes to Making It in Hollywood—whether you’re an actor, an agent, a writer, you-name-it—everyone in the business knows there’s no such thing as The Way. Anyone who’s selling The Way is a liar. If you don’t have access to the big auditions or the premiere after-parties, you have to engineer your own way to meet people in power. It can happen in the restroom. Or an elevator. Or a parking lot. I knew a guy who sold a script delivering pizzas in Hollywood Hills. And an actress who got her first real break singing telegrams around Universal Studios. Hardly any two stories are alike.

If I wanted into this party, I had to find someone else with access. I didn’t have time to research who M.C. Glazer’s bodyguards were to see if I could find a buddy of a buddy. Bodyguards are low-profile by definition—the good ones, anyway.

But if it was a rap party, there would be hoochies. Lots of hoochies, many of them top-dollar. Now, let me give you some of Tennyson Hardwick’s Hoochology 101: Hoochie is not a word I use lightly. I’m not talking about the sisters with dreams of video-dancer stardom, the college students and single mothers training their asses off to compete in the industry. I’m not even talking about the strippers doing what they think they need to so they can keep the lights on—although trust me, some strippers are straight-up hoochies, too. Dancers, strippers, and prostitutes may look like hoochies to the untrained eye, but those sisters are selling a fantasy.

But real-life hoochies have bought into the fantasy—they see themselves as a walking set of buttocks, breasts, and orifices—and their only aspiration is to use their bodies to con as many men as they can out of as much as they can get, before they pass their sell-by date. Some hoochies are paid with cash, and others are paid with dinner at Spago, diamonds, backup singing gigs on videos, or invitations to the bomb parties. You know what I’m talking about. It takes one to know one? Maybe so. But even when I was working seven nights a week, I never lost sight of the difference between fantasy and reality. One reason I quit was that I knew I was walking too close to that line.

I’ve met a lot of hoochies. And if there was a Hoochie Convention at Club Magique that night, the only person to talk to was the Convention Planner herself. I hadn’t dialed that telephone number in five years, and the last time I’d called, I told the woman at the other end of the line that she would never hear from me again. But maybe she was a prophetess, because her slow, Serbian-accented rasp laid it all out: You’ll be back, Tennyson. You don’t have anywhere else to go.

And in the end, she was right.

After all this time, I was crawling home to Mother.
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The pager number still worked. Mother’s procedure was this: no direct calls. Given the nature of her business, she operates with buffers to keep under the radar. You dial Mother’s pager number, and then you wait for her to call you back. I didn’t want to use my cell, so I bought a throwaway Nokia Tracfone at a Best Buy in Culver City. More money than I could spare, but I needed to take precautions to keep from getting in more trouble. It was not a time to be sloppy.

Back in the day, Mother’s organization returned a call within five minutes. This time, my new cell hadn’t rung in twenty. I wondered if the number was so ancient that I had lost track of her. I also thought that might be for the best, considering.

I decided to drive back home to wait, since I wanted to pack a small bag with essentials for a couple of nights, in case I had to make a trip. I felt a surge of paranoia, just like Ray Liotta in GoodFellas, expecting cars to follow me, peering skyward every time I heard a ghettobird chopping the air overhead. I drove past my house a couple of times, and as far as I could tell, no one was watching it.

I threw together a sandwich on stale bread while I packed, and it helped. I had been too nervous about Len and the police to eat the hot dog I bought for myself at lunchtime, and I realized my blood sugar had flatlined.

I was wondering how long it would take to drive to Canada when my new cell rang. A woman’s voice, but younger than Mother’s. “Da?” she said. Serbian.

“I need to talk to Mother.”

A brief pause. “Name?”

“Tell her it’s Ten.”

The voice clicked away, the line dead. Mother’s operation never had been much for employee relations, always emphasizing customer service instead. I hadn’t spoken to Mother yet, and the word employee was already in my mind. I sighed. If you know what’s good for you, you’d better hope Mother doesn’t call.

Then, of course, she did.

Her voice was girlish, no small feat for a woman who must be past seventy. “Ten! Very long time, no? I see you on my television. Very nice-smelling underarms, eh? But to us, you always smell nice. Your friends still ask for you. One last week, only.” That was Mother—always closing.

“You’re the only friend I called to talk to, Mother.”

She tsk-tsked, muttering in Serbian. “This is a pity. Your voice is sad, Ten. Now I am sad, too.”

“I’m sad because a friend of mine died.”

“A friend I know?” Suddenly, Mother sounded wary.

“No, Mother. I met her before I knew you. A woman I cared about.”

“And I knew nothing of this woman?”

“Nothing at all.”

She breathed, full of relief. “Then why do you call?”

“I need a favor.”

“You know I am not in business for favors.” So much for sentimentality. There was a time I brought Mother a lot of money. During those days, she used to sip too much Smirnoff and tell me teary stories of her flight from Subotica into Hungary after her husband was killed during the Kosovo War. We almost were friends. Almost.

“Hear me out, Mother. Please.” She was silent, so I went on. “There’s a hip-hop party at Club Magique tonight. I’m sure you’ve heard. It’s all over the radio.”

She laughed, a wicked rumble. “Yes, I hear.”

Her laughter gave me hope. At least she wasn’t in one of her evil moods. “I need to get inside, but I’m not on the guest list. So I’m offering my services as a bodyguard. In case you can think of anyone who needs special attention.”

“Your friends in need of special attention, they are not at Club Magique.”

I wasn’t irritated with Mother for pushing, but I was irritated with myself for the part of me that was realizing how much easier it would be to get out of town with a few thousand dollars for a night’s work. “We can have this conversation my way, Mother, or we can say pozdrav.” One of the Serbian words I had learned—good-bye. I’m fluent in Spanish, and I can get by in French. I also know enough Japanese and Serbian to raise eyebrows. A good memory is useful for more than memorizing lines. Languages are my hobby; they come easy to me.

She tsk-tsked again. “Such a choirboy now, eh? This is a tragedy. I know of no one in need of … special attention. The club takes good care.” A throaty chuckle. “I know you are a very clever boy, but I worry about that lovely face. The bouncers, they are like mountains.”

“It’s a favor, Mother. I just need someone to get me in the door.”

It took her a long time to answer. “And what does Mother get for this favor?”

“One of your girls needs protection, you know how to reach me. No charge.”

I used to make her money, and now I was promising a different set of skills; one almost as high as the ones she’d marketed in the past. But not quite. And for whatever reason, Mother was happiest when her employees worked with their clothes off.

Again, she muttered to herself in Serbian. “No, no. This is not enough. You will come to see me. We talk face to face. I accept nothing less.” Mother knew she would be more convincing in person. She thought I would be too weak to say no if she had an enticing client and a ridiculous fee waiting for me—and maybe she was right.

My mouth was dry, and something stirred in the deepest pit of my stomach that felt like a glimmer of arousal. The sensation alarmed me, but I had run out of choices. “I don’t have time today. I’ll come this week.” If I can keep my ass out of jail.

“Tomorrow,” she insisted.

I closed my eyes, cursing silently. “Tomorrow.”

“Tsk. You say this like Mother would hurt you. How could I, silly boy, when you are so dear to me? You know this. And also, you should know something of this word you speak, pozdrav: You speak it to mean good-bye. But it is also a greeting—like you say, hello. So good-bye is not good-bye, eh?”

“It never is, Mother. Not with you.”

Again, she laughed. She sounded like she had just won Lotto. “You will go to Club Magique at ten o’clock. There, you will meet Honey.”

“How will I know her?”

“You will not, but this is no worry. She will know you.”

[image: Images]

Mother was wrong: I pegged Honey on sight. I couldn’t have missed her if I’d been blindfolded.

Some people don’t have any common sense. That’s what I thought when I saw a young woman walking naked on the curb outside Club Magique, smoking a cigarette like she was in her own living room. Oh, she didn’t know she was naked—after all, she was wearing stilettos and what looked like a minidress made entirely of chain mail. But as I got closer, I saw that the chains were really bandoliers—loaded with Glazers, no doubt. Her silicone breasts could not be caged, so her business was poking out all over. The rows of shiny copper bullets couldn’t do much to cover this girl’s double-Ds and their dark nipples pointing skyward, the V-shape of her closely trimmed pubic hair, or the dimpled ham hocks otherwise known as her ass. The girl was naked. On a public street.

Needless to say, she was drawing a crowd. A growing huddle of men trailed after her, hooting and pointing.

“Hey, sweet stuff, you wanna take a ride?” One dude hanging out of the driver’s-side window of his black Lexus ran the light, nearly broadsiding a yellow Hummer. Two cops near the club’s door were already peering in her direction, ready to investigate the commotion. Honey’s pace slowed, uncertain. The crowd began to close around her, penning her in.

“Honey!” Ten feet behind her, I called her name like I was her daddy. Hell, I could have been; she didn’t look a day over nineteen. She froze in midstep, pivoting around to look at me. Yep, she was the one.

It was a good thing Mother hired Honey a bodyguard. This sister needed one.

“I’m Ten.” I whipped off my black leather jacket, flung it across her shoulders, and pulled it closed across her bosom in a single motion, hiding her tantalizing banks of skin. The crowd groaned and cussed, but I had gotten to her in time. The cops were pushing their way past the gawkers, but for once, there was nothing to see. Just a man with his arm around a girl in a black jacket and heels. No flesh, no blood. The cops hardly gave us a glance, their hands relaxing away from their holsters.

