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Praise for the steamy new novel in the Essence bestselling Tennyson Hardwick mystery series

FROM CAPE TOWN WITH LOVE

“Gives readers a further peek into the main character’s personality while still preserving his sense of mystery. Tennyson Hardwick is cooler than a glacier, a man’s man who can’t resist women or responsibility but who has a soft spot that he’s not afraid to show. An enigmatic guy like that is hard to resist, so don’t even try. . . . From Cape Town with Love gives your summer so much more promise.”

—Herald-Standard Online (PA)

“Bold, sexy, and engaging, From Cape Town with Love is an amazing novel penned by extremely talented storytellers! Tennyson Hardwick continues to be one of the most superb characters in contemporary literature.”

—Zane, New York Times bestselling author of Total Eclipse of the Heart

“I’ve been a big fan of the Tennyson Hardwick series since Casanegra—and Ten is back and better than ever. From Cape Town with Love has something for everyone: the trademark sex and sizzle, and a nod to James Bond that makes this a high-octane thrill ride. Underwood, Due, and Barnes don’t disappoint.”

—Eric Jerome Dickey, New York Times bestselling author of Resurrecting Midnight and Dying for Revenge

“Heart-stopping and crazy sexy, From Cape Town with Love will keep your pulse pounding through the long night. Tennyson Hardwick is a hero for the 21st century.”

—Paul Levine, author of Illegal


. . . and for the “sizzling”* first novel in the series,

CASANEGRA

“The pace is taut, the dialogue is snappy, and it’s hard not to fall for Underwood’s fallen hero.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“Seamlessly entertaining.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A sizzling mystery that will keep you guessing to the very end.”

—Essence*

“Hold on, there’s bound to be some turbulence.”

—The Washington Post

“Flavored noir novel generously sprinkled with steamy erotica.”

—Los Angeles Times

“Easy-flowing narrative style.”

—Black Issues Book Review

“Gritty. Hollywood mystery that’s filled with intrigue.”

—Ebony

“Casanegra is a wild ride through Hollywood, heart-pounding in every way. Smooth, ultra-sexy Tennyson Hardwick is a man readers will want to meet up close. He is all heart and danger, a knight in battered armor. You will love this novel!”

—E. Lynn Harris, New York Times bestselling author of I Say a Little Prayer

“This whodunit, told with a modern urban edge, is an amalgam of styles that carries thick overtones of Raymond Chandler, Walter Mosley, and L.A. Confidential. . . . Unexpected plot twists keep the reader turning pages.”

—Associated Press

“Sizzling hot! Once Casanegra was in my hands, I couldn’t put it down. From the tangled mystery to the action-packed story to the steamy scenes between the sheets, Casanegra was like a movie I never wanted to end.”

—L. A. Banks, author of the Vampire Huntress Legend series

These titles are also available as ebooks.
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I like big families myself. In fact, my whole life
has been a crusade for larger families.

—Ali Karim Bey, From Russia with Love

You may know the right wines, but you’re the one
on your knees. How does it feel, old man?

—Donovan “Red” Grant, From Russia with Love



Suggested MP3 Soundtrack

“Too Hot to Stop” (The Bar-Kays)
“Sihambile” (Mahlathini)
“Give It to Me Baby” (Rick James)
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“Hate On Me” (Jill Scott)
“For the Love of Money” (The O’Jays)
“Good and Strong” (Sy Smith)
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FROM CAPE TOWN WITH LOVE


Watch scenes from From Cape Town with Love while you read.



    Trailer

    http://www.simonandschuster.com/multimedia?video=87313458001





PROLOGUE

THEY CALLED THEMSELVES the Three R’s: R.J., Ramirez, and Reiter. Reiter was female, but not exactly the nurturing kind. I was sitting at a table in a cold, windowless room, in the worst pain in my life. I’d been in the same chair for hours.

Sitting upright wasn’t easy because of the pain.

R.J. stood over me with a folder. He did most of the talking.

“The FBI is writing a book on you as we speak,” R.J. said. “Usually that’s the bad news. But in your case, that’s the good news.”

I couldn’t resist. “Then what’s the bad news?”

“You seen that TV show . . . ? What’s the name?” R.J. asked Ramirez and Reiter.

“What show?” Reiter said.

At first, I thought he was talking about my old series, Homeland. I’d played an FBI agent working with the Department of Homeland Security. But I was as wrong as I could be.

R.J. snapped his fingers. “Without a Trace,” he said. “It’s about people who’ve disappeared, right? One day they’re here, then bam, they’re gone. That’s a fascinating show.”

