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For our mothers,


Eva Reeves Barnes
1928–1981


Patricia Stephens Due
1939–2012


in loving memory




“The very least I can do is afford you the opportunity of surviving the evening.”


—North by Northwest


“It’s so horribly sad. How is it I feel like laughing?”


—North by Northwest




Suggested MP3 Soundtrack


“Represent” (Orishas)


“El Cantante” (Héctor Lavoe)


“Night Life” (Aretha Franklin)


“In the Air Tonight” (Phil Collins)


“Conga” (Gloria Estefan)


“Somos Latinos” (Adalberto Alvarez y Su Son)


“Quimbara” (Celia Cruz & Willie Pacheco)


“Give It Up” (The Goodmen)


“Freak” (LFO)


“Culo” (Pitbull, featuring Lil Jon)


“SOS” (Rihanna)


Gasolina (DJ Buddha Remix) (Daddy Yankee, featuring Lil Jon, Noriega, and Pitbull)


“Gun Music” (Talib Kweli)


“Tha Crossroads” (Bone Thugs-n-Harmony)


“Can’t Let Go” (Anthony Hamilton)


“Shhh” (The Artist Formerly Known as Prince)


“Fame” (David Bowie)


“Dirty Laundry” (Don Henley)


“The Collector” (Nine Inch Nails)


“Welcome to the Terrordome” (Public Enemy)


“Tightrope” (Janelle Monáe featuring Big Boi)


“If This World Were Mine” (Luther Vandross, featuring Cheryl Lynn)


“A Lo Cubano” (Orishas)
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ALL ACTORS DREAM of a meeting that will change our lives forever, but I didn’t dare hope that Gustavo Escobar would be mine. Even my agent had no idea why Escobar had called me. Escobar was an Oscar-nominated director on a hot streak, and I was lucky to have a job playing a corrupt lawyer on one of the last surviving soap operas.


After twenty years in the industry, I no longer believed in the Big Bang. My microscopic part in a respected film set during the Harlem Renaissance, Lenox Avenue, hadn’t done much for my career. And the last two Hollywood heavy hitters who had contacted me—both women—craved skills that had nothing to do with my acting. Let’s just say I was wary of calls from powerful strangers.


So when Escobar hadn’t shown up by nine o’clock for our eight thirty dinner meeting, I was sorry I had agreed to meet him without more questions. Once again, the joke was on me.


But it was hard to nurse a bad mood inside La Habana.


La Habana was L.A.’s new ethnic restaurant du jour, modeled after a 1930s Cuban supper club. That night, a full orchestra played a rousing rumba against colorful walls splashed with artificially aged murals of palm trees and revelers in old-fashioned Cuban dress. Black-and-white footage of bandleaders Beny Moré and Arsenio Rodríguez flickered on overhead screens. At least I would have an excuse to call my former girlfriend, April; I was glad for any novelties to bring us together.


I was pulling out my phone to give my agent the bad news when a hand rested on my shoulder. “Lo siento,” a man said. “Sorry, I’m on Cuban Time. Gus Escobar.”


I started to stand, but his firm hand on my shoulder told me not to bother. Instead, Escobar sat across from me with a wide smile, sweeping off his white fedora.


I was surprised to note from his short-trimmed graying hair that Escobar was probably in his fifties, long past the norm for an overnight success in Hollywood. He had a slightly rounded midsection, but he carried himself fluidly, like a man who was fit and comfortable in his own skin. His round, thick-framed black eyeglasses were prominent, more fashion than function. His skin had only a whisper of a suntan, so I wouldn’t have guessed his Latino heritage if I hadn’t known. His accent was as much Brooklyn as Havana.


“I lived in New York too long,” he said. “I never get used to the traffic.”


“No problem,” I said with my trademark grin. “Just glad to meet you, Mr. Escobar.”


“No, no, please, it’s Gus. You have to try the Bucanero beer. They keep extras on ice for me. Oye, Ramon!” He signaled for the waiter with two fingers.


Like a lot of Hollywood types, Escobar was broadcasting himself at full wattage, creating a character, but I liked him. Rather than focusing on himself, he pulled his chair closer and gave me his attention, as if I had summoned him. “You’re kind to make time for me on short notice,” he said. “I’m such an admirer. I saw Lenox Avenue, and you stole the scene. But Sofia Maitlin and I are distant cousins, did you know? She’s told me so many good things. She said you’ve never gotten full credit, but you’re a hero.”


Here it comes, I thought, my grin turning to concrete. A year before, I’d helped an A-list actress save her adopted South African daughter from a kidnapping ring. I’d forgotten that Maitlin shared Escobar’s Cuban lineage on her mother’s side. I was sure Escobar was about to offer me a job as a bodyguard, and I wasn’t interested.


But I was wrong. Escobar reached into his aged leather satchel and pulled out a script, which he nudged my way on the table. The title showed through the plastic sleeve: Freaknik.


“For your eyes only,” Escobar said. “I have a beautiful part for you. We start shooting in Miami this fall.” Then he waited for my response as if his livelihood depended on my answer.


The floor seemed to shift beneath my feet. I was glad the beer had arrived, because I needed a swig of moisture against my dry throat. I didn’t want to look as shocked as I felt.


“Good, no?” Escobar said, meaning the beer.


I wouldn’t know. I hadn’t tasted anything. My mind was still stuck on Escobar saying he had a part for me.


Three months before, Escobar had been featured on the cover of Entertainment Weekly during the Oscar campaign for his last film, Nuestro Tío Fidel, his arty biopic of Fidel Castro. He had lost the Best Director Oscar to Martin Scorsese, but barely. Len Shemin, my agent, had told me that his entire client list would kill to be in Gustavo Escobar’s next film.


“Why me?” Len would have kicked me under the table if he’d been there, but I asked.


“Lenox Avenue,” he said. “The fire in you. I want that fire for Freaknik.”


I wanted to hear more, but a respected young actor passing our table—I won’t say who—did a Scooby-Doo double take when he saw Escobar. He barely hid the who the hell are you glance he shot my way before he stretched out his hand to the director. He gushed at Escobar like a college coed meeting the team quarterback. Escobar was polite and patient while the actor angled for a meeting, but Escobar’s eyes frequently apologized to me for the intrusion.


“Thank you so much, but I . . .” Escobar began, hinting for privacy.