Honey had the nerve to poke out her lip at me. “Who the hell do you—”

I spoke close to her ear. “Sister, if you want to see the inside of anything except a police station tonight, you best learn you can’t let all your shit hang out on the street, even in L.A.”

Her head bobbed, making the bullets tinkle. “For your information, I’m not—”

“All I’m saying is, a lady’s got to leave something for the imagination.” To try to placate her before she was in full cuss-out mode, a beacon for the cops again, I extended a chivalrous arm toward the velvet rope. “Now, shall we?”

The gesture seemed to work. That, and she got a better look at my face under the streetlamp. Her lower lip retreated like a snail into its shell. “Mother sent you?”

“Yes, ma’am. Where’s your ID? And it had better say you’re twenty-one.”

A conspiratorial twinkle. “Oh, mine says I’m twenty-three.”

I hate lines, so I wasn’t about to fool with the crush of radio listeners waving passes to get in the front door. I spotted the VIP entrance on the side, with the inevitable caravan of stretch limos depositing people trying to look important. I kept my eyes on the people who climbed out, watching for M.C. Glazer. But I knew Glazer wouldn’t show up in a stretch. The biggest ones like their own cars, their own drivers. More likely, he’d show up in an Escalade or a Lexus SUV.

The bouncer at the door could have passed for Ving Rhames, except a head taller, with arms the size of my legs. I hoped we wouldn’t get on each other’s bad side. “Name?” he said, challenging me. No one who wasn’t on his list—or whose face he didn’t recognize on sight—was going to get by his solid three-hundred-pound frame.

“I’m with her.” I showed him Honey’s ID. The brother was sharp, looking from her face to the license and then back again. In his head, the math wasn’t adding up. “She’s part of the label’s entertainment, brother,” I said, and jostled my coat to open it. Honey’s costume came into full view, his private peep show.

The brother grinned like he knew her. “Oh, a’ight, then. Love the bullets, girl.”

“Glaze here yet?” I asked casually as he thrust out a meaty arm behind him to make a path for us into the cavernous, throbbing club. Club Magique was already knotted with people crowded near the door.

“Naw, bruh. You know Glaze ain’t showin’ up nowhere till after midnight.”

I glanced at my watch. Only eleven.

“He wants her in the booth,” I said. Every club has a VIP area where patrons like M.C. Glazer can chill with their friends, ring up a bar tab, and play with a few select honeys without having to fight off fans. Club Magique’s VIP booth was enclosed in glass, on the second level overlooking the dance floor. I knew it well.

“Ain’t she a little long in the tooth for Glaze?” the bouncer said with an ironic chuckle. “Tell ’em Manny said ya’ll can hang out up there.”

Manny. Jackpot. I would be throwing that name around all night.

As we walked inside, M.C. Glazer’s latest dance-floor anthem, “Ain’t This Where the Party At?” roared from the sound system, its college-marching-band-style percussion booming in my ears. A dozen huge silkscreen replicas of Glazer’s CD cover for Plugged billowed from the ceiling, with Glaze’s eyes glowering from on high. Once we were indoors, Honey shrugged her shoulders to shed my coat like it was itching. It almost fell to the beer-sticky floor before I caught it. A four-hundred-dollar Kenneth Cole. Lambskin. But I bit my tongue. The girl was just foolish. Easy, Ten. You need her.

I’ll say this for Honey: She knew how to do her job. Trailing behind Honey was the best camouflage imaginable. Everyone was looking in our direction, but no one noticed me. If I’d worn clown makeup, no one would have noticed my red nose. She worked that room like royalty, her head held high, proud chest in full strut. As she walked, the bullets tinkled and swayed with choreographed thrusts of her hips. A chorus of Oh, shit! and Damn, girl! greeted Honey like rose petals strewn in her path. I gave her space to work, walking a foot behind her. Anyone who got too close, or came up on her too fast with his hands in the wrong position, found me in his path, polite but firm, my body language suggesting that he find somewhere else to play.

The bodyguard game isn’t about violence; it’s about awareness, and presence. The guys who think the primary qualification is the willingness to break heads don’t last very long. From time to time, yes, a bodyguard has to employ physical force, but in our litigious society force needs to be a last resort. “Looking comes free,” I told Honey’s admirers. “Touching will cost you.”

A more daring brother sidled up to her and whispered in her ear—not too close, hands behind his back—and Honey made her deal with a discreet nod of her head and a whispered word. Honey was an earner. Mother should list this girl on the New York Stock Exchange, I thought.

Meanwhile, I scoped the place out. The bartenders were wispy and androgynous, nothing to worry about. I counted five bouncers inside, all huge and easy to spot in skintight black T-shirts. With three or four outside, that was about ten people who might stand in my way. And that wasn’t counting Glaze’s people, another matter entirely. I would have to play this one smart, or it would be a short interview. I slowed my breathing. The adrenaline was flowing, and if I didn’t calm myself, my hands would start to shake. It had been a long time since I walked toward trouble with my eyes open.

I checked my watch. Eleven-thirty. From my headache, it could be dawn. The club’s music crashed over my ears, and I felt like I was drowning in it. For all I knew, these hundreds of revelers were dancing on my grave.

“You ready to meet M.C. Glazer?” I said to Honey.

“Mother said to work the floor.”

“You don’t look like the type of girl who always does what Mother says. Big money’s in the booth, darlin’.”

“I’m thirsty,” she pouted.

I sighed. It would be a long night if Honey was in a bad mood. I steered her to the corner of the closest bar counter, where I signaled a Latino bartender who couldn’t have been less interested in Honey, but who was entranced by me. I winked at him, smiling. “Manny said to set the lady up with whatever she wants.”

“What can I do for you?” he said once he’d fixed Honey’s apple martini.

“Not a thing, friend. I’ll come holla next time through.”

“Promise, papi?”

The road not taken. Not negotiable. With Mother, male escorts willing to service male clients were set up for life. The business was ten to one, easy. Call it a blessing or a curse, but I can’t even think on the downlow. No reason to be rude about it, though. Anyone who appreciates you is offering you a gift.

The VIP booth was large, but not empty. Spread out among the plush sofas and pillows were a couple of low-level rappers and a TV actor who had been famous in the eighties, all of whom I assumed were friends of Glaze’s. With Manny’s name to get us past the bouncer in the doorway and Honey’s bullets to keep everyone smiling, we had no problem. Honey’s apple martini improved her mood, so she began spontaneously swinging her hips and shimmying her shoulders when Glaze’s war-cry hit “You Better Duck, Fool” boomed from the mounted speakers. Nobody in the room was mad at that, so I kept her drinks coming. Courtesy of Manny, of course.

Before I knew it, it was twelve-fifteen.

Right on time, M.C. Glazer was in the house.

Perched on the cushions at the edge of the glass booth, I had a perfect view of the club, so when Glaze and his posse arrived and made their way through the pulsing dance floor, it was the parting of the Red Sea. The throng melted, leaving a clear path down the center of the club. M.C. Glazer himself wasn’t much to notice from above; just an average-sized man in a white skullcap, baggy jeans, and a bulletproof vest that covered his upper torso. Four hard dudes, three black and one white, walked in formation on either side of M.C. Glazer, all of them in red T-shirts with the CopKilla bullet insignia. Glazer’s posse wasn’t steroid-bulked like the club’s bouncers, but they were far more dangerous. From the haircuts and the slants of their baseball caps, I guessed that each and every one of them was a cop.

When the door of the VIP lounge opened, only three of the guards I’d seen escorted M.C. Glazer inside. The fourth, I guessed, was keeping a watchful eye on the club below. I know people never look quite the way you expect up close, but I was still surprised that Glazer was only about five-eight, smaller than me despite his thick upper arms. A girl trailing behind him was dressed up for her years; despite her expert makeup and hair worn up to give an impression of age and height, I could see the lie in a glance. If Honey was nineteen, this girl couldn’t have been more then eighteen. If that. But when you walk in on M.C. Glazer’s arm, security tends to look the other way.

M.C. Glazer greeted his friends, but his eyes still scanned the room. And me. I never knew whether Glaze gestured somehow, but within a blink of his eye contact, one of his bodyguards stood between us.

“Who the fuck are you?” He reminded me of a black Telly Savalas, bald head and almost Arab nose with Ethiopian skin. He talked like a man carrying a gun who was accustomed to rapid answers.

I held his eyes and matched the pace of my breathing to his to create an emotional link. It makes people feel like they know you, without ever understanding why. “Hey, man. I’m working, just like you. I’m with Honey.”

“Naw, man, he’s a’ight,” said the television actor. “He’s with Honey.”

“Who the fuck is Honey?”

That broke the ice. A room full of brothers cracked up because this bodyguard was so on point that he hadn’t noticed the near-naked woman standing in front of him. I smiled, too, inviting the bodyguard to join the joke. He glanced at Honey, and he didn’t smile. He didn’t step completely out of the way, but slid to the side a bit, to see if Glazer wanted to engage with me, but Glazer was checking out Honey, too. I nodded a humble thanks to the guard. It’s useful for your enemies to underestimate you.

“Oh, shit—it’s all bullets,” Glazer said, walking closer to Honey. She came to life under Glazer’s eyes, straightening her spine, shifting her hips from one side to the other in a slow, entrancing rumba. Glaze grinned. “That’s tight. Come here, girl. Hey, Renzo, take a picture of me and these bullets. Don’t she look like a CD cover?”

