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For the missing, the buried and the lost

























I’m afraid you’re a little late, Virgil.




We already got the guilty man.




—Sheriff Gillespie, In the Heat of the Night
























Suggested MP3 Soundtrack




“Night Time Is the Right Time” (Aretha Franklin)




“Hollywood Swinging” (Kool & The Gang)




“Turn This Mutha Out” (MC Hammer)




“Stronger” (Kanye West)




“Superstition” (Stevie Wonder)




“Like You’ll Never See Me Again” (Alicia Keys)




“(Don’t Fear) The Reaper” (Blue Öyster Cult)




“Drown in My Own Tears” (Aretha Franklin)




“Theme from Shaft” (Isaac Hayes)




“Erotic City” (Prince)




“Closer” (Nine Inch Nails)




“All Blues” (Miles Davis)




“Groaning the Blues” (Eric Clapton)




“Let the Good Times Roll (Live)” (B.B. King)




“Cross Road Blues” (Robert Johnson)




“Hurt” (Johnny Cash)




“Oh, Mary Don’t You Weep” (The Swan Silvertones)




“If I Was Your Woman/Walk on By” (Alicia Keys)




“Let’s Stay Together” (Al Green)





















IN THE NIGHT OF THE HEAT























ONE











THURSDAY, OCTOBER 2




My agent had just said the impossible—words any actor would kill to hear. But before I could be sure my ears weren’t fooling me, I saw the gun.




It was noon, and Sunset’s West Hollywood sidewalks swarmed with cell phone–symbiote lunch zombies. When Len Shemin called, I was scouting a handsome oak desk at a secondhand furniture store’s curbside, killing time before I had to get back on set. The dark-stained wood was bolstered by iron struts at the legs and base. It squatted on the sidewalk like a massive pirate chest, something that might have graced Andrew Carnegie’s office back in 1900. I was wondering how it would look in my den when my phone buzzed.




“Ten?” Len said. “Just heard from Lynda Jewell’s office. She and Ron want to meet you tomorrow. Right across the street from where CAA used to be, at the Peninsula.”




Impossible, I thought, as someone brushed against me. Two wiry, tattooed arms in front of me looked like green snakes, and one of them lunged for a low-hanging waistband. The jerky movement made me freeze and forget I’d just heard my fortune told.




“Ten?” my agent said in my ear. My killer was right in front of me, not a step away. I knew at least four ways to stop him before he drew the weapon, but reflexes don’t work when your brain is locked in emotional carbonite. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. It was the best day of my life, and I was about to die.




A freckled hand emerged from the back of his pants, pointed in a mock pistol’s L shape. The gunslinger was a pimple-splotched kid, about fifteen, grinning at me like a fool. “I know you!” the gunslinger said.




But even after I realized the weapon was only in my head, my gut and the knot of muscles at the small of my back tensed when he squeezed the invisible trigger. A year after some very serious professionals had tried to plant me in the desert, I still expected someone to put a hole in my head one day. History never dies.




I couldn’t smile for the kid. I gave him a wave I hoped was polite.




“Did you hear me?” Len mosquito-whined in my ear.




I stepped beneath the awning’s shade to lean against the shop’s white-brick wall. My father used to stop and lean against a wrought-iron gate when we walked from the church parking lot to the sanctuary, when his heart didn’t feel right. Sometimes you need to stop whatever you’re doing to help your heart remember its job. The tattooed kid yammered to a Prius-load of college kids, pointing me out as evidence.




“Lynda Jewell?” I said. “Ron Jewell, too? Tomorrow?” Repeating the basic elements was like pinching myself to be sure I was awake. Anyone else? Stevie Spielberg would make it a Trifecta.




“A meet-and-greet at the bar. Five. What’s your schedule?”




Meetings like that didn’t happen to people like me. That kind of meeting was an anecdote an actor might recall on Letterman, or on Oprah. My schedule was wide fucking open.




“That’s what I thought.” Len’s voice wavered. Len Shemin is glad when good things happen for me, which is more than most people can say about their blood relatives. “Her assistant’s called twice already. We sent in your packet for Lenox Avenue, and that’s her passion project. Ron’s writing the screenplay, of course. Everyone’s after it: Denzel. Will. Terence. Don.” The Afrostocracy’s single-name club. He didn’t have to say Washington, Smith, Howard, or Cheadle.




I didn’t know I had a “packet,” but Len’s agency was trying to brand me since I got cast on Homeland. All those years, I’d had it backward: I had to get the work first, and then I’d get my agent’s attention. I got a guest spot on Homeland after the exec producer saw me kickboxing at Gold’s. He didn’t know I was an actor; he just thought I looked like an FBI agent.




A guest spot ballooned to a regular gig with occasional dialogue. I was just a desk jockey or scenery in the training hall, but with three or four lines or a little stunt in every episode, it was my steadiest work in a decade. And I was a celebrity in the twentysomething set after a series of five commercials running on Cartoon Network and Comedy Central, where I was the pleasant face of Progress. “The future looks bright!” the ladies purred. Laugh if you want, but those ads sell a lot of Smartphones.




Month by month, I had enough money to pay my bills, even the surprises, and I was stashing a few dollars in a new category called “Savings.” I hadn’t realized how good I had it at the time, but that’s why they call it hindsight.




Now, Lynda Jewell was calling. In Hollywood, there are only two women with the power to greenlight a movie—to say Make it happen—and Lynda Jewell at FilmQuest Studios is one of them. Her husband, Ron, is a two-time Oscar-winning screenwriter, which only adds to the shine. Maybe she’d said Hey, call that black guy from So-and-So, and her staff called the wrong brother. I was sure it must have happened before.




“Why me?”




“Fuck why. Lynda Jewell is a who. Just be on time.”




On time? Hell, I would be two hours early. I’d eat peanuts and bring my Kindle. No traffic jam or hailstorm or other act of God or man was going to get in the way of my meeting with Lynda Jewell.




The tattoed gunslinger passed me again, still grinning. “Hey…Future looks bright!” he said. Three teenage girls joined his side, all Gothed up with no house to haunt. I flashed them The Smile, and they grinned, making “Hail, Hail” bows in a row.




Didn’t I tell you I was a god in the late-night twentysomething world?




I was the face of the future.




 




Rush hour was the major disadvantage to steady work. With the sunset glaring into my eyes, I spent thirty minutes snailing Hollywood Hills’s narrow cliffside roads before I reached 5450 Gleason. I was home.




As I drove up, Marcela Ruiz was smiling as she climbed down my coral steps past the cactus garden. Her latest diet had stripped off twenty pounds. Newfound confidence made her walk with a swing in her hips as if she had shed twenty years, too. When I first met her at my father’s nursing home, I thought Marcela was plain, almost homely. But smiles focused Marcela’s round face, bringing out her cheekbones and eyes. All along, she had been a pretty woman hidden behind her worries. I hadn’t seen a sign of those worries in months.




“Buenas noches, Ten,” she said, kissing both of my cheeks. “Captain Hardwick bet you’d be late for dinner, and I’m glad I finally won. He waits, you know.”




“He does understand that I’m on a series now?” I raised my voice, hoping that Dad might hear me through the open doorway.




“Just glad you made it,” she said. She cast a fond glance toward the doorway. “He’s doing so good.” She blinked rapidly, as if beating back tears.




I squeezed her shoulders. “Gracias a ti.” Thanks to you.




Marcela shook her head and pointed skyward, blowing a kiss to God. I stared after her as she climbed into her white VW Rabbit and drove off after a last wave. I liked Marcela, but I still wasn’t sure I trusted that smile.




Inside, Dad was in the kitchen. Homeland had paid for remodeling my counters: Now they were low enough for his wheelchair. When I was growing up, we were strictly a Banquet-chicken-and-macaroni-and-franks kind of house. Dad had always been good on the grill, but now he had a library of cookbooks, an elaborate spice rack, and nothing but time on his hands. In the months between the heart attack and the stroke, he’d taken up watching cooking shows on the Food Network.




By coincidence, the two Hardwick men knew our way around the kitchen more than most women do nowadays. If it weren’t for cooking and the Raiders, I’m not sure if Dad and I would have had much to talk about. But it was still better than we’d done in years.




The muscles on Dad’s forearm flexed when he pivoted his wheelchair toward me. I’d learned to see past Dad’s chair to notice the things worth celebrating, like a sturdy muscle in motion. Dad was about to turn seventy-seven, but his face had filled out again, not caving in on itself. A year before, Captain Richard Hardwick (Ret.) had been practically paralyzed in his nursing-home bed, unable to sit up and feed himself, a slave to the bedpan. Now, Dad was wheeling himself through the house manually, insisting on the exercise. Rescued, as Marcela put it. Sometimes I wished Dad was living across the street instead of under my roof, but moving him in with me saved his life.




“Marcela in town for the holidays?” I said.




Dad’s suspicious eyebrow shot up. “Whyyou ask?” He still hated the slight slur in his voice, but he could make himself understood when it mattered.




“Thinking about Thanksgiving.”




Dad hacked at an onion with his knife. His hands were steadier than they’d been in a long time, but I still felt nervous when he picked up the cutlery. “You askin’ her to work on Thanksgiving?”




“Just wondered if she’d be around.”




I also wondered how long I was supposed to pretend Marcela was still only Dad’s nurse, and how long she would call him “Captain Hardwick” around me instead of whatever pet names she used during their hours alone. If the secret was on my account, I wanted to tell him to forget it. My mother died when I was only ten months old, and I didn’t feel any need to guard her place in his heart.