There was wildness in his eyes.

“You ever heard of the Patriot Act?” R.J. asked me.

I suddenly realized how hungry I was. I wondered again if it was day or night.

“That’s got nothing to do with me,” I said. I wanted to force him to say what he was hinting at. “I’m not a terrorist.”

“But you’re an interesting guy,” R.J. said.

“Fascinating guy,” Ramirez agreed in a singsong voice.

R.J. went on. “And if we decide we want to talk to you for a while, get to know you better, we can keep you around as long as we need to.”

“But nobody wants that,” R.J. said.

“Pain in the ass,” Reiter said.

Cold-steel reality unfolded in my head: I was in an interrogation room in an unknown location. My body felt butchered. I had been promised a long stretch in prison. I had just lost my oldest friend. I had barely survived the night, and a man had died at my hands.

No. Why mince words? I had killed a man. For the first time in my life.

I wondered how many people R.J., Ramirez, and Reiter had killed among them, or what measures they were willing to take when they wanted information. I didn’t get along with most cops already—but they weren’t cops, or anything like it.

I wished they were. I understood the rules with cops. There were no rules at all now.



    Interrogation scene

    http://www.simonandschuster.com/multimedia?video=87313457001





ONE

SEVEN MONTHS EARLIER
NOVEMBER 5, 2008
SOUTH AFRICA

April Forrest’s eyes widened. “Ten . . . what happened to your face?”

In the bosom of beauty, ugly comes as a shock. The swelling and bruises across my face made me look like I’d just been attacked by a prison gang. Might as well have been—although it was just one man. In the swamp.

When April left Los Angeles to teach in South Africa for six months, she’d left me, too. We had passed the one-year milestone right before she changed her mind about us, and an ocean and ten thousand miles had suddenly seemed like a small toll to see her again. I wanted to know what had scared her off—but maybe it was written all over my face.

“Long story,” I said. “I tried, but I couldn’t find flowers this late. May I come in?”

Apparently, long story wasn’t enough to get the door open any wider. April was lithe and fine, with skin the color of ginger.

She was living in a tiny cinder-block house on a street of modest but well-kept homes in a middle-class section of Soweto, outside Johannesburg. In the bright light from the porch, I saw her jaw shift with uncertainty. Her delicate chin and gently swaying braids, adorned with regal white beads at the ends, reminded me of why some men could be driven to beg.

Two or three loose dogs I’d seen outside the gate were barking at me from the unlighted street. Two yipped harmlessly, but one sounded like thunder. A week before, I’d killed a German shepherd in the Florida swamp. The memory of the dog’s last yelp, and his master’s last labored breath, still iced my blood.

“You look like you almost got murdered, Ten. What happened?”

“The T. D. Jackson case.” My investigation into the death of football star T. D. Jackson had taken me places that were hard to put into words. Dad had told me that an LAPD officer who had been through my ordeal might have been considered like an OIS, Officer Involved Shooting, and sent to counseling. “Like I said, April . . . long story.”

April’s look told me that I was failing my first test since our breakup. In her place, I might close the door on me. Dying hope flashed hot in my chest. I knew it then: I shouldn’t have come to see April without calling her first, like my father and Chela told me before I left.

“Ten, I can’t . . . I’m not alone.”

She’s already with somebody else? A foreign rage tightened the back of my neck. I didn’t know if I was more pissed at her for moving on, or at myself for flying across the world to witness her new life up close.

When an older woman appeared behind April in the doorway, I wanted to hug her. April was boarding, so she was living with her hostess! The woman looked about fifty-five, but her skin was so smooth that she might have been ten or fifteen years older. Bright silver hair framed her forehead beneath her colorful head scarf. The slope of her nose and sharp cheekbones reminded me of Alice. Beauty, timeless. Another woman. A different time. Despite the severity of her frown, the stranger’s face forced me to stare.

“I’m sorry it’s so late, Mrs. Kunene,” April apologized. A faint living-room light was on, but the woman might have been asleep. It was ten P.M. in Johannesburg, late for an unannounced visitor. I hadn’t thought about the hour when I jumped into the taxi at the airport and told the driver to go to the address April had given me. A lot had changed since the last time I was in South Africa.

The streets were so dark, I had no idea how the driver found his way.

“This is my friend Tennyson. From the U.S.”

April said friend as if it was the whole story. I could barely smile for her hostess—not that a smile would have helped my face. Mrs. Kunene looked like she was trying to decide if she should call the police right then, or wait for me to look at her the wrong way.