Instinct made me want to shadow Honey’s every step, but I was glad to get my mind back to the reason I was there. Honey would occupy the room’s attention for a while. The girl who had come in with Glazer sat at the edge of the sofa, staring at Honey with equal parts envy and loathing. That girl was cute, with playful spiral ringlets of dark brown hair nestling her neckline and café con leche skin that reminded me of Little Havana, but she didn’t have Honey’s plastic surgeon. Her chest was nearly flat. She would have looked like a boy next to Honey, and she knew it.

While Glazer and his friends took turns posing with Honey (“Hey, man, email this one to me … This is my phone’s new screensaver …”)—I studied the two other bodyguards. One was at the door, and the other was at an angle from me, similarly perched at the window for a view of the club. The one at the window was a white guy, about thirty, with a face that had seen a few beat-downs. I nodded at him, and he nodded back.

The white guard was studying the dance floor, but the brother at the door was scrutinizing only me. I never saw him blink. He was closer to my age, about thirty-five. His hair was short, Marine-style, and he wore round gold-rimmed glasses that were out of style. Something told me he wasn’t having a good day. His shoulders were squared. He looked locked down.

“Real shame about Afrodite,” I said, out of the blue. I spoke directly to the brother staring me down, although it was loud enough for everyone to hear.

I think what happened next is what people mean when they say Time stood still. To me, it sounded like there was a thunderclap, but it was only a percussion crescendo from the club’s massive speakers. The camera’s flash went off in a near-dark room, so I was momentarily blinded. When my sight cleared, the first thing I saw was this brother’s eyes on me, still not blinking. But his eyes had changed, so subtle I wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t been looking for it. I was willing to bet my life on it. It’s almost as if I saw his pupils narrow from across the room.

For a time, no one said anything. I’d brought the party down.

The second girl wailed. “I lovvvved Afrodite.”

“Shame when a hot piece of ass like that gets killed,” the white guard said, his eyes still scanning the floor below. “What a waste.”

“Fuck Afrodite,” said the gravelly voice that could only belong to M.C. Glazer. He stood with his arm hooked around Honey’s shoulder. His face froze in a smile, and the camera flashed again. “Someone should have put that bitch down a long time ago.”

This time, I saw spots. They might have been from anger. The thundering bass no longer seemed so bone-rattling, almost far away. Maybe the deejay had decided to be merciful, or maybe it was something else; maybe my focus had telescoped because rational thought was giving way to raw emotion. Not good.

“What you mean, man?” I said, trying to sound casual.

“I’ve told you about this shit, Glaze,” said Kojak, who was taking the photos.

The flash ignited again.

“What? A nigga gotta pretend we was tight just ’cause that ho’s goin’ in the ground? Shit—Jenk knows. She was a straight-up ho. For real. They was gonna put a ho in a movie with Robin Williams. That shit was too funny.”

“You cold, man. You cold,” said one of the rappers in the corner. He was a little guy in a USC jacket fringed with rolling-paper logos.

No one else spoke. Hardly breathed.

“That’s what y’all niggas will never understand about me,” M.C. Glazer said, as if he were at a podium. “I’m a poet. I ain’t careless with my words. So if I stand here and tell you Afrodite was a ten-dollar ho, I ain’t playin’. OK, she’s dead, so I won’t speak ill. Rest in peace, whatever. But you know you was a ho.”

“M.C. Glazer ain’t no ladykilla …” the USC rapper in the corner said, the words from Afrodite’s song, and his actor friend laughed, joining in: “Might penetrate, but he’ll never fill ya …” they whooped, teasing Glaze like schoolboys.

Glaze laughed, too. “Oops, aw shit, that bitch is gone,” Glaze began, his voice a chilling sing-song. “But Glazer’s here to carry onnn. Fuck ya’ll, then.”

The man at the door wasn’t smiling. Jenk. Short for Jenkins?

His eyes were still on me. “You a friend of Afrodite’s?” Jenk said. I could barely hear him over the laughter, but I didn’t need to. We could have been the only two men there. We were the only ones who understood what the conversation was really about.

“Yes,” I said. “Serena was a friend.”

When I called her Serena, his eyes changed again. Just for a second.

Gentle as my voice had been, my words brought another hush, the laughter dying. Energy crackled from one person to the next. Smart idea or not, I was inviting M.C. Glazer to fuck with me. I felt something going hot inside me, and the music faded almost completely. Blood surged to the thick muscles banding my chest. I had to fight to keep from balling my hands into fists. There was still a chance—just a chance—that this would end peacefully. Hope springs eternal.

“I never caught your name, bruh,” said the guard beside me, one of those white boys who must have grown up near Crenshaw.

Slowly—very slowly—I turned my hip to the side and pulled open my wallet. Every motion I made captivated the room. No one was taking pictures anymore. I found my business cards. “Tennyson Hardwick.”

The brother who’d been staring me down walked over to get a card, too. He studied it. “An actor? You worked with Serena?”

“A long time ago.”

“What was she like?” said the too-young girl on the sofa.

M.C. Glazer didn’t give me the chance to answer his plaything. He stepped toward me, his head cocked attentively. He played with the peach fuzz above his upper lip. “Lemme ask you something, man…”

“What’s that?”

“How much does it cost these days to bury a ho? Y’all need some help with that? Because I believe in contributing to worthy causes.”

Catcalls and laughter. You’re cold, man, one of them said. With casual precision, Kojak and the white boy were on either side of me, as if they expected me to spring. They were used to subduing people after Glazer pissed them off.

A cool smile crawled across my lips, but my arms were trembling. I wanted to hurt that sonofabitch. I wanted him to know the pain I’d been feeling since I heard Serena was dead. Wanted it so much that my throat burned.

“Come on, she’s dead. That’s not nice,” the girl said. Her voice was much younger than her face. Damn, she was young.

M.C. Glazer glanced at her over his shoulder. “Nobody… is talking… to your narrow little ass.” Even with the emphasis on each word, he’d said it politely enough—he hadn’t even raised his voice—but the girl’s body coiled as if he was standing over her with a two-by-four. Her eyes went wide under all that mascara, like a raccoon’s. She glued her lips shut. She was scared. When that girl gets home, she’s probably gonna get the ass-kicking Glaze thinks he can give me.

“Thanks, man, Serena had plenty of money,” I said without sarcasm, enlisting every thespian skill I had. “But since we’re asking questions… I have one.”

“Watch yourself,” Kojak cautioned me.

M.C. Glazer stepped within a yard. There was nothing behind me but a picture window, two bodyguards on either side of me and a third waiting to jump in. Glaze folded his arms. “Don’t ask nothin’ you don’t want the answer to.”

I lowered my voice, nearly whispering. “Why’d you hate her so much?”

“I don’t have time for hate,” Glazer said, his jawbone rock-hard.

“You don’t seem sad she’s dead.”

“If I had to take time to mourn every ho who got a beat-down, I wouldn’t have enough hours in my day,” Glazer said. “She brought it on herself.”

“Why?” I said to Glaze. My voice was as soft as a priest’s in a confessional. Kojak tugged on my arm, as if to encourage me to shut the hell up.

M.C. Glazer’s eyes sparked. “You know who Aphrodite was? The real Aphrodite? She was a goddess. The Goddess of Love. See how that ho tried to twist it? Like a ho by any other name ain’t still a ho?” I couldn’t help the surprise in my face; I hadn’t expected to hear Greek mythology and Shakespeare in the same breath from the likes of M.C. Glazer. His eyes slitted. “You think you’re the only one who knows something? Fuck you. I’m a poet. In your whole lifetime, you will never have the capacity to learn the most basic shit I know off the top of my head. And listen close, brother: Later on, you may live long enough to ask yourself where this conversation went wrong. And I’ll tell you now, so you won’t have to wonder. You made the same mistake that dead ho made. It’s the same damn mistake every triflin’ nigga lying dead on the pavement makes: You forgot.”

I didn’t have the chance to ask him what I forgot, because he sucker-punched me in the groin. His boys grabbed my arms to hold me in place, but I saw Glaze’s shoulder move, saw him bend, and I knew his mind. My arms were pinned, but I turned my thigh into the path of his fist. Glaze’s fist landed on muscle instead of nerve clusters, but it must have given him a satisfying thunk, because he grinned like boxer Jack Johnson. Even a partial blow to that region is no fun. The room went black for a moment, and then came into focus again. I bent over and moaned, more for effect than out of pain, and even Glazer didn’t seem to notice how much of his blow I’d avoided.

Glazer leaned over me. “You forgot who the fuck you wuz talkin’ to.”

The two cops held on tight, in case Glazer wasn’t finished with me.

“Any more questions, asshole?” Glazer said.

I did have a few, in fact, but I decided to keep them to myself. Since I didn’t move or speak, his guards let my arms go. Laughing, Glaze sauntered over to talk to his friends as if nothing had happened. The white guard grinned at me with piss-colored teeth, offering me a glass of champagne. “Get a drink and chill out,” he said.

Jenk, the brother with the glasses, slid my card into his back pocket. He stared at me, then shifted his eyes meaningfully toward the door. Subtle advice. If I didn’t get out there, I was about to get LAPD’s Rodney King Special, and he knew it.

Two giant breasts bobbed in front of my eyes. “You OK?” Honey said.

“I’m fine. Go on back down to the floor now,” I said, real quiet.

“But you said—”

I smiled, but through gritted teeth. “Just do it, darlin’.”

The thought that I might be standing within a few yards of the man who was responsible for Serena’s death was doing strange things to my mind, or I would have followed Honey downstairs. M.C. Glazer was right: Later, I would mull over where I’d gone wrong. Instead of sitting quietly to chill with Glaze and his crew, eavesdropping on their conversations, I’d provoked him. I can’t tell you how much I would have paid for ten minutes alone with him, but I didn’t have that luxury.