However, Dad being Dad, I occasionally struggled not to imagine their intimate time together. Too Much Information. I just hoped I wouldn’t have to lie one day when Dad asked me what I thought about Marcela, who was twenty-six years his junior. In the nursing home’s sea of piss and apathy, Marcela had seemed like a godsend—now, there was an uncharitable voice in my head that questioned the motivations of a younger woman apparently attracted to an elderly man. Dad didn’t have many resources other than his pension and insurance policy. Could that be more attractive than his heart and mind? Snakes hissed and coiled behind that mental door, along with a self-flagellating jealousy: You just want him all to yourself.




At least I’d been smart enough to say nothing. Dad and I were just getting to know each other, and there’s no quicker way to kill a relationship than to question another’s chosen. Percy Sledge had it right: Turn his back on his best friend, if he put her down…




Best friend, or son.




“Family in Florida, like April,” Dad said finally. “She’s goin’ down south, too.”




I recognized Dad’s tactic: You stay out of my business, I’ll stay out of yours. Dad had told me it would be fine with him if I flew out to Tallahassee with my girlfriend, April, to spend Thanksgiving with her family. He said April wanted me to invite myself along, and when I asked how he knew that, he insisted that anyone could see it.




April’s name prompted me to check my phone. No voicemail. It was Thursday night, but that wasn’t always a guarantee, not anymore. I felt anxious, and I didn’t like the feeling.




“Thursday dinner,” Dad said. “She’ll be here.”




To change the subject, I considered telling Dad about my Friday meeting with Lynda Jewell, but I was feeling superstitious. Could loose lips kill luck? Chances were high that this meeting wouldn’t amount to anything, but sometimes an actor gets lucky.




“What are we making, Dad?” I said, picking up ingredients lined up military-style on the counter: Onions. Tomatoes. Peppers. Marcela was influencing his cooking, too.




“Salllllsa,” Dad said. “Wash your hands.”




“Yessir.”




That word “sir” used to hang me up. Behind truancy, that word was probably most responsible for the ass-whippings of my youth. Dad had demanded “sir” from me the way his father had, but the word kept getting caught in my throat. Back then, I hadn’t been man enough to show my father respect in a language he understood.




We went to work at the kitchen counter, side by side, our knives snapping against the cutting boards with clocklike precision. His, then mine, and his again. We still enjoyed each other most when we didn’t talk, and maybe that would never change.




But that was all right. Words aren’t big enough for every occasion.




 




April didn’t use the doorbell anymore, not since I had given her a key. At ten after seven, she let herself in after two quick, shy knocks.




Who is THAT? I thought in the millisecond before I remembered she was my girl. April had changed her hairstyle, framing her face with chin-length braids in the front, elegantly styled into a shorter pageboy style in the back. Her haircut made a dramatic shift on her face, from cute and girlish to queenly. For a year solid, I hadn’t touched anyone else. Monogamy was the last thing I’d expected in this lifetime.




My girl. My girlfriend. My life had a new vocabulary.




April undressed herself bit by bit as she crossed the room toward me; her jacket on the coat rack, her hat on the sofa. April’s ivory sweater, stretched tautly across her bosom, made me wish we were on our way upstairs. April docked herself against me. “Sorry I’m late,” she said. Her lips brushed too quickly across mine. “You won’t believe…”




I interrupted her, holding her still for a kiss with a little flavor. Her lips relaxed, offering nectar. Then she pulled away shyly, as she always did when Dad was nearby. April was smiling, but she wasn’t planning to stay. I could see it in her eyes.






“So get this: The brother’s car blew up,” April went on. “They chase him for nearly eight miles, and his Ferrari flips into a ditch. This poor old lady he broadsided on La Cienega might not wake up, but of course he walks away without a scratch.”




April’s stories from work made me feel tired. After staring down a gun barrel in the desert that day, I felt no schadenfreude. But April hadn’t been with me in the desert. She was a police reporter, and death entertained her just fine.




“They’re lucky nobody got killed,” April went on. “These police chases are out of control. Yeah, he robbed a bank, but sometimes guilty people go free. Deal with it.”




“Saw it on TV,” Dad called from the kitchen.




Dad had hooked April up with police sources more than once, old buddies from his Hollywood division, many of whom had risen high on the ladder and were willing to speak off the record. Retired Captain Richard Allen Hardwick and April Forrest were becoming a formidable team.




“Where’s Chela?” April asked me.




“Chess club, till eight thirty. She said not to wait.”




April lowered her chin, skeptical. “Chess?”




“I bribed her into giving it a try.”




“How much of a bribe?”




Dad wheeled himself into the dining room, a large plate of warm nachos on his lap. Suddenly, I was surrounded by observers.




“An iPhone,” I said. “Let’s eat.”




“Plainfoolishness,” Dad said, or something like it. With words at easy disposal, Dad would have been ranting. A nascent rant glimmered in his eyes. April sighed, too. Tag team.




The fact was, it was Chela’s second chess club meeting in a month, which was more commitment than she had given the drama club. Chela needed to buy into something new, and chess had a nice ring to it. Better, by far, than her alternative. Besides, Chela hadn’t come around to liking April yet and wasn’t sorry to miss Thursday dinner.




For now, separate corners worked best.




Dad mumbled grace too low to hear, the only time he spoke at length without self-consciousness. We couldn’t quite make out the words, but the gratitude in his voice needed no translation. “Amen,” he finished.




April’s face lit up. “Oh, Ten, don’t forget—the Tau fund-raiser is tomorrow night.”




I searched my memory and came up dry.




“The scholarship fund, remember? You signed up for the celebrity booth. People come up and take pictures with you. The committee chair loves Homeland, and she was so excited when I said you’d come. Give me the dates for your episodes, and she’ll have all our sorors TiVo you.”




I’d forgotten all about the fund-raiser. When April’s workweek ended, her community work began. Her exhausting schedule was one of the reasons we saw so little of each other.




“So you’re tied up tomorrow night?” I said.




“But if you’re there with me…” she said playfully, and grinned. Her dimples wrestled the disappointment right out of me.




“Okay.” It was hard to say no to April, another growing problem.




I felt Dad beaming silently across the table. He must have thought he’d arrived in Heaven early. If police captains had the same powers as ship captains, he would have married me to April on the spot. Dad had just heard me commit my Friday night to a scholarship fund-raiser hosted by one of the country’s most prestigious black fraternities, Tau Alpha Gamma. Dad was a Tau, too, but I had refused to pledge during my year in college, mainly because I knew how badly he wanted me to. Dad never left the house except to see his doctor, so I knew better than to invite him.




“Thanks, Ten.” April draped an arm over me when she kissed my cheek, which gave me hope that she might come upstairs after dinner. “Guess who else committed today? T.D. Jackson.” Her voice soured. “He must be on a goodwill tour before his trial. You know it must be for a good cause if I can stand to be in the same room with him. I’ll have to meditate first.”




T.D. Jackson. Fallen football and action star, accused of murdering his ex-wife and her fiancé. Despite a mountan of physical and circumstantial evidence, he’d been acquitted in the criminal trial six months before. No surprise there. The rich and famous rarely go to prison. Justice would have another crack at him, though: The civil trial would begin in a week.




Twenty years before that, T.D. Jackson lived in my dormitory suite for about three months while I was at Southern California State. He was a star from the moment he set foot on campus. What I remember most was the parade of girls to and from his door. Once, I ran into him in the bathroom as he flushed a condom away at six in the morning. The lazy sneer on his face said: Most of you losers aren’t even out of bed yet, and I’ve already been laid.




T.D. Jackson made April crazy. The thought that he had gotten away with abusing and finally killing an upstanding sister seemed to keep her awake at night, as if his very existence set back the progress of civilization. Her teeth were already grinding.




“Innocent until proven guilty,” I reminded her.




Dad and April both made comments, but they kept them under their breath. The guilt or innocence of T.D. Jackson and what his case did or didn’t say about the roles of race and gender in the criminal justice system had already brought too much arguing to dinner.






But I was glad I would run into T.D. again. I didn’t expect him to remember me, but I looked forward to shaking his hand and staring into his eyes. Wondered what I would see there. If I was right, T.D.’s eyes would probably broadcast the same thing April had just told me herself: Sometimes guilty people go free. Shit happens.




Deal with it.




























TWO











THE DOOR TO MY OLD BEDROOM was open—Chela’s room now—so April and I stood in the doorway like fretful parents, spying on her in her absence.




Chela had left her TV on when she went to school, so Missy Elliot was busting sly, angular moves to an empty room. Three dirty cereal bowls at the foot of my California King marked Chela’s breakfast spot. The floor was buried in the clothes I’d bought her, most of them dyed in brooding shades. A vague rankness suggested a fast-food bag concealed somewhere in the mess. I was happy about the stack of thick, shiny schoolbooks on Chela’s desk, until I wondered why they had been left behind. She SAYS she’s at a chess club meeting, but how do you KNOW?




I pulled the door closed to shut down my doubts. Chela was right: I had to learn trust.




“We can’t all be neat-freaks,” April said, trying to sound positive.




“I’m just glad to get her away from the TV. And her computer.”




Especially the computer. The therapist had told me that Chela’s sexual history might poison her current behavior, and she was right. I’d had to cancel one of Chela’s internet accounts eight months before, when I uncovered letters and photos she sent to some bastard she’d met online, three times her age if he was a day.