“Man, I’ve wanted to tell you,” the actor went on. “I’m blown away by your human portrait of Fidel. Our government talks shit about him, but you weren’t afraid to show the good he’s done. You didn’t take the easy road.”


Escobar shrugged. “Truth is in the eye of the beholder, but gracias.”


The actor excused himself reluctantly, his last gaze toward me full of burning envy. I gave him a mock salute before he walked away. Adios, asshole.


I’d watched Nuestro Tío Fidel to prepare for the meeting, but Fidel hadn’t seemed sympathetic to me in the film, which chronicled his transformation from a young revolutionary to a frail, paranoid dictator. Reviewers had compared Fidel’s depiction to Michael Corleone’s journey in The Godfather and The Godfather Part II. From what I’d heard, the Cuban exile community in Miami had practically proclaimed Escobar a patron saint.


“Fidel’s good side?” I said. “Was that what you were trying to show?”


“No man is only one thing.” Escobar winked, and I was sure he wasn’t talking about Fidel anymore. “The good and the bad are always at war.”


My father often told me how his pastor could stare at any congregant and see his story. That was how I felt sitting across from Escboar that night in La Habana, watching the glow of insight in his eyes. If he’d talked to Sofia Maitlin about me, he had doubtless spoken to others. He knew details about my history that I’d tried to bury in a deep hole. He seemed to know I was broken, afraid to dream, that I’d almost talked myself out of meeting him.


He might even know I had killed a man. Had Maitlin guessed and told him?


I wanted to say more. To confide. To confess. To explain.


Escobar nodded, as if I had spoken aloud. He sighed, and tears suddenly shone in his eyes, erased when he blinked. “Let me tell you something,” he began. “I lost everything and everyone as a boy. People ask why I would follow Fidel with a horror movie. I ask, why not? Loss is one of the true universal experiences. Our walking dead follow us. They know us as their own.”


For the next two hours, while patrons came and went and the orchestra packed up its music, Escobar talked to me about his project. Freaknik was a zombie movie only on the surface, he said. “This film, at its heart, is about love and redemption in the face of unspeakable evil,” Escobar said, tapping the script. “The ultimate trial. Like me, Tennyson, you’ve known trials. That’s why my vision won’t be complete without you.”


April and my father often said everything happens for a reason, but I never believed it until that moment. My worst experiences had led me to a table with a stranger who was willing to help me build a future in Hollywood. It wasn’t just the best night of my career; it was one of the best of my life.


If only I had known what real horror would be waiting in Miami.


All of us are the walking dead.
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SALSA IS THE sound of Miami, and Miami changed everything. The Magic City’s betrayal follows me with music.


Salsa was blaring the night of Marcela’s birthday, when I was showing off the fruits of the dance skills that had once been a part of my trade. Dancing comes easily to me, so I was delighting Marcela’s sisters and girlfriends by twirling them two at a time—one in front, one in back—spinning and weaving through the intricate beat like a black Fred Astaire. Anybody watching me would have thought I’d been raised in the heart of Havana or San Juan. Baile!


I hate to brag, but this brother can dance his ass off in any language.


That night, my life’s pieces were still in place. When I have trouble sleeping, I hold that snapshot in my head, every detail close enough to touch. My patio was packed with Marcela Ruiz’s relatives, aunts and cousins and half-siblings of all ages and sizes, dancing with equal fervor. Up and down the street, the night was lit by candy-store colors.


I didn’t know anyone at the party. I didn’t even have a date. Didn’t matter.


Marcela was my father’s girlfriend, although girlfriend is a funny word for a woman in her fifties whose boyfriend is pushing eighty. Marcela coaxed my father back from the dead. She had become his “special friend” when he had his stroke and ended up in a nursing home years before. Marcela was an RN, and she’d taken a liking to Dad before he could speak or move, appreciating what was left. At the time, I saw nothing but a husk. Marcela gave me my father back, and Dad and I were doing better the second time around. LAPD Captain (Ret.) Richard Allen Hardwick was a cool-ass guy.


With each passing month, a part of me braced for the next time Dad would go to a hospital. I’d believed he was as good as gone at the nursing home, and I’d never been so wrong. When the time came, it would be the worst day of my life. I could tell already.


Dad couldn’t dance the way he used to—he could barely walk—but he was dressed for the dance floor in white linen slacks and matching guayabara. He bobbed his head to the salsa beat, walking with the polished wooden Ethiopian cane my ex had given him as a gift. Dad worked his cane like a fashion statement. Somehow Dad had found peace with his limitations. When I doubted miracles, I remembered Dad rising from his body’s ashes.


Dad hovered over his party like a movie director. “Hey!” he barked at a middle-aged man near the serving cart. “Get that damn pig away from the dance floor.”


A wide-hipped woman turned, shooting him a nasty look over her shoulder. While her hips rocked with exuberant worship to Rubén Blades, she’d nearly sent the serving cart and its whole roasted cerdo flying to the floor. The pig was a traditional Cuban meal Dad had ordered for Marcela, and the skewer was rammed through the porcine mouth, emerging on the other end. Made me want to swear off pork. Dad had ordered enough food to feed a village.


“Mister, do you speak inglés?” Dad said, raising his voice. “Move it, por favor.”


After two years of speech therapy, people could understand almost everything Dad said. Marcela’s cousin Fernando, a neurosurgeon from West Palm Beach I’d introduced to Dad an hour before, didn’t appreciate being mistaken for the help. He stared at Dad with a combination of pity and loathing.


I gently led Dad away from Marcela’s cousin. “Sorry, man,” I whispered to Fernando. “You know how it is.”


“No,” Fernando said, and sipped from his mojito. “I don’t know how it is. In fact, I’d very much like to understand, but . . .” He shrugged, leaving the thought hanging.


Like everyone in Marcela’s family, he wondered why she was wasting her last hunting years with an old man on a cop’s pension. Dad was old enough to be her father. If I hadn’t been so confused about it myself, Fernando’s attitude might have pissed me off. Dad was seventy-six, and he didn’t even have charm on his side.


“El corazón quiere lo que quiere,” I said, repeating the phrase Marcela had spoken when I’d finally gotten up the nerve to ask her. The heart wants what it wants.