Oh, well, I thought. No pain, no gain. I just hoped I wouldn’t get hit in the face.

“Here’s a little bit I know about Greek mythology, too,” I said in a sweeping stage announcer’s voice everyone in the booth could hear, even over the music. “My father taught me the story of the first murder trial, at least according to the Greeks. The daughter of a god named Ares was raped …” As I said the word raped, I looked squarely at the jailbait on Glaze’s arm, who seemed younger every time I noticed her. Seventeen? Sixteen? Her wide-eyed stare made her more childlike. I avoided Glaze’s eyes, but I could feel his glare. “Now, Ares is the God of War, so he killed that fool—probably slow and with considerable relish. The other gods brought Ares to trial for murder, but when they heard the facts, they let him go. The way the Greeks saw it, the man he’d killed deserved to die for this terrible act against this woman. So the message history teaches us is this: Don’t fuck with the God of War. Or his daughter.”

I don’t know where all of that came from, to be honest, but I felt like Laurence Fishburne rallying his warriors in the third Matrix movie, when all of Zion is ready to fight for its survival. I think I mesmerized them. For a moment, eight pairs of eyes looked at me as if I were brandishing Poseidon’s trident and could make the earth itself shake. As if I was Ares himself. That was a good moment; a real actor’s moment.

I felt the white guard beside me swing and slipped his punch with peripheral vision alone, simultaneously popping the heel of my right hand against his chin. Sidestepped into him as his head snapped around, spinning him so that he was between me and Glazer’s other two men. I kept spinning until his back was to me, stomped the back of his thigh, and brought him down, ramming the base of his skull with my knee. He sprawled forward, as unconscious as a man can be, his limp body a line in the sand.

Two on one instead of three on one. Much better odds.

The guy at the window had been drinking a Coke from a slender glass with a stemmed cherry. That glass still sat on the windowsill, and before anyone could take their eyes from their fallen comrade, I swept it up and in a single fluid motion threw it into Kojak’s eyes. He was going for his radio, and I wasn’t interested in company.

He threw his hands up to protect his eyes, and never saw the front kick coming.

I have a problem finishing some things. I dropped out of the police academy, I never gave my acting career everything I could have, and Mother would probably say I let my greatest talent languish. I also never earned my black belt. What I do have is two brown belts—one in kenpo karate, one in judo—and five years of studying mixed martial arts at the Inosanto Academy in Los Angeles. I’m what they call a dojo bum, hopping from art to art, never nesting. I learned something along the way: I’m not the toughest, or the best, or the strongest, or the most dedicated.

But I’m faster than hell.

The ball of my foot took Kojak in the solar plexus, and the air exploded out of him in a rancid cloud. I could have sealed his fate right then and there, but I pivoted just in time to slip a punch that would have landed squarely on my left temple.

Next came Jenk, the one with the glasses. He moved like a boxer, so I raised my hands like Mike Tyson. I saw a light in his eyes as he realized I was playing his game. He feinted right, expecting me to slip again; he had the left waiting for me. Instead, I dropped to the ground and mule-kicked him in the groin. He fell back into a cocktail table with a cry. I sprang up and turned back toward Kojak, who was starting toward me, still wobbling from the solar plexus blow. I parried a pawing punch, stepped inside with a rising elbow that almost took his head off, and spun him into Jenk on the floor.

Total time, about five seconds.

Glazer was opening his mouth to say something when I crossed the five feet separating us with a single sliding quick-step, lifted him up by his armpits, and pinned him to the wall like he was a scarecrow, my elbow jammed across his throat in case he thought about moving. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Jenk climbing from behind the overturned table, so I had ten seconds at best.

“Did you kill Serena?” I said.

The eyes of Alphonse Terrell Gaines were bottomless, showing nothing. Nothing I did would shake him. He’d spent most of his young adult life behind bars, where he’d brushed against people far deadlier than me, even with enough pain in my heart to make me want to break his neck.

“Yeah, I killed her,” M.C. Glazer said, and my heart nearly stopped. “And I killed Shareef. And Tupac. And your mama, too.”

I jabbed him in the groin with my knee. He didn’t know the thigh-deflection trick, and screamed like a little girl. He couldn’t have known my mother was dead—he was only being a smart-ass—but I got him as if he’d been the one who planted the cancer in her breast, just for speaking her name.

When Glaze screamed, strong hands pulled me from behind. Clubbing blows on my shoulders. I remember pivoting, hitting someone, getting hit, sliding down to the carpeted floor. Rage and pain and anger at my own asininity mingled as the room started to swirl and fade, then there was yelling—mine? theirs?—and I was rolling on the floor trying to protect my kidneys, arms crossed in front of my face as blurred vision revealed incoming shoe leather.

Red. Blackness coming soon.

Another yell, and the fresh pain stopped. I heard voices, but the ringing in my head trumped every other sound.

A sturdy, slender arm was around my waist, and I looked up into the familiar face of the bartender who had made a polite pass, and been gently rebuffed. Courtesy goes a long way. “I was checking you out from downstairs, and I saw something was up. Can you stand?” I was already on my feet.

Five beefy bouncers, larger than the off-duty cops by a factor of three, were standing between Glazer’s boys and me, the object of their antipathy. Apparently, the bouncers were the only ones allowed to stomp ass in Club Magique. Professional pride is a wonderful thing.

“Show’s over,” the largest bouncer said. I stared at his lips moving, either still slightly in shock or genuinely surprised that one of the Mount Rushmore faces had spoken aloud. Club Magique’s gargoyles gripped my arms and carried me out through the crowd, my feet barely touching the ground. They pushed me through the door and out onto the sidewalk in front of a line of wannabes hoping to get in before 3:00 A.M.

“Don’t come back,” said a bouncer I recognized. Manny.

I spat out blood. My mouth was filled with the coppery taste. “Don’t worry.”

As the door slammed shut, I remembered my four-hundred-dollar coat. Shit.

I ignored the staring faces and stretched my limbs one by one to see if anything was broken. My left ribs were sore as hell, but they were only bruised. I checked myself out in a mirror on the side of a Jeep parked at the curb. Bloody lower lip. Bruise over my right eye. Shit. But my teeth were intact, thank God.

Even with the bruises and lost jacket, I knew I was damned lucky. For now.

But Glaze’s bodyguards knew who I was, since I’d been stupid enough to hand out business cards. My problems were just getting started.
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YEAH, I KILLED HER.

M.C. Glazer’s voice haunted me in bed that night. I wasn’t having night-mares—you have to be able to sleep before you can dream—but I couldn’t get his voice out of my head. And I was entertaining elaborate fantasies about the different ways I would have liked to throw him through Club Magique’s plate-glass window. The fantasies were sweet. Believe me, I understand wanting to kill someone.

I knew he’d said it to piss me off, but what if he had killed Serena? Between not knowing and the painful throbbing of every muscle in my body, I felt like I was caught in a bad dream, slowly losing my sanity. I don’t like drugs in general, but I found some Tylenol with Codeine I’d been prescribed after I had a wisdom tooth pulled, so I took two. Slowly, I felt my anxious mind emptying out, and most of my body’s complaints quieted. Good. Rest. I would need it.

I had promised Mother I would visit her the next day, but I didn’t have time for her games. I knew exactly where I needed to go, the one place I probably should have gone first. I wasn’t looking forward to it. I dreaded it like nothing else, in fact.

But any detective knows he has to visit the scene of the crime.
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I stopped at the mouth of the alley near Highland and Sunset, practically across the street from Hollywood High. For a while, I couldn’t make myself step beyond the sidewalk into the shadows. It was one of those cool Los Angeles mornings, and I knew I would feel the bite as soon as I left the sanctuary of sunlight. My skin was going cold already.

This was no place to die, or to be found after the fact. A dog deserved better.

The narrow alley was sandwiched between two brick buildings—a camera shop on one side, an abandoned auto detailer on the other—dead-ending at an eight-foot chained fence leading to a small apartment complex with fading yellow paint. The complex wasn’t the projects, but it was nowhere anyone would choose to live long.

Well-wishers had come and gone, and their offerings lay against the camera shop wall a few feet from the sidewalk; bouquets of flowers, stuffed animals, publicity photographs of Serena, and handwritten messages like AFRODITE FOREVER!!!! The gifts helped brighten the alley a little, but not much. My eyes clouded, so I looked away. I hadn’t come to join the line of the grieving.

Otherwise, it was just an alley. Dirty. Smelly. A large green Dumpster emitted the familiar, sour smell of ripe garbage to mingle with the muted smell of old piss that slimed the walls. There were a few newspapers and fast-food wrappers strewn around, and an old tire from a semi truck propped against the auto shop wall, but I didn’t bother examining them. The homicide investigators were long gone by now, so I hadn’t come hoping to find physical evidence. Even the crushed Coke can I’d seen in the photo was gone, probably confiscated for fingerprints.

I just needed to stand there for a while. I would know what I was looking for when I found it. After a deep breath, I took a slow tour of the alley.

Why would Serena be in this alley that time of night? It made more sense that her body had been dumped. The lock on the fence at the other end was rusty and looked as if it hadn’t been touched in fifteen years, so unless whoever killed Serena had a key, it wasn’t likely that her body had been brought from the apartment side. Someone had come through the front of the alley—probably in a car—and dumped her from the street side.