She’s not my daughter, or my blood, period. But what Chela and I had been through makes family out of strangers. She was the little sister I’d never had. You don’t want to see your little sister in pictures like that. Or read her saying things like that, regardless of how she’d made a living before we met. I wish I could wipe the whole thing out of my memory banks. That was over, but it had been a hard patch. I hadn’t even told April, and I had promised not to keep secrets.




“It doesn’t look right, Ten,” April said. “You’re a single guy. A sixteen-year-old girl living in your house…”




Officially, Chela was off the books. I had consulted a lawyer who said I might be able to qualify as a foster parent if I passed the rigorous screening, but as a bachelor, my chances of adopting Chela ranged from slim to none. Not to mention that April thought Chela had a crush on me. No part of it was an ideal situation. I knew that.




April was fishing for an argument, but I had other plans. I took April’s hand and led her toward my new bedroom, the smaller room at the end of the hall.




“Lynda Jewell called Len,” I said. “She set up a meeting with me tomorrow.”




April’s eyes grew bright. “Lynda Jewell?”




If I’d known the news would change her face so much, I would have said it sooner.




I moved closer to April. A slight pivot of her hip, and her delicious ass swung out of reach just when I was ready to rest my hands there. She sat on the chair across from the bed, a bad sign. Despite the grin on her face, April’s legs were crossed.




“This is big, Ten. Lenox Avenue’s in preproduction. My book club loved it, and if she wants you for Troy, it’s the chance of a lifetime.” Since April’s roommate was a producer, April followed Variety like an agent herself. L.A. is truly an industry town. “I just wonder why. What made her call you?”




If I hadn’t been so baffled myself, her wrinkled nose might have offended me.




“The commercials,” I said. “Oscar material.”




April dismissed my sarcasm with a wave of her hand. “I told you Progress would do things for you. Didn’t I say to give it up to God? If your meeting’s tomorrow, you should prep. I’ll break the book down for you.”




I could see how the next few hours were going to play out, and not a minute involved me unhooking April’s bra. Why weren’t we bouncing on my mattress, with her congratulating me from my lap? I should have asked her right then and there: What’s going on? Maybe Dad was right. Maybe it had something to do with Thanksgiving.




“I wasn’t planning to work tonight,” I said.




“Are you kidding? This meeting is…”




“I’m more interested in this meeting.”




I squatted beside April and let my fingertips fall to her kneecap. If she wasn’t going to spend the night, I wanted her to tell me straight out. I rubbed a lazy circle on her knee where the denim was thinnest, the place her body fought quietly to break the will of her clothes. “I can’t make the lady happy if I don’t know what she wants,” I said.




“Try to guess what she wants.”




“I shouldn’t have to.”




It dawned on April that I was talking about her. The excited glow left her eyes; they narrowed before darting away, as if my face no longer held her interest.




“I can’t stay tonight, Ten.” I’d expected the words, but they smarted more than a little, and it wasn’t about sexual desire. I took April’s fingers between mine and held her hand. Gently, I kissed her knuckle, then massaged my chin with it. “Why not?”




“I’ve told you why.”




Chela. April was convinced that overnight visits made Chela feel threatened, and I couldn’t deny it. Dad wasn’t much better: He gave me and April significant gazes when we appeared yawning and grinning first thing in the morning. I had offered both Chela and my father a home and a new start in life: Was I supposed to give up my life in the bargain?




“The dynamic is hard for me,” April said.




Dynamic was a vague, alarming word. “What dynamic?”




“Me, you, and her. The fuzzy lines. Nothing is defined. You’re not her father, and she acts like you’re her man. I’m supposed to be your girlfriend, but…” The missing end of her sentence felt like the start of an ultimatum. I waited. The scent of jasmine on her skin made my heart race. “You feel like a secret,” April said finally. “Nobody in my family knows you. Like we’re sneaking around. Not just Chela. It’s like hiding from everyone.”




“I’ve never tried to hide,” I said gently, and April had no answer for that.




I’d always known that if I let her hang around long enough, sooner or later April Forrest would see right down into the center of Tennyson Hardwick, where the light couldn’t get in. She knew more about me than any woman since Alice. And we both knew that I wasn’t the man April wanted to bring home to meet Dr. Forrest and the rest of her degree-laden family, who, when I imagined them, always looked like the Huxtables from The Cosby Show, except that her father didn’t sell Jell-O or dance a lazy soft shoe. Besides, family dinners are the first stop on the way to the altar, and I wasn’t ready to board that train.




I don’t know much about relationships—April was my first girlfriend since high school—but as I watched April’s troubled eyes pretending to study the colorful Jacob Lawrence print on my bedroom wall, I knew I was all wrong for her. April was smart: If I knew it, she knew it, too. I used to joke with April that I was an alley cat, and she was a hothouse flower. Her family groomed her for greatness—summers abroad, Jack and Jill, music tutors—while Dad could barely pull himself away from Hollywood division’s desperation long enough to make sure I had clean clothes and food every day. He was a single father, and he was a cop. Bad combo for me.




April stood up, as if she’d made a sudden decision. She rested her arms across my shoulders, the way a buddy might at Boy Scout camp. Her breath smelled like sweet citrus. I wished our clothes weren’t still on.




“Ten, listen…” she said. “Lynda Jewell is a huge deal. You can’t expect to walk in there, smile, and dazzle her. You have to go ready to play. Show Lynda Jewell who Tennyson Hardwick is. Make her wonder why she took so long to call.”




In the movie Jerry Maguire, Cuba Gooding Jr.’s football star has a no-nonsense wife who adores him and always has his back, played with gusto by Regina King. I’d wondered how it would feel to have a helpmate like that. Victorious Roman generals used to have a slave who would whisper “Thou art mortal” as the crowds roared and deified them. Most of us just need someone to whisper “You can do it. It’s not too late.”




And there she was, standing right in front of me. Almost close enough to touch.




“Lenox Avenue takes place in 1920s Harlem,” April said. “Troy is a an ex-con poet who runs numbers. He meets this society woman, the mayor’s wife…”




We fell into the story. Troy was a heroic, complicated dude, like a part written for Leonardo Di Caprio, the kind of role that doesn’t come along every day for a brother. A man with a taste for danger who’d made mistakes and paid dearly, whose honor would drive him to his grave. While April told me about his adventures and heartaches, I imagined myself walking the sidewalks in a long trench coat while the Harlem Renaissance raged around me.




I recognized him. I could play that part. Maybe I could play the hell out of it.




April squeezed my hand. “Go get it, Ten.”




My chest fluttered, and I wondered why. Maybe I thought it was the peppers in the salsa talking to me. I kissed her. It was our best kiss all night, and maybe for two weeks or longer. We let our tongues play. We closed our eyes to sharpen the taste of each other. April reclined beneath me, giving my skin a place to rest.




The knock on my door came with perversely perfect timing.




From the hall, Chela let out a shriek that made me leap to my feet. When I flung my door open, Chela rushed in breathing fast, as if she had been chased up the stairs. Chela and I had met in chaos, and chaos lay inside almost every interaction. Her face burned red beneath cream-and-coffee skin.




“What happened?” I said.




“Bernard Faison,” she said.




I wanted to lay hands on whoever had made Chela look so upset, unsettling her ringlets of curly dark hair. So far, I’d avoided jail in my quest to give Chela a home and halfway-normal life—and I resisted some elaborate fantasies about how to dispose of Internet Guy—but maybe jail was my destiny. “Who?”




“Bernard Faison. From chess club. He’s a nerd, but he’s on the wrestling team, too. Nice butt.” She gave me an evil grin. “Wears glasses most of the time, but in contacts you can see his eyes. They’re green.” Her shoulders went soft, and her face was just a bit wistful. “But his name is Bernard. On the chess team?”




My hands relaxed. Chela was in drama-queen mode. Bernard Faison, whoever he was, would live another night. Chela flopped into my easy chair without acknowledging April, demanding the full might of my attention. I noticed that Chela smelled like cigarette smoke.




“You’re in the chess club, too,” I said.




“But I got paid to do it. He does it for fun, and he’s actually on the team. His Alekhine’s Gun is the bomb.”




“His what?” April and I said at the same time.




Chela gave us the kind of smirk kids wear when they know something you don’t. “Chess talk. You wouldn’t be interested.” She was looking at April when she said that. Meow.




“Anyway…” she chattered on. “He asked me to be his date to the homecoming dance. It’s like a prom, with a dress. It’s so retarded. What an asshole!”




As long as Bernard Faison wasn’t a married forty-six-year-old musician living in Sherman Oaks like Chela’s internet shitbag, he was an improvement already. Every thought about Mr. Music was a felony in waiting.




Hallelujah. Chela was buying into high school. She had a crush on a boy her own age, without the exchange of either money or body fluids.




April rubbed the top of my head with feathery fingernails. “Anyway, it’s late,” she said. “Early deadline, so I’m out. Hey, Chela. Glad you had fun at your meeting.”




“Later,” Chela said with a careless nod, turning on my TV with the remote.




The changing of the guard.




CNN flared on the screen, a habit I’d absorbed from April. Before Chela turned the channel, I saw the footage of a grinning T.D. Jackson striding out of the Los Angeles County Courthouse after his acquittal, and his iconic football toss into the cheering crowd. A long pass. A blogger covering the trial from Tokyo had caught the ball, waving it over his head.