Fernando huffed a curse in Spanish and moved away, tired of conversation. I couldn’t blame him. That single phrase had justified endless reckless behavior and heartaches. A copout. Maybe Marcela had daddy issues. Maybe she had a fetish for wrinkles. Maybe she only felt safe when she was in control. Or maybe . . .


Or hell, maybe she was in love with him. I tried to count Dad’s good qualities from Marcela’s point of view: He stayed home, never running the streets. He didn’t talk much, so he was a good listener. And he threw a hell of a birthday party, apparently—even if the best he’d done for me was bringing cupcakes to day care.


Dad had created a Cubana’s wonderland for Marcela, with white Christmas lights strung across my South Beach hotel’s patio and balcony like stars hanging above the beachfront. Her favorite restaurant had catered a feast, with roast pig, black beans and rice, fried plantains, and fried yucca. A five-member salsa band was working the crowd of fifty into a sweat. Dad had even sprung for a butterfly-shaped ice sculpture, although the painstaking creation wasn’t faring well in the warm, humid fall night.


Marcela had been slimming down for the trip to Miami for weeks. She’d squeezed into a short silver glitter dress that was snug in all the right places and showed off the calves she’d won in her new morning jogging regimen. Marcela Ruiz had seemed plain when I met her, but under my father’s care, she had blossomed. Dad stared at her as if she were perfection in female form.


But what happens in five years? Or one or two? Six months? I didn’t like those thoughts, but it was hard to avoid them when Dad’s prescription bottles could fill a Hefty bag. Nothing in his body worked without jumper cables. Marcela understood that better than anyone.


“How much did all this cost, anyway?” I asked Dad. Until he’d met Marcela, he’d been the most frugal man I’d ever known. Even my fifth-grade cupcakes had been on sale, two days past fresh.


“None of your business,” Dad said. He looked nervous, fumbling in the pocket of his slacks as if he’d misplaced something. A medicine bottle? He took nitroglycerine tablets for his painful angina, which mimicked heart-attack symptoms. Perspiration beaded his forehead.


“You all right?”


His least favorite question. “I’m no damn child,” Dad said. He nearly tripped over his feet as he pivoted away from the catering table, but I didn’t move to steady him.


I wandered to the balcony with my bottle of Red Stripe and stared out at Ocean Drive’s collection of art deco hotels lit up in candy-shop neon. I’d spent too much money renting the two-bedroom suite for my shoot, even at the “friend” price from a woman I knew who’d made a fortune when South Beach flipped from Retirement City to Vacation Haven in the nineties, But what the hell? My family was celebrating my casting in a horror film as if they thought I was headed for the A list. Chela, the teenager I’d rescued from my former madam, had graduated from high school and would be going to college . . . eventually. We were on our first family vacation—maybe our last. I wanted it to count. I had money sitting in my bank account after winning a sexual harassment settlement against producing powerhouse Lynda Jewell. Long story, and it was far behind me.


Neon. South Beach. The salty-sweet ocean air. Perfecto.


Beyond the neon’s glare, my beachfront perch was close enough for me to make out the moonlit Atlantic, as still as a sheet of black glass. Pinpricks of lights from distant cruise ships or cargo vessels twinkled in the distance, but the water was undisturbed.


Even on the hottest summer days, Southern California’s ocean seems immune from the sun. Now it was fall, and I went swimming practically every day in Miami, often after dark, when the beaches emptied. Heaven. I didn’t need a wild ride; a calm, warm bath felt just fine.


Watching the ocean made me think of my ex, April. I almost reached for my cell phone, until I remembered that April was still at work for another hour on the West Coast. I felt itchy if I didn’t talk to her every night. How had I let myself end up in a long-distance relationship? Only you’re not in a relationship anymore—remember?


One day, April and I would have to put a name to what we had. Friends with Fringe? Lovers Lite? We’d collected enough pain over four years to make us both wary of labels, but we couldn’t keep hiding from each other forever. You’re the one who’s hiding, I corrected myself. We both knew the next move was up to me. If April nudged me and I pulled back, we would never have another chance to salvage whatever we were trying to build.


“Isn’t true love beautiful?” Chela said, startling me from behind. I thought she’d taken up mind reading, until I saw her gazing toward Dad and Marcela. They both stood close to the martyred pig, swaying gently to the band’s bolero. Dad wobbled, but he didn’t fall.


Chela had just turned eighteen, nearly as tall as I was, with a swimsuit model’s lithe curves, a scalp full of wild corkscrew ringlets, and a sun-browned complexion that kept observers guessing about her ethnicity. In Miami, most people assumed she was Cuban. Modeling scouts had approached Chela as she strolled South Beach’s streets with me, but so far, I’d managed to talk her out of taking any meetings. I’d argued that the scouts weren’t from Elite or Ford, so why settle for anything less than the best? In truth, as a college dropout who’d left school to pursue acting, I knew that if she put school off to do modeling shoots, she would never bother to go to class.


But I felt guilty discouraging her. She wasn’t avoiding the scouts because of any advice from me; she just didn’t see the same beautiful face in the mirror that the scouts did. Chela was slowly emerging from the cocoon of drab, bulky clothes where she’d been hiding. Ocean Drive Chela wore bikinis and sheer fabrics, but not the girl I knew at home.


“So, what’s true love?” I said. “Drop some wisdom on me.”


“You’re asking me?” Chela said. “Please.”


“You’re the one who said it.”


Chela shrugged. Instead of looking at me, she stared toward the ocean. “Loving someone no matter how scary it is,” she said. “No matter what anybody says.”


After Chela’s adolescent liaisons with johns twice her age, her definition of true love could excuse almost any toxic behavior. I used to live by the same credo, and my old life had nothing to do with love. She saw the skepticism in my face.


Chela gave me a cutting look. “Hey, you asked. Not my fault if you can’t deal with the answer.”


She started to walk away but stopped in her tracks when Dad rang his martini glass with a knife. The patio slowly hushed except for the slow-moving traffic on Ocean Drive below us, laughter, bicycle bells, and revving motors.


Chela grabbed my arm, excited. “It’s time,” she whispered, grinning.


Once again, I was the last to hear almost everything under my roof. I’d been invisible to Dad when I was Chela’s age, and she was his new BFF. Call me childish, but I felt a sting of annoyance.