Like a director blocks a scene, I tried to visualize the way it happened. The alley was too narrow for a car to bother trying to turn in, especially with the Dumpster in the way. I figured the murderer had backed in, unloaded the body from the rear, and then turned easily onto Sunset. That’s what I would have done. All told, the stop might not have taken more than a minute, if that—and certainly no longer than two. A man or a woman could have moved the body without help. (As I considered the scenarios, she was no longer Serena to me. Her name would have been too painful to think or speak.)

I crouched to examine the cracked asphalt for tire tracks, as no doubt LAPD’s forensics experts had done in the past forty-eight hours. There was no mud to leave telltale signs, or tracks of any kind. Clearly, this alley didn’t see much traffic, and the sidewalk didn’t get much more. I hadn’t seen a pedestrian since I arrived. Most of the traffic whizzed by on Sunset, and there was plenty of metered parking stretching down the curb. The street was only moderately busy during daylight, so it might be dead at night. A camera shop would have been closed by nine, and the body would have been dumped later than that. No obvious witnesses.

I looked upward for streetlamps, and I didn’t see any within view.

The killer picked this alley because it was so dark.

“You won’t find the answer up there,” a woman’s voice said.

I nearly jumped out of my skin. For a split second, the voice had sounded like Serena’s, as if I’d expected her guidance all along.

It was the reporter I’d met at the police station the day before, April Forrest. She had a reporter’s pad ready, so we’d both had the same idea. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you,” she said, smiling.

Maybe it was the grim loneliness of that alley, or the throbbing across my face as my muscles contemplated last night’s beating, but I have never been so grateful for a smile. For a moment, I couldn’t speak.

“Someone had a bad night,” she observed.

Self-conscious, I touched my face, trying to hide my swelling eye. Knowing how bad I must look made the pain seem worse. “Long story.”

“I love a good story.”

I tried to smile, and probably failed. “Another time.”

“Your choice. You’re a grown-ass man,” she said, shrugging. “Anyway, I’m glad I ran into you, Mr. Slick. You were holding out on me yesterday.”

“Holding out how?”

“You never told me you were a suspect.”

Whatever smile I’d managed died. I felt blood rush to my ears. I was too stunned to pretend I didn’t know what she was talking about. “Who told you that?”

“Your friend Lieutenant Nelson was pretty helpful, actually. Thanks for the tip about when to call him, by the way. He was right at his desk, like you said.”

Now, I was angry. “I told you not to mention my name.”

“I didn’t, and neither did he. But when I tried to press him about the obvious angle—you know, whether it was M.C. Glazer and a rap vendetta—he told me off the record that there was another suspect. Well, a person of interest.” She flipped through her notebook. “Here it is: ‘A minor actor Afrodite was involved with’ is how he put it. I put two and two together. Your TV show?”

Insult to injury. I was annoyed at the minor actor reference, but I was horrified that Nelson was throwing his suspicions around to the press. This guy was trying to rattle me. “That sonofoabitch.”

“I did some research on the guy before I called him. Lieutenant Nelson and I both went to Florida A&M, it turns out, and my dad was his mentor in the criminal justice department. It’s a family thing, so he gave me inside tips. Go Rattlers, right?”

The alley seemed to spin. I was genuinely dizzy. I’d forgotten to eat breakfast.

“So, the suspect is you,” she said. I’d given her all the confirmation she needed. She looked delighted with herself for figuring it out.

I held her shoulders, as gently as I could. “My father has a bad heart, he just had a stroke, and he’s in a nursing home,” I said. “If you write that in the newspaper—”

April’s face changed, apologetic. “Oh, don’t worry about that, Mr. Hard-wick. For real. To me, off the record means off the record. Some of us still have ethics, believe it or not.”

I bore into her eyes, not letting her go. “April, I did not kill Serena Johnston.”

She studied me, her face noncommittal. “You might want to tell Lieutenant Nelson that.”

“I already have. The police are desperate to close this, and I’m all they’ve got. I knew her before she was a movie star, and I was with her the day she died. I ran into her at Roscoe’s and gave her my card, so it was in her pocket when they found her. But I did not kill her. I …” I almost said I loved her. “I really cared about her.”

“So … you’re here to try to find the real killer. Like O.J.” April’s brow furrowed, and the tip of her pink tongue flicked nervously at her upper lip.

I released her shoulders. Being grabbed by a murder suspect in an alley was enough to make anyone feel intimidated. I wanted an ally, not a reporter who doubted my sanity. “O.J. was found guilty in civil court, so I’ll say it again: I did not kill Serena Johnston. I’m here to find out who did. I want that person fried.” My voice shook.

Finally, I saw it in her face: She believed me. There was nothing in her demeanor to show that she had ever believed I had killed Serena, from the instant she approached me. What was it she had said when she saw me? You won’t find the answer up there. A killer wouldn’t be looking for the answer.

“You know I didn’t do it,” I said as soon as I realized it.

“All I know in this life is that Jesus loves me,” she said. “But do I think you’re the killer type? I could be wrong, but you don’t strike me that way, Mr. Hardwick.”

Maybe her empathy did something to my eyes, but I noticed April Forrest’s features for the first time then; full lips painted lightly with pink gloss, large eyes, a button nose, and deep dimples when she smiled. With a little rouge, she could look like an actress. And she didn’t have to tell me what Lieutenant Nelson said about me, but she had.

“My name is Tennyson. Call me Ten.”

“What happened to your face since I last saw you, Ten?”

“I had a disagreement with M.C. Glazer’s bodyguards last night. I was trying to get some answers about Serena.”

She frowned with naked envy. “At Club Magique? I tried to get in, but—”

“All I learned is that he doesn’t like to be accused of murder.”

She nodded toward the alley entrance and the morning light. “Come here. I want to show you something. I missed it my first time out here. Maybe you did, too.”

Without a word, she led me half a block east, toward the corner. She stopped in front of an MTA bus shelter. I glanced up at the route numbers on the sign, wondering when the 2 and 302 Metro Buses ran, if someone might have seen the killer leaving the body. April tugged on my sleeve. “You’re looking the wrong way,” she said.

I turned around, toward the bench and its shelter. My heart leaped.

The shelter’s Plexiglas back wall was the victim of street stickering, covered with posters of M.C. Glazer’s face from his Plugged album cover, the same one I’d seen at Club Magique. His eyes stared back at me, twentyfold.

“See what I’m saying?” April said. “Seems like a big coincidence. I don’t think even Lieutenant Nelson picked up on it. I just noticed it. It’s going in my story tomorrow.”

I looked back toward the alleyway, calculating the distance we’d walked. We weren’t even thirty yards away from where the body was found. I examined the shelter again and noticed the LED bulbs overhead, probably solar-powered. So, it was lighted. The lights weren’t on yet, but they would be at night. The Glazer posters would have been in plain view, even more noticeable than during daylight.

“So… it could have been Glazer or someone on his behalf …” I said, gazing toward the traffic on Sunset, “… or someone with her body in the car saw an opportunity to point the finger in Glazer’s direction. Maybe it wasn’t even planned that way. But they’re driving along, they see the posters …” My eyes went from the posters to the alleyway. “… and they’ve found their spot. They drive a little ways past the bus shelter, back up into the alley. Voilà.”

April was busy scribbling notes. “I see you know how to think like a killer.”

“An actor is trained to think like anyone. Besides, the big mistake is to believe a killer doesn’t think like the rest of us.”

April looked up at me, one eyebrow raised. “Under the circumstances, you can keep your cryptic little adages to yourself.”

I laughed then, for the first time in a while. She laughed, too. Then she gave a start, gazing at my face in the light. “Damn. You got tore up. I don’t suppose you bothered to put anything on those cuts on your lip or above your eye.”

“I’ve been busy.”

She slipped her warm hand into mine, squeezing. “Come on. There’s a convenience store across the street. You need somebody to be your mama today.”

I don’t remember having a mother, but if it was anything like April Forrest’s gently clinging hand on a day when I felt more alone than ever, I couldn’t argue. While we dodged traffic on Sunset to get to the Korean-run grocery and sundries store across the street, April told me what she’d learned during her own investigation. She talked nonstop, without taking a breath.

“The police have been canvasing the apartment building behind the alley for two days straight, and the residents there aren’t interested in talking to any more strangers. I don’t think anyone there saw anything, or if they did, they’re not saying so. Auto shop’s been closed for two months, and the camera store closes at five-thirty. Cops have also interviewed the proprietors across the street. I’ve already talked to Mr. Kim, who runs the grocery store. They’re open all night, but he and his sons are pretty much the only ones who work there, and they didn’t see anything either. Like it never happened.”

The store was cramped with too many aisles and products, and smelled like sweet rotting produce and floor cleanser. April stopped talking only once we reached the COUGH/COLD/FIRST AID aisle, studying the disinfectants like she had a medical degree. She picked up a tube of Neosporin and some Band-Aids.

“Now it’s your turn,” she said, once we had settled into a line six people deep. “What did you learn at Club Magique?”

I sighed, in no hurry to revisit that memory. “Well, as you suspect, Glazer didn’t like Serena. I don’t know if it was a radio rivalry or something more personal, but he was crowing about her death. Being an asshole doesn’t mean he killed her, though.”

“Doesn’t mean he didn’t.”

“Believe me, I like him less than you do. But I’m trying to keep an open mind.”

“I am, too, Ten, or I wouldn’t be standing here with you.”

“Touché.”

“But I really don’t get why the police aren’t more interested in M.C. Glazer. Lieutenant Nelson kind of shrugged him off.”