“Killer,” April muttered to the TV as I followed her out.




“Hater,” Chela said.




“Homework,” I told Chela with a snap of my fingers, like my father used to do.




In a few days, T.D. Jackson would be dead; the debate silenced at last.


























THREE











FRIDAY, OCTOBER 3




At five o’clock, I was at the Club Bar at the Peninsula Hotel in Beverly Hills, and I was nervous. When the bar is also a Hollywood powerhouse meeting spot, there is more work than play despite the easy flow of drinks.




On my way in, I’d brushed past Kevin Bacon coming out, cursing at a lawyer or agent on his cell phone. What chance do YOU have? the evil voice in my head said, and that voice worked on me the whole time I waited for the Jewells. I left a foul stink in the men’s room, but the guy who came in behind me didn’t notice, too busy swimming in his own anxieties.




The Jewells were running late. Very late. Lynda Jewell’s assistant, a curly-haired moppet who hardly looked a day over nineteen, kept me updated from her polite distance across the room while she waited for her cell phone to ring. Every fifteen minutes, she manufactured a new excuse.




Finishing a meeting. On a call. Managing a publicity crisis.






My face made Jewell’s assistant stammer, so I grinned my most devastating grin at her every time she walked near. She was my staunch ally, buying me sparkling water and refilling it before I could ask. That assistant, aptly named Faith, kept me from cussing somebody out. Or running back to the men’s room.




The Peninsula, like all of L.A.’s luxury hotels, is one I know well. There are several bars—one has cabanas and a gigantic swimming pool—but the Club Bar is the vortex. The bar has an intimacy the power brokers like, with dark-paneled walls of California birch, shining brass and sconces that make it look like a guest room in the White House. Or a museum: There are six marvelous paintings of scenes from historic Los Angeles and Beverly Hills. Faith had led me to an empty wing of the bar draped in light, colorful fabrics to give even more privacy to plush cushions arranged with mounds of mock Turkish pillows.




It was a pleasant place to wait, but waiting sucks. I hate waiting.




Because the invitation had been such a compliment, the delay felt like twice the insult. By the time the Jewells were an hour late and Faith was biting her lip with worry that our brief flirtation was about to end on a sour note, the Evil Voice in my head was a full-blown chorus: You thought YOU were going to have a meeting with Lynda Jewell?




I was so mad, I couldn’t trust whatever might come out of my mouth. I had to walk out.




As I reached for my cell phone to tell Len the bad news, Faith flew to me again—this time, she was smiling. “Lynda just drove up,” she chirped.




My heart somersaulted in a way that surprised me. My palms flared with the damp heat of nerves, the way they do before a demanding stage performance. Faith patted the small of my back like a mother saying There, there, you’ll do fine. I gallantly kissed her hand, and her cheeks flushed; overripened strawberries.






BACK OUT NOW BEFORE YOU HUMILIATE YOURSELF, my Evil Voice screamed.




Suddenly, she was there.




Lynda Jewell was sparrow-boned and barely over five feet tall, so she upturned her face as I towered above her. Her face looked up at me like a full, bright moon. She was about fifty, although it took an expert eye to see it. Her tanned skin was taut enough from subtle plastic surgery, but she was standing so close that I could see the crow’s-feet bordering her large, aquamarine eyes.




“Tennyson Hardwick.” Her eyes twinkled like Aruba’s ocean waves. “I’m a big fan.”




It’s dizzying to hear Lynda Jewell utter your name, much less proclaim that she’s a fan. My heart leapt again, until I remembered that in Hollywood the phrase “I’m a big fan” translates to “My secretary’s heard of you.” Seriously.




“I’m flattered, Ms. Jewell,” I said. I hoped my hand was steady when I squeezed her dry, cool palm inside of mine. “Coming from you, that means a lot.”




Her gaze lingered, and her thin lips shifted in a way I couldn’t read. She held my hand a long time before finally letting go. “Lynda,” she said after she’d studied me. “Let’s sit.”




“Apple martini?” Faith asked her. She already had the drink waiting for her boss.




“Just one. Then we’ll be fine here, Faith.”




While we sat in a strangers’ silence, Lynda Jewell’s eyes were rapt on me. Intelligent banter is one of my specialties, but I was at a rare loss for chitchat. I quizzed myself on everything April had tried to teach me, but for a harrowing moment, I couldn’t even remember the movie’s name. I was lucky to remember her husband’s.




“So…is Ron still coming?” I said finally.






“Not this time.” She concentrated on draining her martini glass, her eyes closed. Just stress, or was she nervous, too?




Lenox Avenue, I remembered with a wave of relief. I tried on a confident pose, more like I imagined Troy: inclined comfortably, arm draped across the sofa back, leg crossed over my knee at the calf. Much more suave than I felt.




“I’m excited FilmQuest is doing Lenox Avenue,” I said. “That story should be told.”




Lynda agreed vaguely. “FilmQuest has a suite upstairs from a junket. Let’s move our meeting up there.”




The first alarm bell sounded in my mind. A one-on-one meeting at a public bar with a studio executive was one thing, but a hotel suite? I hoped Faith was up in the suite, too, but I doubted it. Besides, half the point of a meeting with Lynda Jewell at the Peninsula is to be seen having a meeting with Lynda Jewell at the Peninsula.




I could hear Len—my Good and Pragmatic Voice—talking to me this time: Don’t do it, Ten. But Lynda Jewell was already on her feet, pulling on her oversized Mario Magro handbag. “I have a script up there,” she said. “Ron’s done a terrific take on the book.”




The script was in her hotel suite. Oscar-winning screenwriter. Close enough to touch.




I gave Lynda Jewell a good, long look. I let her see I was mulling the pieces over.




“I’d love to see that script,” I said, as if I was entitled to. I was acting already. I came to my feet and gestured her forward with a sweep of my arm. Ladies first. I’m an old-fashioned gentleman; some clients called me the black Errol Flynn.




Lynda Jewell smiled, appreciating my flourishes. “Then let’s do that.”




We were alone in the elevator, but as soon as the door closed, she took two steps over until she stood right in front of me. I could smell her Chanel shampoo, even without trying. When the elevator stopped abruptly at the third floor, her weight shifted backward slightly, and she brushed against me, buttocks grazing my thigh. It was so bold, it was almost plausible.




Shit, I thought. I am so fucked.




Instead of looking at her, I gazed at the mile-long, colorful carpeting that bespoke grandness, beckoning me out of the elevator car. I remembered that tantalizing script sitting atop a desktop only yards from where I stood. Another sweep of my arm: Madame.




While we walked together in silence, my mind raced: Okay, she was signaling big-time, but not everybody who flirts has the nerve to act out on it. If she’d just wanted to fuck me, she wouldn’t have brought her assistant. Or called my agent. She would have done it another way. That’s what I was telling myself as I followed her down the hall, toward a hotel suite I was almost sure must be empty.




For once, my Evil Voice was on my side: What the hell? She’ll show you the script. She might flirt a little, but that’s just a game. Keep her focused on the script. This is yours.




That was my plan. Finesse it somehow. I was good at that.




If I could pull off ten minutes of charm in the room—hey, gotta race to an appointment in Culver City, a fund-raiser for college kids, dontcha know—I could blast out of there, mission accomplished. She’d feel good, I’d have an important new friend. I’d exit smoothly, no ruffled feathers, a peck on the lips—and if she slipped me a little tongue at the door, that’s nothing to take seriously in Hollywood. In some circles, a few inches of tongue are almost a courtesy. In Lynda Jewell’s circles, no doubt.




PENINSULA SUITE, the door proclaimed. There I was.




Lynda Jewell had her keycard ready, and we were behind a closed door in a flash.




It wasn’t my first visit to the Peninsula Suite, so it felt like returning to a rarely used room in my own house. The rug was the one I remembered, the same beautiful black baby grand piano nestled by the window. “I have a fond feeling for pianos; I still remember the three chords I learned in music class in junior high.” At more than two thousand square feet, the airy suite was bigger than the house I’d grown up in.




I was relieved to see stacks of press materials and large cardboard cutouts of Colin Farrell and Matt Damon for the movie her studio was promoting, Outside In. The suite was like an office, and I felt myself relax. The actors’ life-size images were vivid harbingers of better times to come. They had been in this room, only hours before. I could almost smell their success lingering in the upholstery where their asses had been planted for the parade of interviewers.




Lynda Jewell was at the bar. “Drink?”




I almost declined, but my Evil Voice insisted on sociability. “Red Bull and vodka?” At least I would be alert.




“Colin lives on those,” she said. “Says he can stay up all night.”




While she fixed my drink, I sat on the plush sofa and scanned the tables for the Lenox Avenue script. The sooner I had it in my hands, the better. No luck. Shit.




Lynda Jewell walked to me and handed me the drink, but she didn’t sit. She stood over me, smiling with a secret. One by one, she kicked off her shoes.




“You mentioned a script…” I said.




“You don’t remember me, do you?” She whispered the words.




No man wants to hear those words from any woman, much less Lynda Jewell. I could have kidded myself that we’d run into each other at Whole Foods and talked about life and the universe once, but the dance in her eyes told a different story.




My mouth went so dry, I couldn’t feel my tongue. No glib answer for that, but I tried.






“I wouldn’t forget meeting you.”




She chuckled, a nearly masculine growl in her throat. “I’ll give you a hint: I was wearing a wig. A horrible wig at that. I looked like Little Orphan Annie. And big Elizabeth Taylor sunglasses. They probably covered half my face.”