After a twenty-two-hour flight via Amsterdam, I couldn’t fake pleasantries with a hostile stranger. “Come away with me for a long weekend,” I said into April’s ear, not quite a whisper. I’d planned a more elegant approach, but the sight of April’s face had drained my memory. My palms were damp, like my virgin friends used to say in high school.

April touched her ear, coaxing away a strand of hair. “Ten . . . slow down . . .”

A broad-shouldered man with snowy white hair appeared next, wearing only his slacks, roused from bed. Mr. Kunene might be my father’s age, but his motion was agile and his face was as smooth as his wife’s.

“April, this man is your friend?” he said. “He looks like a tsotsi!”

I admired his lyrical accent despite the insult: He’d just said I looked like a gangster.

April planted her foot in the doorway to keep the door from slamming in my face. Her foot was as firm as her voice was gentle: “Yes, yes, he’s a good friend. It’s all right.”

“Is he drunk?” Mrs. Kunene called, stepping back. The rolled r’s in the woman’s accent were music. She made drunk sound like a state to aspire to.

“Sir and madam, I am not drunk,” I said. “Please accept my apologies for stopping by so late. I have to talk to April right away.” When they heard my reasonableness, and my American accent, some of the alarm left their eyes.

I pointed out the gate, where the tattered taxi that had brought me waited, a dingy gray VW Citi Golf that had once been white. One of the back taillights was missing, and the other glowed dimly. The driver sat inside, awaiting my verdict. The yipping dogs still barked, but the larger one had moved on. April saw the taxi and realized delays were costing me.

“I’ll be right here on the porch,” April said to her hosts, and slipped outside before they could object. The white curtains fluttered at the window as they watched us.

On the porch, I had an impulse to pull April close—but I followed her lead and kept a two-foot distance. If I tried to touch her and she flinched away, no words would rescue us.

“Sorry, but she’s a minister,” April explained, hushed. “They’re strict with boarders.”

Good. I hoped they ran the house like a damn nunnery. “I need a face-to-face conversation with you,” I said.

April’s eyes fell away, and my throat burned. A month ago, April would have fussed over my bruises, planting her soft lips on mine.

“Let me take you somewhere beautiful,” I said. “Don’t we deserve time, April?”

“Yes, but . . . I’m working until Saturday.”

“Make up an excuse.”

“Lying comes easier to some people, Ten.” No irony or malice, just a fact. And she was right. If I’m not careful, lying is my nature.

“Then meet me for coffee tomorrow.” The exhaustion shredding my voice must have sounded like desperation, but I hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in a week. “Tell me when you have a break, and I’ll come pick you up.”

Silence again. I’d envisioned myself staying with April—yeah, right—so I didn’t have a reservation at a hotel. Another hassle waited, and the day was already ending on a sour note.

My driver, Sipho, was watching me through his open driver’s-side window, eager to see me give him our signal: a thumbs-up if he could drive away, a thumbs-down if he should wait.

When I gave Sipho the thumbs-down, I heard him click his teeth with disgust. “Eish! No woman wants the nice guy!” he called from his window, repeating his mantra from our ride.

When I’d told Sipho the story of how April left the States to teach and then broke up with me by telephone, he’d let out a shout, as if she’d shot me. A rich man like you, treated this way by a woman! Maybe he was merely angling for a tip, but he was my only friend that night.

I was getting mad, and so far anger had nothing to do with April and me. I hoped I wouldn’t have to scorch April in those flames. Neither of us would salvage anything from that.

“April, if you’re through with me, help me wrap my head around it.”

April touched my forehead, just above a bruise, and her touch extinguished my anger. “Where would we go?” she said. “If I get the days off.”

I stepped toward April and cradled her cheeks with my palms. Her chin sank against the heels of my hands. For a precious few seconds, she trusted me to hold her up.

I did not try to kiss her. Holding her face was enough.

“I know the perfect place,” I said.

Cape Town might be our last chance.



TWO

APRIL WAS ABLE to go with me Friday morning, and I didn’t mind a day’s wait. April was in her late twenties, but she was built like a nineteen-year-old, willowy and deceptively resilient. Most people she met underestimated her, including me.

We caught a flight at nine A.M., spent most of the trip talking about my most recent brush with death, and landed right after eleven with plenty of day left. It felt good to be a we again, even if only for a while. We were extra polite, careful with each other, not wanting to trip over any land mines too soon.