Then I was captivated by the sound of Dad’s voice; he spoke slowly, careful to enunciate, all evidence of his stroke gone as he rediscovered the basso voice that had made him a coveted public speaker. “Marcela’s the birthday girl today, but I’m hoping she’ll be good enough to give me the gift of a lifetime,” he said.


Dad sounded like himself again for the first time in years. He suddenly clasped Marcela’s hands and stared into her eyes. I suspected what was coming, and I doubted the night’s fairy tale would have a happy ending.


“Marcela Consuela Ruiz . . .” Dad said, “Will you marry me?”


The gasps that followed were more shock than delight. I think I gasped, too, at least to myself. The night froze. Marcela’s face was slack. When I’d once joked to Marcela that she would be my Evil Stepmother one day, she’d looked me dead in the eye and said, “I’m a romantic, Tennyson, but I’m also a realist.”


Chela grinned widely and grabbed my elbow, clinging tightly, as if we riding a roller coaster together.


Marcela blinked, and her eyes pooled with tears. She looked confused. “Captain?”


That was what she called my father—Captain Hardwick. At first, the formality had seemed like a ruse to hide their relationship, but the pet name had stuck. It was only one of the unconventional aspects of their union.


Dad reached into his pocket and brought out a felt ring case. After a couple of tries, he flipped it open: my inheritance sparkled inside. The ring was big enough to see from a distance. Marcela gaped at the engagement ring, her face flaring bright red.


“I know . . . it’s a surprise,” Dad said, more quietly this time. If not for the patio’s hush, I wouldn’t have heard him. But we spectators didn’t want to miss a word. A woman close to me was tossing yucca fries into her mouth like popcorn as she watched.


This conversation was none of our business.


“Dios mío,” Marcela said, flustered. She hid half her face with her hand, as if to shield herself from the crowd. Marcela’s voice trembled. “You said—”


“I know what I said.” Dad cut her off. “What you said. What . . . we said. Let sleeping dogs lie. Face facts. No need to be . . . foolish.” For the first time, he hesitated as if he were struggling for words, because of either emotion or his lingering disability. “But I was still hanging on to . . . the past. When I buried Eva, I swore I’d never take another wife.”


Marcela blinked, and a single tear made a snail’s slow journey across her cheek.


“It’s time, Marcy,” Dad said. “If not now, when? I can’t promise you forever. But I can promise to love you every day. And I’ll do whatever it takes to stay by your side as many years as I can.”


Dad looked exhausted, his last words mere breath. Beside him, Marcela seemed younger and more vibrant than ever, the sun eclipsing a fading star. She shook her head back and forth, almost imperceptibly, maybe a reflex. Damn. My mother had died when I was a baby, and I’d never known Dad to be interested in any woman before Marcela. When had he ever taken a woman out, except to a meeting? Stubborn fool! Why had he waited until it was too—


“Yes!” Marcela said, wrapping her arms around him. When Dad swayed beneath her weight, she steadied him. “I’ll marry you. It is my honor, Captain Hardwick!”


More gasps came, louder than before. Chela applauded loudly, and I shook myself from my shock to clap along. A few other people clapped, too, but I think they were the caterers and maybe the scattered children, who loved any excuse to make loud noises.


Most of Marcela’s family just stared, never waking from their stunned silence.
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“Oh, that’s just wrong,” April said.


I laughed grimly. “Which part?”


I’d finally caught April for our nightly phone date at about eleven—eight o’clock Cali time—when she got back to her apartment after shopping at Whole Foods. I knew her routine, could practically see her opening her whitewashed kitchen cabinets and metallic fridge with her long pianist’s fingers while she put her food away. She’d been a reporter for the L.A. Times when I met her, but since her layoff a year ago, she was blogging and working publicity for an entertainment PR firm. Whenever I asked how work was going, she said she didn’t want to talk about it. Her newshound’s soul hadn’t adjusted to babysitting celebrities, but the job market was brutal.


I’d closed my bedroom door to mute the party noise from revelers who hadn’t gotten the hint when Marcela and Dad went to bed at ten. The band had left, and the food was gone, but Marcela’s kin were determined to dance to the mix blaring from her nephew’s speakers. The party had started at five in the afternoon, and some folks were still showing up—on Cuban Time, as Marcela had complained. No one group can claim exclusive rights to tardiness.


I would have a hell of a mess to clean up in the morning, but morning was a world away, and I was alone with April’s voice. We’d tried keeping out of each other’s way after she dumped me, but somehow we’d gotten tangled up again. Before the shoot, we’d been seeing each other two or three times a week, more than we had when we were officially dating.


April’s laugh was music. “What kind of son are you?”


“You know I love Dad, but this isn’t like May-December. It’s like June-December 31st. At eleven fifty-six.”


“It’s not like they’ll want to have kids.”


I tried not to feel the prick. During a fateful dinner in Cape Town, April had given me a last chance to win her back, a Get Out of Jail Free card, and I’d blown it with my shock when she mentioned the idea of raising a family together. I’d practically raised a kid already, so why had I nearly choked on my food when April brought up wanting to have children?


Instinct made me change the subject fast. “What about a honeymoon?”


“What about it?” April said. “Don’t you think you’re confusing sex with intimacy? Besides, you don’t know what they do behind closed doors.”


A sour mixture of garlic and something tangy played at the base of my throat, and I had to work to flush away the image of Dad and Marcela in bed together. Besides, what had possessed me to bring up Dad’s proposal? April never made it a secret when she had a date, and the sole reason we weren’t officially together anymore was that April believed she was too old to have a “boyfriend” at nearly thirty. She wanted a family. If I didn’t ask her to marry me, I would lose her. It wasn’t a threat; it was prophecy.


“Well, I think it’s beautiful,” April said primly.


“No, you’re right—it was,” I said. “I was just scared for him, thinking she would back off . . . but she didn’t. She’ll be with him at the end. What’s more beautiful than that?”


Our silence stretched the length of Ocean Drive.


“Let me fly you down this weekend,” I said. She’d been promising to visit the set.


“Can’t,” she said. “Award season. How do women walk in ten-foot shoes? I’m too much of a tomboy to wear dresses every night. I feel like a transvestite.”


Good. Between the Golden Globes, the People’s Choice Awards, the NAACP Image Awards, and every honor until the Oscars, April wouldn’t have much time to meet new men. Except the rich and famous ones, my Evil Voice reminded me.