“Maybe it’s because M.C. Glazer is up to his ass in LAPD. Those guys on his payroll last night were all cops. LAPD got embarrassed by O.J., Rodney King, and the dirty cops working security for Suge Knight and Death Row Records. Nobody’s eager for more bad news involving LAPD and rappers. Money buys blue friends.”

“You have friends, too, don’t you? Your father was a captain.”

My throat tightened. Dad wasn’t LAPD anymore; Dad was hanging on to the world by his fingernails. “Doesn’t work that way,” I said.

“Well, here’s something juicy: Lieutenant Nelson said they have DNA. They’re putting a rush on the results.”

My stomach knotted. “Did he say what kind of samples?”

“Not specifically, but he mentioned her bedroom, so I got the feeling it was sexual. A condom, maybe?” She saw something in my face that made her decide to look away politely. “Listen … I don’t know what was up with you and Afrodite—Serena—but if you were with her the day she died, you may be about to get cleared, or your life is about to get interesting.”

May you live in interesting times. Serena had spoken those words the last time I saw her. The dizziness came back. I really needed to eat, not that food would help.

“Here she is again!” a stranger’s voice exclaimed ahead of us, followed by laughter so carefree that it offended my ears. The shopkeeper was grinning at April.

Mr. Kim was balding, about sixty, with uneven teeth stained from too much coffee, but the kindness of his face made him striking. “This woman, she is like reporter in that movie … All the President’s Men! She want whole story. Truth and nothing but the truth.” Considering that he had obviously learned English late in life, his mastery of the language was impressive. Humor is difficult to translate.

“She talk about Afrodite,” he said. He turned to me, gesturing toward his chest. “Big murder on Mr. Kim’s street, you see.”

“So I heard,” I said.

His smile faded as he shook his head. “I like Afrodite. She good in that movie.”

“Mr. Kim sees a lot of movies,” April said to me.

“Mr. Kim see every movie. For two year since I come here, every Saturday, twelve o’clock, Mr. Kim is at movie. Popcorn. M&Ms. In movie, I learn English better. So I know Afrodite—I see Keeping It Real. She good-looking girl.”

“Yes, she was,” I said. Mr. Kim’s good nature was a welcome diversion. He pulled me out of my own mind, which had been boiling into panic since April mentioned the DNA. It was easier to feel sad.

“Mr. Kim didn’t see anything Monday night,” April told me.

“I no see street from cash register,” he said, pointing to the ads and posters in his windows. It was true. His view of the street was entirely blocked. “If only I see, you know? Maybe Afrodite no dead then.”

“She was probably dead before she was brought here,” I said.

He inhaled, his teeth hissing. Mr. Kim shook his head, finally ringing up the items April had bought for me. It was an old-fashioned cash register, with a pleasant-sounding bell. “I still no believe. No believe. I so excited, see, because Afrodite in my store. I say I go tell granddaughter.”

Between his accent and his butchered English, I couldn’t catch what he’d said despite the way my ears perked.

April straightened up, leaning forward. “Afrodite was in your store? When?”

He shook his head. “No, she not in store. I …” He paused, searching for his words for the first time. “I think Afrodite in store. I see with eyes. My eyes say, ‘Hey, this Afrodite.’ But she come Tuesday morning. Police say she dead already. She dead before. So, my eyes say wrong.”

April translated. “You saw someone Tuesday you thought was Afrodite?”

“What time Tuesday morning?” I said.

“I say … nine o’clock, maybe. Later, police come and say Afrodite dead.”

How the hell could Serena have visited this store at 9:00 A.M. Tuesday, nearly twelve hours after the police said she died? Was it possible? After all, I hadn’t seen the corpse. Just possibly. Just maybe …

I was afraid of the hope glowing faintly beneath my breastbone, but I let the idea sit in my mind in case there was a way to make sense of it.

“Are you sure it wasn’t Monday?” I said. She might have stopped here on her way to Roscoe’s. If so, at least I might get a better idea of why she’d been brought here.

Could she still be alive? Tired of it all, and slipped away into anonymity, or ready to resurrect herself in the cruelest, most bizarre publicity stunt in history?

“No, Tuesday. Same day police come. Police come two hour later. But this girl, she wear hair same like Afrodite, clothes same like Afrodite. I say she twin.”

The glow in my chest was irrepressible. Now, I understood the legions of Tupac and Elvis fans who couldn’t let go. I wanted to erase Serena’s death so badly that I could believe she might not be dead, especially with such an earnest witness. She didn’t look like herself in that photo. Maybe…

I reached over to borrow April’s notebook. She gave me a puzzled look.

“Describe the girl to me, Mr. Kim,” I said.

“He reporter, too?” he asked April.

“Something like that,” April said.

“She Afrodite. Look like her. Only different here.” He touched his earlobe, gesturing down the length of it. “She wear earring all over ear. Up and down.”

There are few genuinely revelatory moments in life, but as Mr. Kim ended his description, I had one of mine.

My exhilaration melted, and the knot in my stomach tightened into something like nausea. I’d only met Serena’s sister once—at a premiere party at a nightclub on Wilshire—but she’d made an impression on me. Serena was a year older, but the sisters looked remarkably similar, especially considering that they shared only a mother in common. The Johnston family women had strong genes, apparently. And Serena’s sister had littered her ears with piercings, perhaps a dozen in each one. I couldn’t remember her name yet, but I could see her face as sharply as if I’d seen her Tuesday morning, just like Mr. Kim.

“Did she have earrings in just one ear, or both?” I asked him.

“Both ear.”

Tyra Johnston. That was her name. I’d asked Serena about her sister when I saw her. Same shit, different decade, she’d said. They had never gotten along, I remembered. Damn. They had never gotten along, and Tyra might have been within a block of the spot where Serena’s body was found two hours later.

I didn’t like this idea nearly as much as I’d liked the M.C. Glazer scenario.

“What are you thinking?” April said.

“Serena has a half-sister. Right here in L.A.”

“A sister? I’ve read through all her bios. She never mentioned a sister.”

“They didn’t like each other. But I’ve met her. She wears earrings like that.”

Neither of us spoke for a while. April said good-bye to Mr. Kim, and after we walked back outside, she asked me to lean over so she could apply the cream to my wounds. For me, that was a first. I’ve always nursed myself. I enjoyed her care so much that I didn’t mind people staring at us as they passed, or the stinging from her touch.

“Ten,” April said softly, “I have a sister, too. And a brother. And if I told them I was hanging out with a murder suspect, they would freak out. So don’t think this isn’t against my better judgment.”

“OK,” I said. Candor isn’t always comfortable, but I appreciate it.

“I think I trust you, but that doesn’t matter in the end. It could be a mistake.”

“True. Just like it could be a mistake for me to trust you.”

Carefully, April applied a bandage above my eye. She pressed with her index finger, steady pressure to hold it in place. “My instinct says we can help each other.”

“We already have.” April’s inside track with Lieutenant Nelson made her precious.

“I’m writing a story about Serena’s death. That’s the bottom line. If you tell me anything off the record, I’ll respect that—but I’m going to report on anything I see.”

“That’s your job,” I said.

“I’ll tell you everything Lieutenant Nelson says that I think might help you clear yourself. But I want you to help me find Serena’s sister today. You want to talk to her, and so do I. We need each other.”

She was right. April Forrest could be a lifeline. There was no reason not to cooperate with her. But I wasn’t sure I could help her. It had been five years since I’d seen Serena’s sister, and I had never known where she lived. “Maybe she’s still in the Crenshaw district, where Serena grew up. The Jungle. But I don’t know her address.”

“Do you know her name?”

“Sure do.”

April smiled, surveying her dressing. One last pat. “Then I’ll do the rest.”
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On Harvard Avenue near the Crenshaw district stands First AME, a megachurch boasting twenty thousand members. My father used to take me there when I was a kid. He’s actually named for the man who founded the African Methodist Episcopal church in 1787, a former slave named Richard Allen, so Dad didn’t play about church. I wasn’t anybody’s choirboy, but I liked the way Sundays gave me Dad’s undivided attention—he ironed my clothes, pointed out where to find the Bible passages, taught me the songs his mother had sung to him, like “How Great Thou Art” and “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms.” When he closed his eyes to talk to God, it was almost as if he left me to ascend to some great height, challenging me to follow.

I didn’t know how to find God at church like Dad did. If God loved me like the preacher said, why had God cursed me to be motherless? But Dad’s face was rapturous when he closed his eyes to talk to Jesus. Then, he always came back to me, and after church we had a big lunch at M&Ms—smothered chicken, oxtails, greens, candied yams, and sweet iced tea—the only time we ate out other than fast food. Sundays were our best times. Whenever I’m in the Crenshaw district, I think of church. I stopped going to church after I left Dad’s house, but I always went with him to Easter and Christmas services. Were those days gone?

First AME is nestled in an enclave of grand old gated properties that once housed black Hollywood royalty. Hattie McDaniel, the first black woman to win an Oscar, in 1939—the actress who ordered Scarlett O’Hara around in Gone With the Wind—had her house there, and it still stands today alongside other fine homes in a residential island surrounded by what most people would call The ’Hood. Ten minutes southwest of First AME, you’ll find yourself in Baldwin Village, a twisting warren of narrow streets and aging single-family homes and cracker-box apartment buildings. Ironically, nearby Baldwin Hills is one of the wealthiest black neighborhoods in the country.

Los Angeles is a city of polarities. Baldwin Village is also five miles from Beverly Hills, but that kind of wealth is a universe away to its residents. That’s what statistics show. Let a statistician know where you’re from and what your parents had, and that’s the greatest predictor of what your life will be. You’re from The Jungle? No father in the home? Get used to food stamps and government cheese.