I was glad that November is summer in South Africa, because there was no fog to obscure the grand vision of Table Mountain’s flat summit. The coastal town is designed to worship the mountain. I’d booked us two cottages at a quaint Cape-Dutch bed-and-breakfast near Stellenbosch, but I wanted April to see the view from Table Mountain right away.

The summit of Table Mountain might be my favorite place in the world. In sufficient quantity or quality, beauty is an intoxicant. When I close my eyes and visualize a safe, meditative space, Table Mountain is where I go.

As our crowded cable car climbed alongside the majestic, craggy mountain that rose to the sky, life’s concerns shrank beneath us. The rock was riven with the lines showing how long the mountain predated us, and how long it would be standing after all of us were gone. Cape Town spilled across the green basin and coastline.

South Africa is beautiful.

The multilingual babble around us rose to an excited pitch as the Atlantic Ocean unfurled below us like a vivid dream through the cable car’s glass floor, the edge of the world. If beauty were evidence, the ocean in Cape Town could convince you that Heaven is a shade of blue.

April squeezed my hand, hard. It was the first time she had touched me on her own since I’d arrived at her doorstep. So far, so good.

“Thank you for this, Ten,” April said. “It’s like looking straight at God.”

I didn’t always speak April’s language where God was concerned, but I knew what she meant. “See the sand on those beaches?” I said, pointing out where the ocean licked the white sands of the shoreline below. “It’s soft as sugar. Barefoot never felt so good.”

My late lady friend Alice had given me South Africa like a box of chocolates, piece by piece—from jazz clubs to discos to wineries to shebeens in the poorest townships—flying me out to meet her without notice. Alice had been dead for years, which seemed impossible on the Table Mountain cable car. She had been a part of another man’s life.

April looked at me as if I were a charming stranger she wanted to get to know better. “We’ll have to go to the beach,” she said.

Good. She was making plans for us. “Definitely.”

April’s smile made me light-headed. When her face came close to mine, I savored the smell of her. I had only two days with her, and I wanted them to count. Most tourists headed straight for the view of the water. Outcroppings of rocks surrounded us, and a colorful souvenir shop waited to help us buy back our memories when it was time to go.

A blinding glint of sunlight deified April. Her thin braids were dozens of gentle fingers fanning across her chin and jaw, framing the dimples that had called to my eyes when I first saw her in front of the Hollywood division police station with her reporter’s notebook. She was a princess.

“Wait,” I said, and I took her picture. I’m not a big photo collector, but I already knew I would want to keep that picture of April, even if it might be hard to look at one day soon.

April squealed, gone from the camera’s frame. “Ten, what’s that?”

She pointed. Brown fur blurred between two boulders. An animal about the size and shape of a mole skittered away on short legs, hiding.

“They’re rock dassies,” I said. “They rule the kingdom up here. Don’t get too close. They can bite, and they might be rabid.”

I remember asking Alice about the rock dassies, and she had looked as bored, too. “They’re closely related to elephants, believe it or not,” I said, just like Alice had told me.

“They’re so adorable! Like gophers . . . or giant squirrels!” She laughed.

“They’re not so adorable when you see their teeth. Wait—don’t feed them.” But April had already fished a snack bag out of her purse. She sprinkled Goldfish on the ground, making clicking noises. The rock dassie’s head popped out from behind the rock.

“Take a step away, April. He’ll come to the food. Don’t get too close.”

Five rock dassies from five directions were making their way toward April. To me they looked like an attack party, but April was holding her breath, watching their approach with wide, childlike eyes. The animals didn’t walk in a straight line—they took a few cautious steps toward her, then zigzagged in another direction before walking toward April again. Like me, maybe.

“Hey, precious baby . . . ,” April said, and I wished she were talking to me. “You’re a sweet little boo, aren’t you, huh?” I wondered if anyone else, in the history of the world, had ever been jealous of a rock dassie.

I instantly thought of him as Goofy. Goofy inched within a foot of her. Grinning wide, April froze like a statue as she waited. I made a mental scan of the area around us, just in case I would need something to beat Goofy away with. A rock would do the job.

Goofy realized that April wasn’t a threat, so he raised the cracker with practiced paws and started munching—Thanks, doll, you got any peanut butter to top this off?

“Ten, look!” April said. “He’s so cute! Can you take a picture of us?”

Goofy did not push my Cute button. Every instinct told me to shoo him away.

“That’s great!” I said anyway, and snapped the photo.