“Cutest tomboy on stilettos I ever saw,” I said. “Anyway, I’ll make a visit worth your while. I can get you a sit-down with Gustavo.”


April could always be lured closer with the right carrot, and my film’s director, Gustavo Escobar, was the whole ensalada. Escobar was a near-recluse who was impossible to reach when he was working on a project. April supplemented her publicity work with freelance journalism, and an interview with him might be the coup she was looking for to help her land a job on the staff of Entertainment Weekly. Even if not, she might impress her bosses by convincing him to sign with her agency. April was looking for any break she could get.


Gustavo Escobar’s enlistment to helm a horror movie was the fanboy coup of the year, evidence that horror and prestige weren’t mutually exclusive. He’d won Sundance and been nominated for an Oscar for Nuestro Tío Fidel, which he’d shot guerrilla-style in his homeland of Cuba. Our current project, Freaknik, was more blood and guts than heart and soul, but he was a meticulous craftsman.


As always, I wished my part were bigger, but my agent thought it was the right move for me on the heels of art-house juggernaut Lenox Avenue, which had just been released to slobbering reviews. My slim part in Lenox Avenue had barely survived the editing booth, but it was still listed on my IMDb page for the film world to see.


“Play your cards right, Ten, and this could be a new beginning for you,” my agent had lectured me at our last lunch before I left for Miami. He knew I chased trouble like a junkie. A year before, I’d been a household name for all the wrong reasons. Unless you live in a cave, you know about my brush with actress Sofia Maitlin. Even that wasn’t enough for me. In the past six months, I’d allowed a bad influence in my life to get me into new trouble I hadn’t told my agent about—or April. Just as April had once told me, maybe on some sick level, I needed to ride the tiger.


I hoped I was ready for a new beginning, free of trouble. But I couldn’t lie to myself about the biggest secret I still harbored: I would never propose to April Forrest. It would be cruel to inflict someone like me on a nice girl like her.


“I want to see you,” my mouth said, ignoring my conviction. “I miss you.”


This time, the silence was barely noticeable. “I know,” she said. “I miss you, too.”
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I WAS LESS impressed by Freaknik after I read the script. Even if you haven’t seen it, you’ve seen it: Teenagers in bathing suits on spring break on an island paradise contract a venereal virus that turns them into pustuled, sex-crazed killer zombies. Despite Escobar’s reputation, any aspirations toward art were only in his press releases. Len Shemin, my agent, told me that Freaknik was a script Escobar had been shopping for quite a while, based on a series of novels by a bestselling husband-wife team I’d once encountered at the NAACP Image Awards. His new name recognition had finally won him $25 million to bring his vision to life.


Picture a standard zombie movie with a bit of political philosophy sandwiched between bloody orgies. The disease had originated in Project Coast, the real-world South African attempt to create a race-specific disease back in the seventies. Look it up.


Escobar hadn’t cast me as one of the leads, since they’re both twenty-somethings meant to lure in Hollywood’s Golden Demographic: white boys between the ages of fourteen and twenty-one. The female lead, Brittany Summers, had leveraged her implants into a role on a struggling cable series, and the unknown male lead had been hired because of ripped abs and his ability to command a Jet Ski. I was the only real actor on the payroll.


Escobar had offered me the part of the brilliant black marine biologist who happens to be staying at the resort when the infection breaks out. Since my character makes the mistake of hooking up with one of the white girls, I’m one of the first to get infected, and I’m the face of Evil who, at the climax, must die so that the nice white couple can survive.


There won’t be a dry seat in the house.


Even after shooting began, I still wasn’t sure why Escobar had handpicked me for his movie, but I wrote it off as micro-management. My past as a male escort to Hollywood’s desperate housewives had leaked out—although I still denied the rumors to my father—and I figured Escobar thought my name would add salacious sazón to his project.


Whatever. Work is work. As my contact in the spy business—let’s call her Marsha—liked to remind me, I was still a whore. Longer story.


I finally had a mid-morning set call late enough to accommodate Chela’s schedule, so she agreed to come to work with me at the Star Island mansion that doubled as a resort on the fictitious Isla del Sueño, the outbreak’s Ground Zero.


It was Chela’s second or third visit to a set since she’d been living with me, but this was the first time she’d dressed as if she had an actor’s chair waiting with her name on it. Her faux-designer sunglasses covered half her face. She wore white short-shorts, a white tank top with spaghetti straps, and a bare midriff barely covered by a sheer beach wrap. Chela had mastered stilettos in a way April never might. She’d lathered herself in glistening baby oil.


Now I understood why fathers are afraid to let their daughters out of the house.


“What?” she said, pretending she didn’t understand my scowl. “Maybe he’ll offer me a part.”


A part of his what? Escobar’s eyes were feasting on the young women on his set, and I’d heard rumors that he and Brittany had late-night rehearsals. Call me a hypocrite, but Chela’s past made me want to keep her far away from show business. I knew how easy it would be for her to slip into her old habits. “It’s cold in that house,” I said. “Put on some jeans.”


“You said everybody’s wearing bikinis.”


“I hear them complaining. The AC’s too high.” I was lying, and poorly.


Chela ignored me, climbing into my rented red Grand Prix. She’d barely listened to me before she was eighteen, but now she’d dropped the charade entirely. It was hard for me to get indignant over a story I’d spun out of thin air.


“Okay,” I said. “Just don’t run shivering to me.”


I was already sorry I’d brought Chela to Miami.


But not as sorry as I would be.
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I would never let anyone shoot a movie in my house, period. Every day on the set, I wondered what the owners had been thinking when they said, “Sure, come trash my mansion.”


A cracked floor tile here. A crushed flower bed there. No one went out of their way to be destructive, but it just takes too many people and cameras and generators and miles of cable to make a movie. The wide circular cobbled driveway glistened with at least fifty cars parked around the fountain. A crushed Coke can carelessly kicked into the rock garden was only the day’s first offense. I picked up the can to dispose of properly. Some people have no respect.


The house was like an Italian palace, with a stately 1920s quality that Escobar was in love with. The patio, overlooking the bay, had fans with blades as wide as palm fronds, spinning lazily above the cast and crew as they finished the last of their muffins, bagels, and fruit cups from catering and prepared to shoot the morning’s scene.


Chela’s eyes were wide and excited at the sheer number of hard-bodied extras assembled before enough cameras to shoot the moon launch. It takes a village, all right.