“Are you sure it was me?”




“The Raffles L’Ermitage Hotel,” she said. Specifics have terrible clarifying power.




I felt the world slip off kilter, and my fingers tightened across the sofa cushion. My old life and my new life almost never collided: I had made sure of that. Now, I could hear my agent’s frustrated mantra from those days: It’ll catch up to you, Ten. Everything always does.




As Lynda Jewell went on, I recognized what had spiced her smile when she first saw me: bemusement. “My friend Pauline put you up there. Paid every bill. Minibar. Room service. Massages. A month or more, wasn’t it? You cost her five figures. And all you had to do when she slipped across the street from the studio was fuck her in the ass.”




Suddenly, I remembered the woman in the ridiculous orange wig and sunglasses, a friend my client Pauline, another film exec, brought to watch us from across the room. She’d never said a word, too shy to join in. Apparently, Lynda Jewell had recovered from her shyness.




I would have stood up to leave if she hadn’t suddenly swung one leg over to straddle me, nimble as a teenage gymnast. She weighed next to nothing on my lap. Her ample chest brushed beneath my chin. I hadn’t noticed her chest before, and suddenly I could feel her implants. Her skin’s scent, stark and new, filled my nose.




I’d underestimated Lynda Jewell, and I’d forgotten what and who I was. I was in trouble.




Lynda Jewell savored the battle she saw on my face.




“So…here’s how it is,” she said. “Right here. Right now. You walk out with a script, and I’ll personally call any casting director in town to sing your praises.”




Slowly, rhythmically, she slid herself back and forth across my lap. She exerted so much pressure that her bony hip hurt; I had to uncross my leg and shift position, which gave her even freer access to my private parts. Her warm groin against mine felt disloyal to April. When she touched my cheek, I flinched as if her fingers had sparked. My face burned.




It was hard to concentrate on what she was saying, but what I heard was enough. I wanted to clamp my palms to her tiny waist, lift her up, and deposit her away. But I didn’t. A deeper instinct told me not to touch her. One person’s gentle rebuke is another person’s assault. Anything that happened in that room was Lynda Jewell’s word against mine, and I didn’t like the odds against me.




Besides, it wasn’t a good idea to touch her at all. Touching would only make it worse.




“I wish I could,” I said. Truer words have never been spoken. “Please get up.”




Her smile glittered, and I knew she was going to try to make me suffer. Lynda Jewell was a tough negotiator, or she wouldn’t be a kingmaker. “Really?”




She began unbuttoning her blouse, and the pang of fear in my chest felt as real and sickening as my day in the desert. As if I was about to die. Lynda Jewell was a bad dream I’d been having for years, replaying with my eyes wide open. I knew how this dream ended.




“Don’t do that,” I said, averting my eyes. I raised my hands as if she had a gun.




“Or what?” Her smile slipped past bemusement to something edgier, an implicit threat. Man or woman, anyone who claims not to enjoy power is lying.




She raced through the rest of her buttons and flung the blouse to the floor. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a zebra pattern on her bra. I couldn’t help peeking. Her chest was smooth and freckled, her breasts paler than the skin beneath her collarbone. Man-made mounds rising high. Her body looked just fine.




“You still like cash? There’s five thousand in the drawer. Tax-free. I’ll throw that in as a gratuity, assuming you earn it.” Lynda and her friend Pauline were nothing alike. Pauline had been courtly and considerate, always calling ahead to make sure it was a “good time” to meet, never treating me like property with a price tag.




“I should leave now,” I said.




“No ring, so you’re not married. Girlfriend?”




I didn’t answer. I didn’t want to bring April’s name into the room with us. But Lynda Jewell grinned, happy to have figured out the delay.




“I can’t promise you Troy, understand.” She twinkled at me. “Let me be clear about something now, so I don’t get any pouting later. You’re a hidden gem, lover, but you just don’t have the recognition. But there are a dozen other parts waiting for your face, some of them very good. You’ll have to audition if you want heavy lifting, but you’re guaranteed a line or two no matter what.”




Lynda Jewell was closing the deal. Her bra came off next, tossed away like a small animal scurrying for shelter. Her fingers were a claw as she pulled my hand toward her chest. “Pauline said you’re a magician, and I need some magic today. Impress me.”




I yielded to her hand’s pressure, and my palm fell to her breast. Sank into her skin.




Whenever breasts make an appearance, my body assumes it’s time to fuck. The discomfort in my groin was replaced by a sense of fullness, a remnant of the days when my erections punched a time clock. My heart drummed louder.




I’d done it a thousand times. The right touch here, carefully chosen words whispered there, and our contract was sealed. If you don’t think a few good orgasms are worth a movie role, someone isn’t taking care of business at home.




I felt a confusion that seemed like clarity: Maybe my past had been designed to lead me to this moment. Few men on this earth could have been better prepared to give Lynda Jewell what she wanted that day. The thought of tasting her made me feel sick to my stomach, but the call of her open legs across my lap—and the realization of how close to the Promised Land I had come—was arousing me. I was a pro, after all.




Lynda Jewell felt the mass growing beneath her. When you’re as blessed as I am, there’s nowhere to hide. “That’s more like it,” she said, rubbing against me. Massaging. “Ten.”




What the fuck? the Evil Voice said. It’s the only way in you’ve got.




To this day, I’m not sure why it happened. Maybe I’d trained myself to fight my Evil Voice, so that last jab helped me wake up from the dream. I stood up abruptly, bucking my hips slightly, and Lynda Jewell let out a cry as she lost her balance and landed on the carpeted floor.




She sat there dumbfounded, crossing her arms across her chest as if I’d burst into her room and ripped off her blouse. Her face darkened two shades. “What the fuck?”




Ever the gentleman, I offered my hand to help her to her feet. She refused to take it, hoisting herself up against the sofa.




“I’m sorry, Mrs. Jewell,” I said, torn between regret and rage. “That was an accident. But please don’t ever waste my time, or my agent’s, with this kind of bullshit again.”




In the end, rage won. Troy himself couldn’t have said it any better.




I’ve replayed that day over and over, trying to salvage the visit in my imagination, but it always ends the same way. Something that starts out that wrong can’t be made right. And although April made the touch of other women feel foreign, I don’t think I threw Lynda Jewell off of my lap because of April. I’d quit the sex-for-pay business five years before I ever met April.




I just couldn’t pretend to go back to the person I’d been, even if it would have meant real work. Even if it would have remade my world.




Lynda Jewell’s eyes boiled with rage and humiliation, and I recognized the poison lurking there: All I have to do is scream and make up a story, and I can take your life away.




“I truly am sorry. I had a reflexive—”




“You are the picture of nerve, you son of a bitch,” she said, flinging her blouse on like a cape. “Why would I cast a nothing like you in Lenox Avenue?”




Lynda Jewell and my Evil Voice had apparently read the same script. Her words flayed me. Still, I was the only one in the room with my dignity intact, and I kept it by commencing my long walk toward her suite’s door.




Lynda Jewell exaggerated a laugh behind me, following me step for step like a small terrier. “I wouldn’t hire a talentless whore like you as an extra,” she said. “If you don’t get back over here and finish what we started, I’ll make it my mission to drive you out of town. Do you hear me? Trust me, the future is not bright. Not for you, asshole.”




At least she had seen my commercial.




I stepped out into the hallway. A door to my left clicked shut, probably closed by someone embarrassed for us.




“God damn it! Get back in here and fuck me, you sonofabitch!”




The hallway was empty. Barren.




I don’t remember taking the elevator, or walking from the hotel. It took me four tries before I finally got my key in my car’s ignition.






























FOUR











THE TAU FUNDRAISER WAS A MISERY, all the more miserable for its frivolity. There are few chores worse than being the only one at the party in a bad mood.




Scratch that. It’s worse if you’re tied to a photo booth, smiling with strangers while flashing cameras stoke a monster headache. And worse still when your girlfriend’s eyes are probing with unfinished questions, trying to take you back to an afternoon you’d rather forget.




It’s not that men don’t want to talk—we just like to choose our time. Lynda Jewell wasn’t a story I was eager to tell.




The banquet hall of Culver City’s Radisson Hotel was decorated in a carnival theme, filled with helium balloons in Tau crimson and white. Instead of the usual chicken breast banquet, they had food stands serving hot dogs, wings, and fresh popcorn. There were also poker tables, roulette wheels, and six celebrity photo booths. The last booth, awaiting the still-absent T.D. Jackson, charged one hundred dollars. Already, a dozen people waited in line.




I was in the second booth, with a twenty-dollar price, right next to dead cheapest, a guy with gold teeth who’d been a Hype man for Shareef back in the day. Since my episodes of Homeland hadn’t even aired yet—and would it have mattered?—most people passed me without bothering to hide a sour pucker that said Who the hell are you?




Higher up the celebrity food chain at fifty bucks apiece were that light-skinned brother from A Different World, a sister from the UCLA women’s basketball team, a Playboy Playmate wearing only a bikini, a Famous Hip-Hop Artist with three initials for a name (D.O.A., maybe? Chela would have known him), and Billy Dee Williams, who was still making young ladies swoon in his seventies.




Billy Dee was Troy back before there was a Troy. If I’d been in the mood for inspiration, I would have found it in Billy Dee. Instead, all I could think about was how unfair it was that Billy Dee was grinning and posing as if time had stood still for him alone, and back at home Dad needed help getting out of bed. A bad mood colors everything.