The other furballs in Goofy’s crew renewed their advance, their tiny legs scuttling toward April and her bright orange crackers. A lot of people would have jumped up to run for cover, but April didn’t move from where she knelt in their path. I opened my mouth to warn April to back away, but I was stopped by her grin.

I snapped another photo to try to capture April’s face—a barely harnessed joy that you rarely see in adults. A quiet thought surfaced: April would make a great mother.

Until that day on the mountain, I’d never had that thought about anyone.

When you go to South Africa, don’t expect to find Africa right away.

The first time I landed in Johannesburg, the rows of glass-paneled skyscrapers made me think I was back in L.A. Johannesburg is hamburger stands, malls, and movie theaters—more bland than L.A., actually, but you get the idea. Considering my exotic visions of Zulu warriors wrapped in zebra pelts, and lions roaming the savannahs, Jo’burg was a letdown. Cape Town feels eerily like San Francisco at first glance, down to the wineries and nightclubs, but its character feels less American than Jo’burg, more English influenced with colonial B and Bs.

April and I hung out on Long Street, where the Cape-Dutch Victorian buildings and wrought-iron balconies made me feel like I was in Europe, especially the south of France. South Africa offers wealth and poverty with equal zeal, and much of Cape Town is a playground for the rich. Even on Long Street, it’s strange how few black faces you see—usually it’s white and Indian South Africans, or tourists from the world over. Apartheid might have ended in 1994, but the average black South African remains a long way from the mountaintop.

The past is hard to overcome.

But South Africa was celebrating while April and I were there; in 2010, it would be hosting the first World Cup ever held in Africa. In Soweto, especially, soccer madness had been everywhere, a rainbow of colors for teams like the Swallows and the Pirates. Stadiums were being built in ten South African cities, including Cape Town. The brand-new Green Point Stadium had views of Table Mountain and the ocean, majesty to suit the coming battles among nations.

When Alice took me to Cape Town the first time, it was two years after Nelson Mandela had been elected president after twenty-seven years at nearby Robben Island prison—and the energy felt similar when I returned with April thirteen years later. But there was one major difference: Now, instead of just the colorful South African liberation flag, street vendors sold American flags, too.

“Hey—Obama!” a man called from a passing bicycle that afternoon as April and I walked down Long Street, where black Africans, backpackers, and bohemians congregated. Even in the midst of soccer euphoria, I was a star in my black Barack Obama T-shirt.

Grins flashed at me. Laughing children ran up to me. Women young and old gave me hugs. Strangers honked their horns as they drove past. A vacationing couple from Germany begged me to pose for a picture with them while April and I shared bemused smiles.

It was 2008, only three days after the November election that changed American history. Our American accents triggered excited conversations about American politics. The phrase “president-elect Barack Obama” sounded odd, dreamlike. There was a world party going on, and I felt lucky to witness how important the election was outside America’s borders.

Cape Town made us smile a lot, just as I had hoped. My swagger was back.

I was such a good catch, it boggled my mind.

Who else would fly from another country to try to win back his girlfriend after the way she’d cut things off? Shit, that girl would be crazy to walk away from me! Bruised or not, my face made most women lose their concentration.

On top of that, I might have at least a quarter-million-dollar settlement waiting for me at home—since an amoral studio exec named Lynda Jewell wanted my sexual harassment suit against her to go away. And I could put a few sentences together, too? April had better claim me back while she could, before I was out running wild.

To seal the deal, I chose the Nyoni’s Kraal on Long Street.

Kraal means a small rural village in southern Africa, but in Afrikaans, a kraal is a pen for livestock. That may be all we need to know to understand the history of race relations in the region. The South African brother who owns Nyoni’s grew up poor and built his business from nothing. Now it’s one of Cape Town’s most popular eateries, with room for hundreds.

Nyoni’s Kraal had a faux thatched ceiling, African-inspired brass lamps shaped like masks, and mock crocodiles hanging on warmly colored stone walls. A prominent South African flag bore the black-and-gold triangle and stripes of green, white, red, and blue. The employees wore traditional dashikis. Our round-faced waitress, Nobanzi, wore a thin beaded headband and a wide beaded bracelet with colors that entranced my eyes. Xhosa, I guessed.

I ordered a 1999 Klein Constantia sauvignon blanc, and April couldn’t hide how impressed she was by my knowledge of wine. I had my mojo back!

We joked about ordering mopane worms and chicken feet as appetizers, but we ended up with marinated snoek, a long, bony, saltwater fish I thought she would like. For my entrée, I ordered the kingklip, an eellike local fish with firm white meat. April ordered African roast chicken. Heaven. For the first five minutes after our food arrived, we forgot about talking and enjoyed the taste of Africa.