“Who’s starring in this?” Chela asked me.


“Trust me, nobody you’d know.”


Chela grinned. “Good. You never want big stars in a horror movie. No offense.”


“Why not?”


Chela looked up at me as if I was crazy. “Hel-lo? ’Cause they suck, that’s why.”


“Johnny Depp was in the original Nightmare on Elm Street. Kevin Bacon was in Friday the Thirteenth.”


“Don’t count. At the time, they were nobodies.”


I chuckled, sipping from my latte. “You sound like you’ve got it all mapped out.”


“B and I came up with Horror Movie Rules.”


Poor Bernard had been left behind in L.A., and I was afraid he’d been forgotten. The boy had transformed Chela from street to geek. “Let’s hear them,” I said.


“One, no big stars. Two, it has to be rated R. PG-13 horror is a waste of film.”


“Not a problem in this one.” Freaknik would be lucky to get past the MPAA, considering the nudity and incest themes between the leads, who played a brother and sister. Just the thought of their scenes together made my skin crawl.


“Three, absolutely no CGI monsters. CGI’s great for talking animals, but it isn’t scary. Too fake. You always know the monster isn’t real.”


A laugh rumbled behind us. I knew the voice, but his laughter was rare.


“Fantástico,” Gustavo Escobar said. “A visionary. Where was she when I was fighting the studio suits? Who is this thoughtful young lady, Tennyson?” Escobar took off his round-framed black sunglasses to peer at Chela more closely.


Chela’s face turned deep crimson, and she moved closer to me, nearly hiding. Her shyness pleased me; once upon a time, Chela had been anything but shy.


“Gus, this is my daughter, Chela,” I said before she could speak. “She’s in high school.”


The word daughter was fudging. I’d been raising Chela since she was fourteen, but her birth mother had refused to sign the adoption paperwork when I tracked her down, and we’d never made it official after Chela’s eighteenth birthday. As a recent graduate, Chela probably wanted to stomp on my foot for saying she was in high school, but Escobar’s presence mesmerized her. His aura made both men and women stare. Escobar carried himself as if he harbored the wisdom of the world.


He leaned close to Chela’s face and spoke to her with a storyteller’s voice. “No big stars, sí. The bigger they are, the fewer chances they take. A PG-13 rating only announces to the world that you won’t make them uncomfortable. CGI monsters? As the lovely one says, they’re merely shadows on the wall. No substance. Only makeup and prosthetics will frighten us. But you forgot one rule.”


“What?” Chela said.


Escobar winked at me. “A black man must die, preferably first,” he said. “Preferably to save a white female of child-bearing age—the most valued member of our society. This sacrifice gives viewers a pang of loss and foreboding. Politically incorrect for a time, yes, but an important statement in our culture. Remember what Kubrick did in The Shining.”


How could I forget? I’d read Stephen King’s novel, so I was surprised when poor Scatman Crothers caught an ax in his chest as soon as he walked through the door. Didn’t happen that way in the book. Kubrick and Escobar apparently shared the same philosophy.


“The Sacrificial Negro,” I said blandly.


Escobar’s eyes lit up. “Exactamente! Rule Number Four.”


While Chela giggled, I almost missed Escobar’s gaze flickering to her chest. At least he had the courtesy to pretend he wasn’t checking her out in front of me.


“Kubrick broke the first rule,” I corrected him. “Jack Nicholson. A-list star.”


“Everyone knew Nicholson was crazy, so it worked, mijo,” Escobar said, shrugging. Then he pinched my cheek like a child’s before walking away.


Escobar’s novelty had worn off. Good thing he moved on, because my muscles were stone. I have little tolerance for a man putting his hands on me, and he was too close to my age to use the Spanish term for “my son,” mijo. I almost told Escobar that Freaknik wouldn’t shine The Shining’s shoes.


“Ten?” Chela whispered. “That was the coolest effing conversation I’ve ever had in my life.” Effing was her boyfriend’s contribution to Chela’s vocabulary, since he rarely used profanity. She pulled out her cell phone. “I have to text B . . .”


I knew that feeling, having something to share and the right person to share it with. April was the first person I told anything I was willing to tell. April would hear about Escobar’s little monologue, too. Later.


The pool churned with extras, and long rows of reclining beach loungers transformed the patio from a home to a hotel. I was costumed in Geek Chic: khaki shorts, leather sandals, and a loose short-sleeved, button-down shirt, with the requisite tortoiseshell glasses. My character is on a working vacation when the outbreak hits, conveniently in place to try to explain the epidemiology before he falls victim to an infected party girl’s enhanced pheromones.


Four women lay in a row on loungers, all of them topless, but there was so much nudity on the set that most people walked past them without a glance. We had their chests memorized.


“Classy stuff, Ten,” Chela said, gazing at the display.


“Told you it was nothing to get excited about. Just a paycheck.”


Gustavo was in his director’s perch inside the car of the crane that would help him oversee the high shot he wanted, as if he were shooting Citizen Kane. I could have made three movies for what the studio had given Escobar. The crane was still on ground level as Escobar huddled close to Brittany, ostensibly with last-minute instructions as he swept his arm across the crowd scene to illustrate his vision.


“Gus, what’s the holdup?” a woman said, elbowing her way past the huddled crew to the crane car. “Do you want to get stuck with noon lighting again?”


Louise Cannon, Escobar’s technical adviser, was also a producer and one of the few people on the set who talked to him with no fear of consequences. She was slightly younger than Escobar, probably in her mid-thirties. She had raven hair and dark eyes, but she was a gringa from Fort Lauderdale who had met Escobar in film school after a stint as a cop. I research the folks I work with, since it pays to know about the people who know you. She’d parlayed her forensics work into a steady stream of film and TV consulting gigs.


“Why don’t you do your job and leave me to mine?” Escobar snapped.


“These girls are waiting out here naked while you’re taking your time,” she said.


An uneasy hush came over the set, and Chela gawked at Cannon. Escobar had a temper. I’d seen it on display in his shouting matches with his assistant director, but he only smirked at Louise with pursed lips and waved his hand to scatter the cast and crew to their posts.


“Cuidate,” he told Brittany gently, kissing both of her cheeks. Escobar muttered a few unflattering things about Cannon beyond her hearing. Another gesture, and his crane whirred, rising high above the patio. Everyone assumed Escobar was screwing his lead, but I’d put my money on Cannon. There was more to them than their public arguments.