“Ooh, look at this luscious Hershey’s Kiss over here,” one huge woman said, eyeing me as if I were on a Mississippi auction block. “Honey, you should be charging more than twenty dollars to take a picture with you. Aren’t you that phone guy?”




She grabbed my forearm with meaty fingers, so proprietary that my flesh crawled. My memories of Lynda Jewell were too fresh to tolerate a new woman’s pawing. Gently, I slipped my arm away. She tried to hold on, but a final yank got me free. Her eyebrow arch told me, That’s okay, baby, I like ’em feisty. I think I actually shivered.




The woman lumbered beside me into the booth.




“Stand up, baby,” she said, holding up her red ticket. “Come to Mama.”




She was my first taker in fifteen minutes, so I tried to look happy for the photographer. As the woman cinched her arm tightly around my waist, enfolding me within soft rolls of polyester-and-sequin-wrapped flesh, I cursed myself again for showing up. I could have written the Taus a check for three times what I’d raised and spent my night at home.




The camera went off, and my headache screamed.




Then, air crackled, almost as if lightning had struck in the banquet-hall doorway.




Have you ever stood on a beach with water up to your ankles and felt the tide recede? Even the grains of sand try to flee from between your toes. It’s a dizzying, startling sensation; a reminder of one’s utter insignificance in the face of nature’s full force.




That’s what happened when T.D. Jackson walked into the banquet hall.




“Oh, shit,” said the woman standing beside me, and suddenly she wasn’t.




I’ve spent a career around the chronically charismatic, but T.D. Jackson’s presence was fuller than his six-foot-three frame could contain, stretching from one end of the hall to the other. All eyes and feet gravitated toward him. He floated into the room on a wave of fierce applause, as if he were Nelson Mandela freed after twenty-seven years of hard labor.




T.D. and Billy Dee must have had similar genes, because the man who strode through that door was only a slightly less bulky version of the college sophomore I’d known back at SoCal State almost twenty years before. He had always had an actor’s face—a jutting chin, powerful cheekbones and oddly colored eyes that hypnotized females when they flickered between golden brown and green—so I wasn’t surprised when T.D. transitioned to Hollywood in the middle of his NFL career. Acting ability is secondary when you’re a born star like T.D. Jackson; his face and Super Bowl MVP memories won him forgiveness for his limited range.




Even at a stroll, he moved like a jaguar. It was easy to imagine his famous leaps as he caught balls most players wouldn’t dream of, landing just within bounds with Baryshnikov’s pointy-toed perfection. Some people argue that T.D. Jackson was the best wide receiver ever to play the game. My money’s on Jerry Rice, or maybe Randy Moss, but the argument isn’t dumb.




T.D. was flanked by five men who might have been linebackers, and I knew a couple of their faces from college, too. Classmates, friends, bodyguards. All of them, including T.D., were dressed in silk crimson suits, white shirts, narrow crimson ties, and sunglasses. The crowd in the room surged toward T.D., but no one dared block his direct path. T.D. Jackson was leading a moving train with no signs of slowing.




I forgot about the murders. Everyone did.




T.D. raised his arm over his head, a signal, and the hall’s speakers blared to life. Tinny, inane carnival music was replaced by a deafening recorded shout and heavy percussion. M.C. Hammer’s “Turn This Mutha Out” flooded the room.




T.D. Jackson and his crew fanned into a circle, facing us with wide-legged stances. On the beat, all six men thrust their groins forward in synchronization, their knees so low to the ground that they were bending backward. For several seconds, they froze in place, testing their impossible balance, their heads nearly touching. Onlookers squealed, shrieked and shouted. An excited chant swelled from the crowd, also in rhythm: “Go ’head! Go ’head!”




The step show had begun.




Step shows have been popularized in film recently, but they originated at historically black colleges in the 1960s. Black Greek organizations at mainstream universities like SoCal State have kept up the tradition, and that night T.D. Jackson took us all back to school.




T.D. Jackson was playing for his true home crowd.




Like the gears of a perfect machine, the men flung their sunglasses into the ecstatic crowd. The woman who had just posed for a picture with me nearly stampeded the poor young sister beside her as she snatched T.D.’s shades out of midflight.




Double time, leaping high while they jabbed their arms skyward with perfectly matched motion, the six men stalked to the waiting stage. To climb up, they leapfrogged in twos until all of them stood in a single line, moving like an optical illusion. They raised their knees high in synchronized clapping above and below their massive thighs. Their rhythmic stomping on the wooden stage sounded like thunder. I was sure the floorboards would snap beneath them.




T.D., the war chief, let out a shout. “When I say Tau, you say Heat. Tau!”




“Heat!” the men roared in unison, with perfectly timed stomps emphasizing the word.




“Tau!”




“Heat!”




All of the men dropped to the floor in a line, as if about to do push-ups. Each man except the last hooked his ankles on another man’s shoulders, and they melded into a single unit. One by one, they raised themselves high, then back to the floor, a slowly undulating snake waving back and forth across the stage.




Women screamed. Every entrance to the banquet hall was crammed with hotel waiters, cooks, and housekeepers watching the marvel of giants moving with such uncanny fluidity. April sidled up beside me, in wide-eyed wonderment despite herself.




Another shout from T.D., and the men were on their feet. They danced in formation around each other, alternately thrusting their fists into the air and stomping out a pattern with their feet that sounded like angry drumming straight from the Motherland. The way they moved their torsos, elbows, and fists reminded me of karate katas. These were the warriors of our tribe, performing a mighty war dance. If T.D. Jackson and his crew had done their step show on the field before their bowl games, the other teams might have fled back to the locker room before the starting coin toss.




I’m in good shape—I work out, I can fight when it counts, and I can dance to anything from hip-hop to salsa—but on my best days, I couldn’t will my body to move like that. T.D.’s crew carried their bulky frames with stupefying ease, capturing an odd combination of beauty and ferocity. Their shouts jittered up my spine. A premonition, maybe.




As the last of M.C. Hammer’s music sounded, the other men heaved T.D. Jackson over their heads, holding him high as he lay in repose. They looked like pallbearers.




Once the show was over, April remembered her indignation. “You’d think he’d have the decency to keep a low profile until after the civil trial,” she muttered to me over the room’s raucous shouting and applause.




I chuckled. The phrase low profile had never been in T.D. Jackson’s vocabulary.




April’s eyes narrowed. “You think it’s funny he got away with murder?” She said it loudly enough to elicit a gaze fit for blasphemers from a nearby older couple. I hoped April wouldn’t be foolish enough to confront T.D. Jackson, but suddenly I wasn’t sure. Women’s mouths have earned their men a beat-down, or worse, since the dawn of so-called civilization.




“Chill, April,” I said. “You knew he would be here.”




April’s eyes cut at me in a way I wasn’t used to. Maybe there had been something in my voice she wasn’t used to either. That was the way things were with us lately.




While the crowd swarmed T.D. Jackson at the other end of the room, I returned to my lonely booth to wait until April was ready to go. She was a member of the Taus’ sister sorority, so the ladies were there to help keep the popcorn popping.






After the step show, the rest of us might as well have been invisible. The line for T.D. Jackson’s photo booth was so long that organizers set up velvet ropes to keep order. The Bruin and the Bunny traded hair care advice while Billy Dee and the Different World dude exchanged business cards, talking politics.




“Now I have truly seen everything,” a woman’s voice said beside me.




Any number of unusual sights could have fit that description, so I followed her gaze: She was staring toward the flock around T.D. Jackson and his entourage at the other end of the room.




The woman was petite and smooth-skinned, dressed in an efficient gray pantsuit that told me she had come to the event straight from a job she probably didn’t like. I didn’t know her, but when she looked at me, I was sure I knew her eyes.




“Marilyn…Johnson?” I said. Her name came first.




She smiled. “That’s impressive. I look…” Beat. “…different.”




The long, embarrassed pause helped me remember her: She’d been the only other sister in my first college drama class. She’d had unfortunate acne and overprocessed hair, and I remember thinking that she would need to lose about sixty pounds if she wanted acting work. Apparently, she had. The weight was gone, shrunken to a healthy athletic frame that bespoke serious workouts. The acne hadn’t left so much as a scar, and her hair had a raven sheen. Marilyn Johnson had gotten herself together.




I’m not the school-reunion type, but I was happy to see someone looking better instead of worse after twenty years, so I stood up to hug her. My hug surprised her, and I felt her body stiffen, so I pulled back sooner than I would have. I’d been careful to issue my Friendly hug—more upper body than lower—but Marilyn was skittish about contact.




Marilyn never met my eyes for more than a hot second, roiling with shyness that seemed misplaced. Despite her effective dusting of makeup to bring out her cheeks and large, almond-shaped eyes, in her mind’s eye she was hideous.




“Hey, darlin’,” I said. “You look terrific.”




“Right back at ya,” she said. “I’ve marked my calendar for your first episodes on Homeland. Love that show! I’ve been keeping up with you on the internet. I’ll never forget turning on my TV and seeing you on Malibu High back in the day.”




“Way back,” I said, downplaying it. My entrée into television had been a minor part as a basketball coach on a Beverly Hills 90210 knockoff.




Marilyn swatted my hand, just like April might. “Stop. Everyone didn’t get triumphs like that to celebrate, Tennyson. Embrace your achievements.”




It was the nicest thing anyone fully dressed had said to me all day.