“Mrs. Kunene might have a job for you,” April said.

“A job?” I said, sampling my bread. “She doesn’t know me.”

April shrugged. “She asked about you last night, so I told her you’re an actor and bodyguard in Hollywood. When I said we were going to Cape Town, she told me her sister-in-law runs an orphanage near here, in a township called . . . Lango?”

“Langa,” I corrected her.

“Langa. An American actress is visiting, but they’re worried they might not have reliable security. Mrs. Kunene thought I should ask you, since we would be here.”

I’d been to Cape Town’s townships before, including Langa and an even poorer township called Crossroads. Alice took me to see an amazing children’s orchestra playing in a shebeen built of drab brick and entombed in razor wire. The area looked like Fallujah. But a music teacher invited neighborhood children to play instruments, and they took up scales instead of trouble. I heard those kids play a blast of Duke Ellington bright enough to light up the block. Anyone who heard it had no choice but to smile. Jazz is everywhere in Cape Town, even in the ’hood. I wondered if the bar was still there, if the band still played its sweet, silky songs.

“We only have a couple days here,” I said. “When’s she going?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Who’s the actress?”

“Sofia . . . Maitlin?” April said casually, as if she’d never heard of last year’s Oscar-winning best supporting actress. “Mrs. Kunene gave me a number for her assistant, or whatever.”

April was downplaying it. For some reason she didn’t want me to take the job. When I held out my hand, April reluctantly pulled a slip of paper out of her purse. The name Rachel Wentz was written on the scrap she gave me, with the number for the Twelve Apostles Hotel.

Definitely legit. Rachel Wentz was Maitlin’s manager, not her assistant. A manager is a professional who hobnobs with the upper echelons of Hollywood to manage your career—an assistant gets your coffee. Big difference. Having a license to call Sofia Maitlin’s manager was reason enough to take the job. I’m an actor first, and access is everything. After being fired from my series, I was out of circulation.

But I’m no fool. “I came to Cape Town to spend time with you,” I said, slipping the paper in my back pocket. “I didn’t come to work.”

“I told her you probably couldn’t do it,” April said, relieved. But her face brooded, suddenly dangerous. “You get hurt so much, Ten. Like you’re . . . punishing yourself.”

Here it comes, I thought. April didn’t mention Serena’s name, but her ghost was suddenly at our table. I first met April after a friend of mine was murdered, and we had recently passed the one-year anniversary of Serena’s death. I clamped back the rage and sadness always simmering near the surface; I wanted my thoughts clear for the new tragedy unfolding.

Slowly, April continued, “The lengths you go to when you’re on these cases feels . . . self-destructive—like you want to hurt yourself. That scares me, Ten. When you took the T. D. Jackson case, I started to think you’re chasing something else. That maybe you’re looking for something you can’t fix by finding the bad guys. Forgiveness, maybe.”

The suspicion that April might be right only made me angrier. “Or, maybe I’m just good at solving fucking cases.”

“I know you’re good at it—you’re great at it—but I think it’s about more than that for you. You put yourself in reckless situations, and then you have trouble moving past them. I see these patterns in your history, Ten.”

April sounded like she had just finished a course on me, with charts and graphs. The phrase your history hurt. “Haven’t I shown you that I’m not that man anymore?” I said softly.

April was my first monogamous relationship, my first true girlfriend. I literally don’t know how many women I’ve had sex with—I stopped counting long ago, when I passed three hundred. In my twenties and early thirties, when acting work was dry, I spent years as a professional “escort,” servicing wealthy women in Hollywood and overseas. I racked up a big body count.

Not long before I took April to Cape Town, my past mistakes caught up with me. A powerful female studio executive tricked me into a meeting and started taking off her clothes, offering me money for sex. Lynda Jewell knew about my history, and found me through my agent when my face started showing up on TV. She’d offered me a lot of zeroes to forget, but like they say, money can’t buy love. The damage between me and April had been done.

April still couldn’t look me in the eye. “This isn’t about your past.”

“What, then?” I said, my voice rising, as close to shouting as I came. “You’ve never had your ribs cracked, so you don’t know how patronizing it is to say I like getting hurt. Did you pull that out of a college psych book? Or is it some Dr. Phil bullshit?”

A black African couple at the table beside us glanced over to see what the ruckus was. The moon-faced young woman in sunflower yellow was holding her date’s hand, but he looked bored. The woman’s forlorn eyes begged us to show a better example of courtship.