April had used Intelius.com to ferret out Tyra Johnston’s home address. Most white faces have vanished by the time you get to this part of town. The Jungle. Ask city planners, and they’ll say the area was nicknamed “The Jungle” because of the eucalyptus trees planted to give it a tropical look. Believe that if you want, but I don’t buy it. Dad told me stories of white cops sniggering that rooftops in the Crenshaw district should be painted with house numbers to help track “jungle bunnies” fleeing patrol cars.

Serena had gone to the moon. When I saw her sister’s street, I realized exactly how far from home she had flown.

I had expected to find Tyra in one of the neatly manicured homes that still persist despite poverty, where longtime homeowners struggle to hang on to the memory of better times. I was wrong. The apartment building that matched the address in April’s notebook made the drab complex we had just seen behind the alley look like a Maui condo. Everything about the building was weary; from paint so chipped that the naked cement blocks showed through to an elevator that didn’t come when we called for it.

Tyra’s apartment was listed as 3C, which meant we climbed two flights of stairs in the courtyard while wary residents watched our ascent and assumed we were cops or social workers. A boy who looked like he was fourteen sat atop an overturned water drum on the ground below, surveying his kingdom up and down the street, clearly at work rather than play. The bassline of loud reggaeton vibrated through a window as we climbed upstairs.

“Lifestyles of the Sisters of the Rich and Famous,” April said.

“I noticed.”

I knocked on the door to 3C, preparing myself to see Serena again.

Tyra Johnston was about two inches taller than her big sister, which was easy to overlook because their faces were nearly identical. She was even wearing hair extensions nearly the same deep burgundy color Serena had been wearing. I could see why the shopkeeper confused them, but I wasn’t fooled by Serena’s face at the door. Tyra’s life-hardened eyes couldn’t have been more different from her sister’s.

“I already told you motherfuckers everything I got to say,” she said.

Charming.

Tyra was as colorful as I remembered from Serena’s party. She had knocked a tray of finger foods out of a waiter’s hand because she claimed he’d ignored her. When someone on the club’s staff tried to calm her, she cussed him out. I had never seen Serena look as angry as when she yanked her sister aside and whispered fiercely in her ear. I’d hung close, just in case it turned into the fight it looked like it was going to be. It hadn’t. Still, I was on Serena’s arm at a lot of parties after that night, and I never saw her sister again.

“Tyra?” I said. “I don’t know if you remember me, but we met a few years ago. I’m Tennyson Hardwick.”

“Police?” she said, resigned. Like me, she was tired of talking to cops.

“No. I’m a friend of Serena’s.”

“And I’m a reporter for the L.A. Times,” April said, nudging a shoulder past me to show Tyra her press badge. “We’d like to talk to you.”

I had hoped April would let me gauge Tyra’s mood before we mentioned she was a reporter. But Tyra’s face lit up. “How much?”

“Excuse me?” April said.

“You’re about to ask some nosy shit that ain’t none of your business,” Tyra said, arms crossed. “And I’m about to get paid.”

April tried to suppress her sigh of irritation. “The Times doesn’t pay for stories, Ms. Johnston.”

Tyra’s door was about to slam shut when I braced it open with my foot. I flashed Tyra a grin. “Under the circumstances, I feel moved to offer a personal donation,” I said. I flipped open my wallet and emptied it, pulling out four twenties. “Well?”

Tyra snatched the money, and I felt the pinch. Damn. I should have offered her half as much, I realized. She might have gone for it, and I’d be forty dollars less broke.

“Where’s the photographer at? Where’s the video camera?” Tyra said.

“We can definitely get a photographer here. No problem,” April said. She gave me a hesitant glance, then fumbled inside her purse for her cell phone. “We wanted to talk to you about what happened to Serena. It’s so awful …” Her voice faded as she began dialing. She held up one finger to us, apologizing as someone picked up.

April had her story. I hoped I would find what I needed, too.

“I’m so sorry about Serena,” I said. I cradled Tyra’s hand with both of mine, watching her eyes carefully for her reaction. Grief? Regret? Guilt? Tyra rested the weight of her hand inside mine, but her eyes didn’t change, as if she hadn’t heard me.

“I thought more reporters would’ve come by now—but it’s just cops. Like I have to explain my every movement. All in my business, asking questions.”

“Most people don’t know Serena had a sister,” April said, hanging up her phone.

Tyra’s face turned sour. “That’s how she wanted it. You coming in?”

The inside of her apartment looked much better than the exterior. The living room was bigger than I would have thought, with enough space for a large faux black leather sofa wrapped around her wall and a plasma TV mounted across from it. Her matching black bookshelf was crammed with DVDs and dozens of paperback novels. The room’s off-white carpet was plush and spotless. But, like Serena’s house, the room struck me as bare.

“They’re still tripping about that restraining order,” Tyra said. “That was four years ago. We moved beyond it.”

“Restraining order?” April said, her notebook ready.

“We got into some drama and slapped each other a few times. I shoulda got a restraining order against her. Like I’m gonna go all the way to Hollywood Hills to mess with her. Please. She’s living like a queen in her castle and won’t let nobody come near her. I don’t gotta’ prove myself to nobody—especially not her.” Tyra’s eyes might have looked angry except for all her hurt.

“April is a reporter,” I reminded Tyra.

She cut her eyes at me. “So? I ain’t ashamed of nothing I’ve done. I bet Serena can’t say the same thing.”

“Serena can’t say anything,” I said.

Tyra looked up at me with the strangest combination of emotions I’ve ever seen; if a director had asked me to produce it, I wouldn’t have known where to start. Annoyance. Pity. Indifference. Sadness. They all splashed across her face like a school of neon tetras. “You’re beat up. I remember you now,” she said. “Just as fine as you can be! Serena could always get anybody she wanted.”

“So …” April said. “You and Serena didn’t get along?”

“Like I just said—and like I just told the police—we put that behind us.”

“But you weren’t close,” I said.

“If we was close, I guess I’d be living in her house. I guess she’da helped me do something with my music. Serena went her way, I went mine. She can’t tell me how to act the way she tries to tell everybody else. All she cares about is her image. You can write that down.” Tyra hadn’t said a single kind word about her sister, I noticed, yet she hardly ever referred to Serena in past tense. Was that her way of keeping Serena alive?

I gave April a look as she scribbled her notes, but she pretended not to see me. I hoped April would use discretion when she decided what to print in the newspaper, but Serena wasn’t her friend. To April, Serena was just a story.

And Serena wasn’t here to give her side.

“Can you think of anyone who wanted to kill her?” I said. I was itching to ask Tyra what the hell she’d been doing so close to that alley only hours before her sister’s body was found, but I’d learned my lesson from M.C. Glazer. Take it slow.

Tyra shook her head, and she seemed to shiver. “The first thing I thought was, well, maybe she went back to turning tricks. Even though she had all that money, maybe she still needed to get her freak on.”

My face went hot. “What do you mean?”

Tyra gave me a heavy-lidded smile. She seemed to relish my surprise. “Oh, you didn’t know? That’s right. She don’t talk about that in Hollywood, huh?”

A ho by any other name is still a ho. She was like M.C. Glazer all over again.

Tyra folded her arms, ready to make a declaration. “Serena let every boy in junior high fuck her for free before Shareef taught her how to do it for money. Why pull trains in the locker room when high school boys pay ten dollars a pop?”

Her words were so ugly, they blotted out everything else in the room. I wanted to tell April it was time to go, but I couldn’t. If this was true, it might be relevant to Serena’s death. If it wasn’t true, it told me a lot about Tyra. Either way, I had to hear.

“You’re saying she was a prostitute?” April said. “When did that start, and how long did it continue?”

I didn’t know what Tyra was talking about, but I didn’t like the turn in conversation; not with a reporter present. “Tyra, if you tell her it’s off the record, she won’t put it in the paper,” I said.

“Let her print it,” Tyra said, shrugging. “I don’t care.”

So, it was settled. For the next hour, as we sat on Tyra’s faux black leather couch, I heard sordid, heartbreaking details from Serena’s childhood that I wished I could have heard in a moment of private commiseration with Serena herself. Instead, I had to hear from a sister boiling with so much resentment that every disclosure sounded like an indictment. As I listened, I realized that the story was too awful to be anything but true.

[image: Images]

Tyra and Serena were raised by a single mother roughly six blocks from where she now lived. Their mother, Regina Johnston, had training as a secretary, but bounced from job to job because of a battle with alcohol she sometimes overcame for months at a time. In the end she lost, was killed driving drunk after both girls were grown. The sisters considered her parenting such a poor example that they had vowed never to have children of their own. During the early part of their childhood, the girls were best friends. They were mature beyond their years from taking care of themselves when their mother refused to get out of bed, making threats to end her own life. They learned to rely on each other in a way Regina Johnston could not be relied upon.

Their mother was a regular Saturday-night clubgoer, and one day she brought home a man she’d met there. She called him Big Ray, and soon, frequent visits became a constant presence. He was living with them before long. As far as Tyra and Serena could tell, the main thing their mother had in common with Big Ray was that they both liked to drink, argue, and watch TV. But Big Ray always had money to spend on them for furniture, for clothes—and even a 1980 Impala he bought their mother for cash.