The photographer had long since drifted away, but Marilyn waved him over. Then she opened her purse to find her twenty dollar photo fee. “You don’t have to,” I said.




She smiled. “I want to. A picture with you will wash away how the Taus just ruined my night.” Her jaw could have cracked a walnut. Marilyn wasn’t looking at T.D. Jackson anymore, but I realized she could see no one else.




“Not in the fan club?”




“He’s guilty as hell,” she said quietly. “And he knows it.”




As the camera flashed, Marilyn posed by giving me a gentle kiss on the cheek. The kiss lingered, sweet and sad, as if she wanted to absorb some luck, or goodness, from me. I wished I had some to give. I expected the Let’s-have-lunch riff, but none came. I could tell that she had abandoned her acting dreams long ago. Most people do.




“I’m disappointed with the Taus. They should know better,” Marilyn said with the My-people-My-people shake of her head. “But it was good to see you, Ten.”




Her expression was so fragile that I wanted to retrieve a memory to delight her. I tried to remember a single conversation with her from class, a friend or relative to inquire about, but I couldn’t. Back in school, she had been invisible to me, and probably to almost everyone else. Watching her walk away beneath a veil of sadness, I wanted to reach back through time and invite her out for coffee after class. But all that was too little, twenty years too late.




I was ready to leave the Taus, too.




I’d lost sight of April, so I went looking. I found her at a Sno-Cone machine with three other women, deep in a huddle. Their fingers fumbled with cups and plastic jugs of rainbow-colored syrup. Even before I was close enough to hear, I could tell that the women were pressuring April about something, and I was paranoid enough to believe that they were talking about me. In a way, I guess they were.




“…for you. You’re the one who has to take control,” one of the women was saying. “If you don’t—” She clammed up when she saw me coming. She was as model-thin and as tall as I was, with hair dyed platinum in an ill-chosen contrast against her skin.




When April met my eyes, I thought I saw guilt tug at her mouth.




“Hey, Ten,” April said absently, hooking her arm through mine. Hey, old buddy.




Four sets of eyes felt heavy on my face. “Is there a problem I can help with?” I said.




“No,” April said quickly, before anyone else could answer. “It’s nothing.”




April didn’t lie often—and maybe not at all since she’d been my girlfriend—but that lie made us even. On our way to the fund-raiser, April had asked me a half dozen times what was bothering me, and I’d relied on the same old line, too. Nothing. One bad lie deserved another.




“I’m ready to go,” I said. “If you need to stay, I’m sure someone can give you a ride.”




Around me, reflexive hands perched on hips. I felt unspoken refrains of Oh-no-he-didn’t. April looked slightly embarrassed, but she gave me a gentle pull that made me think she was almost relieved to get away. “Maybe it’s okay if I go. I’ll ask Percy.”




Whoever Percy was, I wanted to suggest some anatomically challenging acts he could perform on himself. Why was a stranger having a say with my lady? But I set my teeth and followed April toward the throng at the other end of the room.




“One of my sorority sisters found out she has lupus,” April said as we crossed the room.




“Sorry to hear it.”




“They want me to take over her project, but I’m not interested.” April sighed. “A high school journalism class.”




“You’ve always wanted to teach.” April’s father was a college professor, and she’d vowed to leave the newspaper for teaching one day.




She dropped the bomb. “It’s in Soweto. Six months in South Africa. Classes start in three weeks, and I couldn’t land there cold on day one. I’d have to take a leave from the paper, like, now. And sublet my room.” April was no longer talking to me; she was thinking it through.




One night, after half a glass too much of wine, I had asked April to move in with me. That was probably when my feeling of unease began, if I had to choose a date on a calendar. Three months before. I’d seen surprise flare in her eyes, and I realized that maybe she’d misunderstood me. When I said it, I was mostly thinking what a pain it was that April couldn’t spend the night more often—that was before she’d confessed that Chela made her uncomfortable. The way I saw it, why should she be spending six-fifty a month for a room in a two-bedroom apartment when she could live in my house for free? That was all. Convenience.




April had answered my offer with a laundry list of excuses: not enough notice for her roommate. Respect for her parents. The distance from her job. Her list of reasons, sounding a firm no, made me realize I’d been asking more than I thought. But this time, I already recognized the hungry ring of yes underneath her excuses. The challenges weren’t a wall to hide behind; they were bricks to be torn down. April wanted to go to Soweto. She might not know how badly yet, but she would before long.




April pulled herself closer to me, reassurance. “I’m not interested,” she said again.




“Yet.” If April heard me, she didn’t let on.




The man she was looking for, Tau chapter president Percy Duvall, also dressed in crimson, hovered near T.D. Jackson’s booth to keep order along the velvet ropes. Duvall was below average height, with a Napoleon syndrome that kept his neck at full tilt. In proximity to T.D. and his crew, Duvall looked like a gnome.




T.D. was jocular and grinning as he posed for photos with admirers. Each newcomer, men and women alike, paid one hundred dollars for the privilege of giving T.D. Jackson prayers, hugs, and encouragement in his hour of need.




“Too blessed to be stressed, bro.”




“Stay strong, brotherman.”




“The truth will set you free, man.”




“T.D., you’re an inspiration to humanity.” That quote is verbatim.




I had done my best to ignore the trial, since celebrity trials are a waste of taxpayer money. But anyone with ears knew the details: T.D.’s ex-wife, Chantelle, had been highly pedigreed. She hailed from a political family, and she was an entertainment lawyer well liked in the industry. While her two children were at their grandparents’ house, she and her unlucky fiancé, Arturo Salvador, had been hogtied, gagged, and murdered in her garage. Having gained some painful experience with gags and hogties recently, I felt especially sorry for them. It’s no way to die.




Even as murders go, this one was mean-spirited. Personal. The coroner had determined that the murderer killed the fiancé while T.D.’s ex was forced to watch, then she was shot execution-style in the back of the head. (In the end, was the killer unable to look at her face? That was my bet.) The killer’s boot had left partial tread marks on his upper thigh. Injuries to the man’s swollen groin suggested a bit of ill will. The murdered man had once been a probation officer, so T.D.’s defense had argued that the killings might have been retaliation for a job well-done.




But police records proved that T.D. had threatened and harassed his ex-wife in the year since she won half his fortune in their divorce. His blood was found on the scene, and threads from a type of fiber and weave identical with a jacket T.D. had had custom-made not nine months before…and what some considered a telling degree of mental confusion in the forty-eight hours following the crime—I thought the L.A. prosecutor’s office might win a big one at last.




Nope. The justice system just isn’t set up to penetrate a multimillion-dollar defense. Celebrity just makes it worse. The jury’s failure to convict T.D. Jackson felt like a far cry from vindication, considering that half the jurors posed for pictures with T.D. after the trial.




To the Taus, T.D. Jackson was family, plain and simple. Ask any mother sheltering her fugitive child how difficult it is to give up on family. Still, that crowd’s certainty of T.D.’s innocence—or, rather, their utter lack of imagination regarding the possibility of his guilt—made me wonder if they thought they could read the man’s mind. I could understand T.D.’s classmates and relatives fawning without restraint or caution, but what about the people who’d never met him, and only knew him as a face on the screen?




Faces aren’t windows. They’re just masks made of skin.




Extraordinary talent or success implies a level of sanctification that can make wrongdoing seem impossible. Not to me. I’ve collected too many secrets of my own. There was every chance T.D. had killed those two people, despite his football records, hit movies, and boyish smile. I wasn’t going to spit in his face like April would have liked to, but I wouldn’t kiss his ass either.




I have too much respect for the dead.




Two blond twins with bodies like Playmate caricatures—overblown lips, concave bellies, and island-sized breasts—waited for T.D. in folding chairs just beyond the photo booth. They both sat with their legs crossed, their short dresses hiked up high enough to cast shadows between their thighs. They were hookers or porn stars, or maybe both, and they reeked of pheromones. Every sister in fifty feet tightened her grip on her man’s arm.




T.D.’s crew hovered, too. They were former football players, but that night they were on protection detail. Hard, watchful eyes scanned everyone who came close. For an instant, April locked eyes with the biggest of them, who looked like a younger Jim Brown, and her face made him puff out his chest like a dare. Don’t start no shit, sister. I hoped April had as much common sense as I thought.




April’s shoulders rose as she steeled herself to approach the Tau president, which meant walking within ten yards of T.D. Jackson. She kept her eyes on Percy Duvall, never glancing at T.D. Truth be told, I think T.D. scared her more than his hulking friends. Smart girl.




“Percy? I was wondering…” she began.






“April, thank God,” he interrupted. “Did you hear? We need you in South Africa…”




Suddenly, a hand was on my shoulder. A woman’s feather light touch. “I don’t believe this! Tennyson Hardwick. Speak of the devil!”




I was trying to eavesdrop on April’s conversation, and suddenly April wanted to listen to mine. April’s eyes dashed away from Percy in time to see a woman rise to her tiptoes and kiss me lightly on the lips. I saw the delicate tip of an ear, long braids, a slender frame, and ochre-colored skin before the woman pulled back far enough for me to take in her face.




“Melanie Wilde,” I said, recognizing her. Another classmate from SoCal State. I hadn’t realized I had been in school long enough to make so many friends. Melanie’s name hadn’t crossed my mind in nearly twenty years, but her face was impossible to forget. She had a high forehead, button nose, and pronounced cheekbones, like a Senegalese princess. Exotic and beautiful. “Long time.”