“Do we really want to make this harder, Ten?” April’s voice flowed like a yoga relaxation tape. She had already started moving on.

I thought of the old Richard Pryor routine where the calmer his woman got, the more he had a fit. I closed my eyes, forcing a deep breath. “I need to understand,” I said, opening my eyes. The lights stabbed my sudden headache. “We were fine before, and now we’re not? What changed?”

April stared at her plate of half-eaten food. Our talk should have waited until dessert.

“I’ve really been praying about this, because I started writing you letters and couldn’t find the words. There’s a quality you have—riding the chaos wave, seeing where it takes you. It’s so beautiful and free and brave, just like you. It’s the first thing that attracted me to your spirit. But now . . .” She didn’t finish. When April first met me, I was a suspect in Serena’s death; I’d been a vote against her better judgment from day one.

April went on. “Some people can handle it—I know you’ll find someone who can—but I can’t anymore. I can’t sit around worrying about whether you’re going to get killed, or if you’ll have to kill somebody. I can’t live that way—or raise our kids that way.”

I was about to promise April that I would never take another case, but the phrase our kids nearly made me choke on my bread. I tried to recover before she noticed, but I was too late. April gave me a resigned, heartbroken glance she tried to hide by drinking the last of her wine.

“We have kids?” I said. I felt like Rip Van Hardwick. Had I missed something?

“In two years I’ll be thirty, Ten. I want to be headed somewhere.”

I don’t know how guys feel when they’re ready to discuss marriage and kids, but I wasn’t there yet. I was too tired to keep talking, so I should have kept my mouth shut—but I thought I knew exactly what to say. What every woman wants to hear.

“All I know is . . . ,” I said, pausing for effect. “I love you, Alice.”

For the first few seconds, I was confused by the horror on April’s face.

You called her ALICE, my memory whispered, and my insides shriveled.

“Shit,” I said, honestly shocked. “Jesus.”

Blasphemy was just for good measure, since April was a church girl. My words were gibberish to me, as if someone had hijacked my mouth. I couldn’t think of an apology worthy of the transgression. I suppose my faux pas could have been worse. We could have been in bed.

There’s no good way to call your girlfriend by the wrong name—but Alice was a former client from my working days. She was one of my steadiest clients for years, despite an age difference that made her old enough to be my mother—older, really. When she died, she left me her house, and I’d been living there ever since. I’d insisted to April that I’d kept the house only out of convenience; it was worth $2 million even in a recession.

The past was the past, I had promised April. But it wasn’t. It never was.

“I can’t do this anymore,” April said again, near tears. “I’m sorry, Ten.”

Now I was the one who couldn’t meet April’s eyes. The bright colors all around stung me, their celebration quietly mocking. I reached across the table and took April’s hand, grateful when she held on. Her palm melted into mine. I stared as our sad fingers danced.

I was wrong about the ghost at our table: It had been Alice all along.

Since I had booked us two cottages at the B and B, taking nothing for granted, I was surprised when April gently held my hand after I walked her to her cottage’s doorstep. She squeezed, a silent invitation to the Garden of Eden. Just before I got cast out.

My hand burned inside April’s. My stomach had sloshed acid since we left the restaurant, but not from the food. April’s hips swayed toward the pink-crimson bougainvillea blossoms guarding her door, and my eyes followed. Forget all that bullshit I just said about you, April’s hips said, soothing me. This is how I really feel.

“Do you want to spend the night?” April said, taking my other hand.

A mercy fuck. I understood the concept, had even administered a few, but had never been offered one. Night skies hid most of the beauty around us, and in the dark I was just very far from home. I could hear Sipho’s voice in my head, insisting that I walk away with my pride. If she was horny, she could buy a damn dildo.

“Why would I come this far to be anywhere but with you?” I said instead. She smiled, ignoring the pained rumble I had never heard in my own voice.

April dug through her too-big woven purse, looking for her room key.

My agent, Len, once told me that he’d ended up drunk on champagne, puking in the men’s room when he went to his ex-girlfriend’s wedding right after college. Walking into April’s cottage, I was sure I should know better, just like I’d told Len.

The rooms were small, hardly big enough for the high queen beds that were their centerpiece. April’s buttocks flared out when she leaned over to turn on the gourd-shaped light on her nightstand. I would miss April’s ass; it was a minor miracle. She rarely wore a bra, since her breasts were small and perfect. Through the thin white cotton of her tank top, her nipples’ black pearls stared back at me in the thirty-watt light.