“I want to be her,” Chela whispered to me, nodding toward Cannon.


“I’ll introduce you,” I said, distracted, as I ferried Chela off to the fence that separated onlookers from the cast. The crowd beyond the fence was mostly teenagers and service workers. Locals. I wanted Chela stashed somewhere safely in view while I was working. I didn’t want to look up to find her sunbathing topless because she was invited to make her film debut.


“Behave yourself,” I told Chela, wagging my finger.


“What am I, six years old? Bite me.”


Strangers might not have understood what Chela and I meant to each other, but every barb from her concealed a history. As April reminded me, I’d rescued a precious soul from the edge of the world. We’d all been disappointed when her birth mother robbed me of my gift to Chela before her eighteenth birthday—“Told you she was a loser bitch,” she had said with a shrug, hiding the depths of her true feelings—and I’d sacrificed a lot to track the woman down. But I could adopt Chela much more easily now, if she would let me.


“As soon as we get home, you’re signing those papers,” I told her.


“Not if you lie and tell anybody else I’m still in high school.”


“Just do it for me. And Dad. He wants you to have his name.”


Dad was her soft spot. Chela had been raised by an ailing grandmother until she was eleven, and she’d loved Dad when there’d hardly been anything left of him. Chela shrugged. “Maybe,” she said, which we both knew meant yes.


The last thing I heard before the camera started rolling was Chela’s excited squeal after a young woman called her name.
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ONLY ONE PERSON called her “Che-LAAA,” with the accent on the end, drawing her name out like a song a boy band would sing. Chela hadn’t heard the voice in years, but she knew it like yesterday, out of time and place and yet so right. She turned around, wondering if Maria was only a ghost bumping around in her head, but then she saw Maria angling her bone-thin shoulders as she slipped toward her through the crowd like a fish. “I do not believe this shit,” Maria was saying. “It’s you!”


They both screamed so loudly that a guy from the movie crew glared and waved at them, but it was hard to be quiet as they hugged. Most of the memories they shared were bad, but once upon a time, she and Maria had been each other’s only clean harbor in an ocean of filth. Maria no longer wore bubble-gum lip gloss or cheap knockoff Chanel swiped from Walgreens, one flirting with the cashier while the other stuffed her purse, but Chela could smell those old days on Maria.


They were Maria and the Kid again. Maria was the one who had given her the street name Chela, which she said was sexier than Lauren, a new beginning.


“What are you doing in Miami?” they said, and laughed when they both said, “Jinx!”


Chela was taller than Maria now, who seemed oddly petite beside her, no longer towering over her because she was two years older and had navigated the streets three years longer. Although she couldn’t be older than twenty, Maria looked at least twenty-five, with lines framing her eyes that had been absent in L.A., making her look slightly sleepy in a way that rest wouldn’t help. She was probably stoned, Chela remembered. Maria was dressed like a pop star in shredded jeans and a glitter bikini top, and she looked as if she lived a pop star’s long hours.


But she was still gorgeous. Maria’s hair shone like onyx against olive skin, hanging long across her bare shoulders. Maria had seemed so beautiful to Chela that she’d once been confused by her emotions, wondering if she liked girls. Later she’d realized that the floating sensation she felt around Maria only meant that she wanted to slip into Maria’s skin and experience the world from behind her eyes, never missing a moment of her. Not a sex thing—more like a spirit thing. If that was a girl crush, so be it.


“I’ve been partying with a millionaire all week,” Maria whispered in her ear. “He lives down the street, and he told me someone was shooting a movie. What are you doing here?”


“I’m here with my . . .” The word Dad had never seemed as wrong as now. “Friend,” she finished carefully. “He’s in the movie!”


They squealed and hugged again, the way Chela imagined two old friends might at their twenty-year high school reunion after they both learned they had married for love, had children they adored, held high-powered careers, and could still fit into their cheerleader skirts and sweaters.


The bald, fat guy on the crew who was closest to the fence glared again, his unappealing stomach jiggling beneath a tank top as he raised his finger to his lips to shush them. “Which one is your friend?” Maria said, scanning the crowded patio.


Ten was easy to spot, since he was wearing the most clothes.


“I’m not feeling the glasses,” Maria said, and Chela’s memory of Maria sharpened. Maria needed to be choosier, more discerning. She always found a defect to point out.


“That’s just for the part. He doesn’t really wear those.”


Maria nodded, relieved. “Oh, okay. Definitely fine, though. Nice face under there.” She nudged Chela. “Good body?”


Chela’s throat tightened. Ugh. “He’s not that kind of friend,” she said. “Ten’s more like a big brother. He looks out for me. I moved in with him and his dad a couple years back.”


“For reals?” Maria said, her voice hushed. She seemed confused by the concept, and Chela suddenly felt so sorry for both of them that grief stabbed her. The idea of a family almost seemed like a betrayal, since they had given up on the idea by the time they met. Families were people they saw on TV on those old sitcoms like The Cosby Show. Families were a lie.


How would she explain that her boyfriend was president of the chess club (“Wait—there’s a club at your school just for people who play chess?”) or that she’d graduated with a 3.8 GPA and that her mailbox had been flooding with recruitment letters from places like UCLA and Spelman, falling over themselves to woo her (“You mean colleges are writing to you?”).


And there was no way in hell Chela could explain that she and Bernard had never had sex—even though they were creative about their chastity—because he was born again, saving himself for marriage. She didn’t think Bernard’s resolve would last much longer, but she wasn’t pushing, either. Sex was no mystery to her, but she preferred romance. She liked holding hands and falling asleep with her head on his shoulder at the movies. Besides, if she had sex with Bernard, it would only be fair to tell him about the revolving door in her panties, and wouldn’t he run for the hills when he knew? Chela didn’t keep the number in her head, afraid to do the calculations. Too many.


“Who’s your millionaire friend?” Chela asked, deflecting.


Maria flipped her hair over her right shoulder the way she always had when she was about to tell a story she was proud of, true or not. “Twenty-six. Totally ripped. His father’s company flies executive jets, so they’re rolling. He says he’s gonna fly me to Jamaica. And he never gets tired—I mean, he can go all night without stopping.”