I was careful about my distance, opening a chasm between us. Melanie was T.D. Jackson’s older cousin. We had met because she came in and out of the dorm, often carrying loads of T.D.’s laundry. I had asked her about the laundry once, and she only laughed. Success is a family project, she had said, her cousin’s future dancing in her bright eyes. The Church of T.D. Jackson had opened its doors long before he won the Heisman or played in the NFL.




“Oh no, you don’t understand,” she said intensely, grabbing my hand. “This is uncanny. God is at work here, Tennyson. I was just speaking your name. Hey, Bumpy!”




She waved toward T.D. Jackson, and the sound of her voice made his head snap up. His offensive line stepped aside to make a path for her as she pulled me toward him by the hand. April’s eyes burned a hole in the back of my head.






“Look who it is!” Melanie said when T.D. turned to face me. “This is the one. Tennyson Hardwick, remember?”




T.D.’s crew closed a circle around us, shielding T.D. from the waiting crowd. Anyone who was pissed about the interruption kept it to themselves.




When he saw me, T.D. Jackson’s face lighted with a grin that no one could refuse to return. “How you been, man?” He leaned in for an embrace, patting my back. For an instant, my head swam. Maybe T.D. and I had been tight all along, like brothers, and I’d forgotten somehow.




“Who’s this?” one of his friends said in a skeptical basso. He was square-jawed, with a deep cleft in his chin.




“Hardwick,” Melanie said. “The bodyguard.”




There were murmurs of recognition, and another pat on the back from T.D. The circle closed in more tightly. They checked me out, jock to jock. They’d seen movies, and knew a glance can’t tell you anything about a man’s skill with a gun, or behind the wheel of a car: two critical skills in the close-protection industry. And hand to hand? You just don’t know. I work out with a skinny little guy who’ll be sixty-five next birthday, one of the best real-world bodyguards there is. He won’t play dojo games: You’ll just wake up hurting, if you’re lucky.




So about the only thing about me they could evaluate was my fitness. Not even that: They weren’t going to ask me to run a hundred, bench my max, or hit the sled for them. And they weren’t going to ask me what my ring record was, or number of red stripes on the black belt. They would take the instant, male-male snapshot appreciation, an automatic question most guys don’t talk about much: Can I kick his ass?




Of course, there’s a balancing question: Can he kick my ass?




You could divide men into categories based upon the instinctive choice of one of these questions. Whole families of life decisions and actions separate the worlds of the men who think of themselves as Thumpers and Thumpees. Neither is a better or worse human being. But trust me: They’re two different guys.




T.D., these men, and I were all Thumpers. We all knew we’d bruise each other up. One level of reflexive male challenge done, and bonding begun. I wasn’t afraid of them. I wasn’t a monster, but my solid muscle was balanced, loose, bouncy. Watchful. They couldn’t know how well trained it was, but they had to wonder why I wasn’t intimidated. But if I was a leopard, they were lions. They figured they could kill me, even if they’d get scratched up doing it. All right, you’re okay buddy, you can watch my flank, and I’ll watch yours. We had sized each other up almost instantly, and the mutual answer was “yes.”




I enjoyed being welcomed into the heart of that invincible tribe. I admit it. The rest of the banquet hall vanished.




All his career, the media had criticized T.D. for his arrogance and cockiness. But I watched the grin fade from his face, revealing what he kept from hidden from everyone except his closest friends and family: He was tired and scared. The smooth skin he’d had in college looked weathered, and his eyes were slightly red, even crazed. No telltale white residue on his nostrils, but his eyes looked like fried marbles.




Six men were talking to me at once.




“Since the verdict, it’s crazy, man…”




“…people done lost their damn minds…”




“…can’t even open his mail…”




Melanie raised her hand, and the men fell silent. She was the smallest of any of us, but Melanie Wilde was in charge. She surreptitiously showed me a grainy five-by-seven color photograph, and I nearly recoiled. That photo had run in the Enquirer after a police source leaked it to the tabloids: Chantelle Jackson bound to a chair, her lifeless head dangling to one side, taken inside the garage where she’d been killed. I was grateful the photo had been taken from behind, her face hidden from view. I’d already seen one dead woman too many.




“Where’d this come from?” I said.




Melanie leaned close to me. “Some coward slipped it on the table and walked away.”




“Wish I’d seen the motherfucker,” Basso growled, scanning the crowd. I scanned too: Nothing but well-dressed Taus patiently awaiting their turn to touch greatness. All smiles.




“T.D.’s getting threats,” Melanie said, voice low. “Not just this. Ignorant people unfamiliar with our system of jurisprudence don’t understand the words Not Guilty. Anyway, Dorothea Biggs teaches Sunday school with me at my church, and she talks about you all the time. Her son told her he’s never seen a…what? Close-Protection Specialist? Quite like you. You pulled him out of a fire, during the Afrodite thing?”




She said it like she was trying to jog my memory. As if I could forget.




Serena “Afrodite” Johnson’s death still infuriated me—I had nearly gone to jail myself after she’d been murdered, since I had spent a precious afternoon with her the day she died. Serena and I hadn’t seen each other in five years until that day, and it had been like meeting for the first time. We might have started all over again, both of us born anew.




“He was a bodyguard for who?” said Skeptical Basso, looking me up and down. He had fifty pounds on me. I’m not small, but it was like an oak talking to a pine.




“Devon Biggs,” Melanie told him. “And Afrodite.”




“Well, shit, that didn’t work out too good.”




My eyes flashed fire. Knowing that I might have found a way to save Serena’s life still sometimes made it hard to go to sleep at night. Linebacker or not, I wasn’t going to tolerate taunting about Serena.




T.D. Jackson laughed, but without mirth. His glassy eyes shimmered. “You got heart, man. Don’t let Carlyle fuck with you,” T.D. told me, and shook my hand; almost holding it, really. “Melanie says you’re the real thing, and my big cousin never steers me wrong. I need somebody I can trust, from way back in the day. The shit’s gonna start all over with the civil trial. My boys got their own lives, you know? They can’t keep babysitting my ass. That true about Devon Biggs and the fire? Six dudes shooting at you?”




“Three,” I said. The memory of the trap set for me and Devon in retaliation for Serena’s murder forced itself to the surface. I had shot and almost killed a man that day. I could still taste the soot and smell the gasoline. “The fire’s true.”




T.D. Jackson’s face went slack with gratitude, the way he might have looked at a doctor who promised to cure a fatal illness. “Yeah, man. That’s what I need, Tennyson. No bullshit.”




In that instant, T.D. Jackson felt like an old friend I could invite home to crack open a six-pack and watch a ballgame. That’s the ugly truth of it: People aren’t all bad or all good. You can dig down to find the saint, or the monster, in anyone.




A business card slipped into my hand. I glanced down: Melanie Wilde, Attorney at Law. She worked at a downtown firm housed in a glass tower on Sunset.




“Let me know how to reach you,” Melanie said. “We’ll take you to lunch and talk details. We’re not playing, so name your price.”




A piercing gaze somehow has physical weight. April’s eyes were bludgeoning the back of my head. Instinct made me want to call her over, and say, “Hey, guys, this is my girlfriend, April Forrest.” But April didn’t want an introduction. She wanted to know why the hell I was talking congenially with T.D. Jackson and a woman who looked like an East African postcard. I wondered, too.




I’d almost forgotten that I had a steady job, and that investigating Serena’s murder had soured me on the bodyguard business. I’d almost forgotten my respect for the dead.




I made a show of trying to give Melanie’s card back to her. She refused it.




“Wish I could help,” I said, first to her, and then to T.D. “But I’m pushing the acting thing now. Might have seen me on the previews for next week’s Homeland?”




T.D. blinked. No reaction at all.




“The Afrodite business was a onetime thing,” I said. “Sorry.”




“What?” T.D. said, genuinely puzzled. T.D. Jackson wasn’t used to being refused. “You think I can’t pay, man? I can pay.”




“It’s not that. I’ve got a gig, T.D. Sorry.”




His eyes never wavered, but somewhere deep inside T.D. Jackson there was a seismic shift. For an instant I glimpsed a morsel of the rage his dead ex-wife might have known, whether or not he killed her. T.D. Jackson didn’t have a Warm setting: He went from Cold to Hot. His eyes, which looked vaguely golden in that instant, were sharp as knives.




Melanie Wilde saw it, too. She moved toward T.D., standing between us, although her eyes never left mine. “Please keep my card,” she said. “We could really use you, Ten. You can imagine what the stress is like. First the loss…then the trial…” Melanie had been making excuses for her baby cousin her whole life, and she was good at it.




Mostly for her sake, I opened my wallet and nestled her card inside—although I didn’t offer her mine. Then I tipped an imaginary hat. If I didn’t tend to April soon, I was the one who was going to need a ride home.






I met T.D. Jackson’s eyes for the last time. They still glinted, sharp. “T.D.? Good luck with the security, man. If I think of anyone else, I’ll let you know.”




T.D. only shook his head with a scoffing, dismissive laugh. His eyes left mine, and I became invisible. He had exposed his heart to me, and beneath his armor he was sulking like a ten-year-old boy. “Triflin’ motherfucker,” he muttered, walking away. Melanie winced.




Just that quickly, I was out of the club.




I didn’t know it at the time, but my tally rose that night. Serena wasn’t alone anymore.




Now there were two lives I might have saved.
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