His only job was answering his pager and ducking out of the house. It was only when they saw him and their mother cutting up bricks of marijuana on the kitchen table one night that they realized he was a drug dealer. All their friends had said so, but the girls hadn’t believed it. Within six months, he’d moved them into a three-bedroom house big enough for each girl to have her own room for the first time. Despite the constant arguing and a few broken glasses to accompany late-night shouting, life felt good. He spent freely on them when their mother asked, but he wasn’t trying to be anyone’s father.

On their new street, Serena and Tyra met the two boys: Shareef Pinkney and Devon Biggs. Tyra found the boys nerdy and too talkative—and she preferred jumping rope with the girls on the street—but Serena and the boys quickly became inseparable. They always played games of make-believe. Often, they sat inside the parked Impala and pretended they were taking long road trips together, with Serena at the wheel.

Serena’s breasts had developed by the time she was twelve, and at the same time Tyra noticed a change in Big Ray. He had rarely talked to them before, except in passing. But now he slipped Serena gifts of Bubble Yum or Now N’ Laters from the corner store. Tyra got nothing. Big Ray began sneaking into Serena’s room. Tyra could tell by the way Serena started mouthing off at their mother that she felt a sense of power from the special visits. And she never lost her taste for it.

Then, the really bad times started.

At thirteen, Serena got pregnant. She kept her secret until it was almost too late for an abortion. But she did get one. Big Ray arranged it without her mother’s knowledge. But Serena told when she woke up bleeding in the middle of the night and thought she was dying.

Regina Johnston refused to believe that Big Ray was the father. Her first reaction was to slap Serena hard enough to black her eye. But after seven days, Regina accepted the truth and threw him out—except that it wasn’t her house. Big Ray showed up with some hard-looking men from his crew, all Black P Stone gangbangers, and tossed their belongings into the street while everyone watched. The only thing in Regina Johnston’s name was the Impala. For nearly a month, with the trunk stuffed with clothes and dishes, the three of them lived in the car.

Serena stopped playing games of make-believe after that.

Soon, Tyra heard a rumor that her sister was having sex with any boy who would meet her after school in the boys’ locker room, which a careless janitor was leaving unlocked. When Tyra went to investigate, she found three ninth-grade boys waiting—and she could hear her sister’s voice echoing against the walls—so she knew it was true. Serena became notorious at Audubon Junior High for allowing boys to run trains on her. Because they looked so much alike, Tyra found herself in fights trying to defend her name. Tyra always expected Serena to get pregnant again, but somehow she never did. Later, a doctor told Serena she might never conceive because she’d had her abortion so young.

By the time Serena was fourteen, she was stashing money in an empty Jiffy peanut butter jar under her bed. Serena swore Tyra to secrecy and then boasted that Shareef had “hooked her up” so they could all get rich. Shareef had orchestrated a network of high school boys from two different schools who would pay to have sex with her, and Devon converted his backyard shed to a makeshift lair with an old foldaway bed. Serena said she had already made a hundred dollars in a week. She, Shareef, and Devon divided the money into thirds.

They all knew what they were saving the money for: Shareef had a quick mind and a gift for poetry, so he could be a rapper like his heroes, Run-DMC. With the money they earned with their sex-for-pay game, Shareef selling nickel bags after school, and Devon’s knack for sound equipment, they bought a second-hand Tascam mixer that was just good enough for Shareef to record his first CD by the time he was sixteen.

The sound was terrible, so their CD circulated only in the local house party scene, but one of the songs on Shareef’s first CD was “Coming to Get Mine.” Three years later, with a professional studio and a label’s investment, that single helped his first real album reach sales of a million copies. And up until the day that first hit CD was released, Shareef, Devon, and Serena were still in the sex business. While he was a business student at USC, Devon sometimes introduced his “Nubian Princess” to rich white kids for two hundred dollars a night.

But Shareef kept his word to Serena. Once Shareef was earning money from his music, he hired Serena as a dancer. She didn’t have dance training, but after a couple of years of touring, Shareef let her take the microphone and lay down her own rap tracks on his CD.

Afrodite was born.

“And she hasn’t given a damn about anybody else ever since,” Tyra finished.

I wanted to wash out my ears. I had just heard the story of a little girl so desperate for a father figure that she’d had sex with her mother’s boyfriend, and Tyra had made it sound as if Serena had schemed to destroy their family. It was as if Tyra was still a little girl herself, blaming Serena for taking their toys away.

My stomach churned. Tyra could have been telling my own story.

April’s bearded, disheveled photographer arrived. He suggested a prop for his photo, so Tyra went on talking while she held an unframed photo of her and Serena as young children close to her face; identical twins in pigtails and toothless grins. But the adult Tyra’s pose looked wrong. I’ve seen those photos in the newspaper after tragedies, with relatives’ faces weighted with raw shock and sadness. As the photographer’s bulb flashed, her eyes seemed to glint with something more like triumph.

Maybe Tyra was just happy to be the famous one for a change.

Or, maybe she had hated Serena enough to kill her.

While April huddled with her photographer near the doorway, I crossed my leg so that my knee rested gently against Tyra. I had seen her eyes eating me up. Once upon a time I had belonged to Serena, so to her I was a prize.

“How did you hear about Serena?” I asked her quietly.

She leaned closer, making sure I had a view of the soft cleavage exposed above her tight-fitting tank top. I hadn’t noticed her chest until then. “Cops showed up knocking around noon, soon as I got home. One minute it’s, ‘Your sister’s dead,’ and the next thing, it’s ‘What’s your alibi?’ ”

“What did you tell them?”

“I haven’t seen Serena in four months, that’s what. And if it happened Monday night, I was with my girlfriends at Mackey’s. Happy hour’s at six and the music starts at nine, so we were there till midnight. A shitload of people saw me there.” While she spoke, she slipped a bold hand to my leg, above the knee. Her fingers fluttered. I almost flinched, but I caught myself. I wanted her to stay in a talkative mood.

“What about Tuesday morning? Where were you then?” I said.

At that, Tyra looked at me askance, but she didn’t remove her hand. Instead, she spread her palm and began rubbing a circle. “Why you asking?”

“Someone thought they saw you somewhere.”

“Where?”

“A grocery store on Sunset.”

Understanding washed over Tyra, and she almost smiled. Her hand went still. “Oh, OK, I get it. I had some work Tuesday morning for a couple hours.”

Probably heavy lifting, I thought. “What kind of work?”

“Music work, no thanks to Serena. There’s a building on Sunset and Cherokee with a recording studio on the third floor. I went by for a couple hours to lay down some tracks, then I went home for lunch.”

“Who paid for the studio time?”

The glint came to Tyra’s eye again. “M.C. Glazer,” she said.

April and I couldn’t help looking at each other, surprised. I hadn’t expected to hear Glazer’s name from the mouth of Serena’s sister. April sat cross-legged on the carpeted floor in front of Tyra, taking notes again. The photographer had just left.

“He liked it that me and Serena sound so much alike. He said he would put me in his video, too. He said we were like twins,” Tyra went on. For the first time, we were getting somewhere.

“Was he doing that to humiliate Afrodite?” April said.

Tyra shrugged. “Hey, the pay was good. And like I said, he let me lay tracks.”

“So you happened to be in a recording studio a couple of blocks from where your sister’s body was found,” I said. “On the same day.”

Tyra looked at me blankly. “Fucked up, huh?”

“Do you think Glazer had anything to do with her death?” April said.

For the first time, Tyra seemed to realize she was in the presence of a reporter. She stood up abruptly, towering over April. “Don’t put words in my mouth, bitch. And you better take out anything about M.C. Glazer. Period.”

“Hey, sweetheart, calm down,” I said, standing. I squeezed Tyra’s upper arms in a promising embrace and spoke intimately into her ear. “She’s cool, Tyra. She won’t print it if you don’t want her to. Besides, you can ask her to leave.”

April’s eyes sliced into me, but she didn’t argue. I knew April wouldn’t be happy, but I didn’t want to get kicked out, too. I wasn’t finished with Tyra Johnston.

Tyra pointed the front door out to April. “You got that right. So, go.”

“You heard the lady,” I told April. “Sorry. Call you later.”

You better, April’s eyes said. She sighed and gathered her things.

“I need to find somebody who can pay some real money for a story. That is some bullshit,” Tyra said, watching as the door closed behind April. We were alone.

“Try the National Enquirer,” I said.

She smiled at me, her irritation forgotten. “Ooh. You’re right. And Star. Thanks, sexy. So who beat you up?”

I decided to go fishing. “Jenk and his friends,” I said.

I got a nibble. Tyra knew the name. “Works for Glaze?” When I nodded, she chuckled. “Well, if you’ve got beef with Jenk and them, you truly do have beef. You know all those guys are Five-O, right?”

“Where do you know Jenk from?”

“High school. He was in my class. He was tight with Shareef and Lil’ D. He used to fuck Serena. Everybody else did.”

“Were they still friendly?”

She shrugged. “After she got big, Serena wasn’t friendly with nobody from back in the day except Shareef and D.”

“What about Shareef? Was Jenk friendly with him?”

“I guess so. They played ball together at Dorsey High.”

“Why would a friend of Shareef’s work for M.C. Glazer? They were rivals.”

“Don’t take that hype serious. They were all just making money.”

“Except that Shareef and Serena are both dead.”

Tyra didn’t have an answer for that, nor did she seem all that curious. Her eyes drifted, as if I’d lost her interest. She got so close to me that her breasts were brushing my chest. Her skin seemed to burn through her clothes.

“My turn to ask the questions,” Tyra said. She pressed harder, crushing her chest to mine. “You and Serena used to fuck, huh?”

“For a while.”

“She never told you she was a ho?”

“I never asked.”
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