In another life, back when Chela had been working, Ten had rescued her from rapper M.C. Glazer, who’d put her up in his mansion and promised she could live with him forever. Now she understood how deluded she must have sounded to Ten. Maria’s millionaire might not be paying her in cash, but he was a john.


Maria’s eyes sparked as if she’d seen Chela’s thoughts. “We’re not exclusive or nothing,” Maria said. “We just like to party. We met at Phoenixx.” Maria suddenly grabbed Chela’s wrist, her eyes wide with a revelation. “Maria and the Kid! We should party tonight. Have you been to Phoenixx? Chica, it’s the best club on the East Coast, like the best clubs in Vegas. All the stars go there. You won’t believe it.”


Chela had been about to suggest that they should go to the beach or have lunch on Ocean Drive, where they could hear their conversation. Chela wanted to know where the lines radiating from the corners of Maria’s eyes had come from. If she was still in the Life. Chela hadn’t been to a club in years.


Her lame California driver’s license, which clearly stated her age as eighteen, was the only ID she carried. The Kid was dead. Nothing about going to a club sounded like a good idea.


“I don’t have a fake ID,” Chela said in her oh well, end of story voice.


Maria laughed, giving her a playful push that nearly knocked her into the toddler-wrangling woman next to her. “You’re kidding, right? Please. I can hook you up with an ID that could get you through an airport. Takes ten minutes. We’ll pick it up on the way. Just bring an extra fifty bucks. Let’s meet at ten thirty, okay?”


Chela’s heart surged as she imagined a hypnotic bass beat and flashing lights, a dance floor writhing with bodies, and perfumed sweat fogging the air.


My, my. Seemed the Kid wasn’t dead after all.


She hadn’t been to a club in years! And hadn’t she been meaning to get a fake ID so she could sip an appletini once in a while? If people could go to war at eighteen, they damn sure should be able to have a drink.


Maybe it was true that people could feel eyes when they were staring hard enough. Something made Chela look back toward the patio just as she heard the director yell, “Action!”


Ten was staring straight at her, as if he had heard every word.
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WHEN YOU’VE SPENT as much time as I have near trouble, you can smell it from a distance.


“An old friend and I are going to hang out tonight,” Chela told me after dinner. The pitch of her voice rose slightly as she tried too hard to sound casual. Even Dad caught it, glancing away from our living room’s fifty-inch flat-screen. “I’ll be home late. Just letting you know.”


My stomach gurgled, but not from the food. We’d just finished a boatload of raw fish from Sushi Rock down the street; even Dad had tried his first taste of raw fish. Any parent of a teenager knows you have to pick your battles, but it’s more important to know how to pick.


This was a test I’d been dreading. I thought of all the times I’d postponed talks with Chela about making good decisions because she was doing so well. Stayed in school and graduated with good grades. Picked a nerdy boyfriend who, aside from wrestling meets, seemed to lack the slightest trace of testosterone. Save for a single internet incident I’d squashed by spying on her, Chela had stayed far away from her old life. Now I’d brought her old life back to her feet. I’d never met the girl Chela had been chumming with at the morning’s shoot, but if she wasn’t a prostitute, she’d missed her calling. Girls like that had supplied Mother, my old madam, with enough Stoli Elite vodka and real estate holdings to last two or three lifetimes. Takes one to know one, my Evil Voice taunted.


But that wasn’t quite true. An escort in my price range would have been tougher to spot. Chela’s friend might be a streetwalker, or she might be working the clubs or hotel bars. A worker bee, not a Queen Bee. It’s a designation that has nothing to do with her looks, because I could see that the girl was a beauty, or had been, even if life had trod on her hard. Cute is only part of the story for girls like her.


“An old friend from where?” I said, nailing the casual tone she’d been striving for.


Chela wasn’t fooled. She raised her eyebrow, defiant. “Catholic school,” she said. “Our Lady of Mind Your Own Damn Business.”


Marcela clucked disapprovingly from the kitchenette as she threw away our takeout containers. This was not going to be a conversation for witnesses.


I whistled softly to Chela, nodding toward the dining area’s balcony behind a glass sliding door. “Let’s check out the sunset,” I said.


“The sun sets in the west,” Chela said.


“Humor me.”


It was a little after six. Below us, families of sun-reddened beachgoers were streaming back to their cars, and the dating set was just beginning to arrive in heels and pressed shirts. In a few hours, the after-dark hordes would take over Ocean Drive.


Chela was silent, staring at me as if she didn’t know what I wanted to talk about.


“Is she one of Mother’s?” I said.


Her mouth dropped open before she caught herself. “Who?”


Now I stared. Waiting.


Flustered, Chela flipped her hair away from her cheeks while the breeze tried to wrestle it back. “You’re such a jerk sometimes,” she said.


“Why? Because I’m right?”


“You’re not,” Chela said. “Sorry, detective. I knew her before I knew Mother. She did her own thing. An independent operator.” She didn’t conceal the pride in her voice.


If I remember the story right, Chela had fallen into the company of streetwalkers who taught her the trade when she was at an age too young for me to ponder without a stomachache. Mother had been a major step up for Chela. Mother had let Chela go only reluctantly, when I threatened to take the old bat to jail if she stood in my way of giving her underage novelty a shot at some kind of life. I have a flinch response on the subject, seeing the aged madam beneath every rock and behind every bush, even on the other side of the country. But even if the girl didn’t know Mother, she was no one I wanted back in Chela’s world.


A small flock of seagulls rose skyward north of us, six birds veering in perfect formation. Dad used to say that a flock of seagulls meant a storm was coming. No clouds marred the fuchsia sky yet, but South Florida thunderstorms don’t give much notice.


“I know you don’t want to hear me . . .” I began.


“True.”


“But this is a bad idea, Chela.”


“You don’t even know her!”


I nodded. “What’s her name?”


Chela paused, sensing a trap, as if I were a cop. “Maria.”


“You’re right, I don’t know Maria. But I know what she represents. And I think you do, too. So even though you’re eighteen now, which makes you a grown-ass woman, I hope you’ll remember that sometimes old habits don’t die—they just go to sleep for a while.”


Chela was so angry her face colored red. “Thanks a lot for the trust, Ten. If I come home late, just check out the alleys to see if I’m sleepwalking in kneepads.”


She headed back for the glass door, where I could see Dad and Marcela on the sofa pretending they weren’t wondering what we were talking about.
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