April sat beside me, her hand on my knee. “It’s hard for me, too, Tennyson.”

“You seem to be doing all right.”

“I’m not,” she said. “I smell you on my pillow—even here. I see people everywhere who look just like you. The way you flew to South Africa will probably always be the most romantic thing anyone ever does for me. Thank you for trying so hard. I’ll never forget it.” I shrugged, tired of the postmortem. “I miss you, Ten.”

I didn’t say I miss you, too. Talk of missing me pissed me off. I played with the strap of her tank top, sliding it from her bare shoulder.

“What else do you miss?” I said, on cue. She could have been a client.

April slid her hand to my thigh, kneading hard. She knew exactly how to get my attention. Suddenly, April’s cruelty was sexy. I felt taut arousal below my navel. Most of the heat baking my skin was pain, but I wanted her.

April pulled my T-shirt up, and I ducked to help her glide it over my head. The fabric stung when it snagged my bruised chin, but I hid my wince.

My chest offered a new array of bruises. On one side, my ribs were battered purple.

“God, Ten . . . ,” April said. Her eyes flooded with tears.

“Shhhhhh,” I comforted her. “Don’t do that. I’m all right.”

“You just went through hell, baby . . .”

I just got to Hell, baby.

April lightly traced the trail of welts and marks on my chest with her fingertip. Pain sizzled, mingled with longing. People who like to be whipped are looking for the feeling April’s finger gave me as she prodded my injuries. That night, I understood anew.

“Does this help make it better?” April said. Gently, she kissed my raw ribs. My skin fluttered against her lips, a wave of soft pain. “Yes.” I clutched her shoulder. Harder.

She kissed my ribs again, less gently. Real pain that time. I gritted my teeth, remembering the tree trunk that had smashed my ribs in the swamp. “Like that,” I said.

After she’d kissed my bruises, April unbuckled my belt. My jeans collapsed to my ankles. My knees and legs were scabbed from the swamp, but the erections have always been easy for me.

“Sssssss,” April hissed, admiring my trophy the way I’d admired her ass, like a beautiful tragedy—my nickname isn’t “Ten” just for brevity’s sake. April stared and mourned. Her hands stroked me into her memory. Next, her mouth buried me in warm, earnest wetness.

April’s lips were sweet agony. Her tongue had learned its way along my hidden ridges. She knew how I loved her fingers to roam across my testicles and deep between my thighs. We had trained each other’s bodies well. Every hot swirl of April’s tongue stole my breath. My legs buckled back against the bed.

I groaned, only partially from pleasure. A deep stab of grief made my seed surge and burn, until my groans had nothing to do with pain. My sore knees shook.

I kissed April so hard that my mouth ached from the pressure. I stole her lips and tongue, sucking so fervently that I expected her to push me away—but she never did. “You’re gonna remember me, girl,” I said, nuzzling her earlobe before I bit it.

April whimpered, surrendering to punishment. She pressed herself against me as if she wanted to climb inside my skin. Our fingers tangled as we fumbled at her clothes. Then she was naked brown skin, smooth as a college sophomore. Her nakedness lashed me. One last time. A guttural sound rose in my throat, and I collapsed against April to bend her over the bed, propping her ass high. Hot skin trapped hers as I pinned her beneath my weight. We’d tried anal sex once before, and my size made it too painful. I’d always wanted to try again, no matter how tight the fit, but instead I inched past the Forbidden Zone to slip through her moist, swollen folds.

“Oh, Lord,” April said, trembling beneath me. “Oh damn, Ten. You’re . . .”

April felt a little dry, but her insides welcomed me, grasping as I thrust. So tight. She pulsed against me with every breath. I bucked, and April’s hands clutched at the bed as she cried out. I braced myself with my arms locked, rolled my hips deeper. Stirring her up inside. April’s back squirmed against me, and my rib cage screamed.

I pounded back at her, ignoring the pain from my cracked ribs. The air was thick, hot soup. I thrust blindly, chasing the ring of pleasure that could make me forget about breathing. I thrust so hard that my hips snapped loudly against April’s ass, whipping her. SLAP-SLAP-SLAP.

“God . . . God . . . God . . . ,” April said.

I felt the tremors across April’s shoulders, up and down her legs. Her insides snatched me, greedy and strong. I cried out when April’s body bumped my ribs, losing track of which cries were hers and which were mine; which were pleasure, which were pain.

April howled and screamed. Her body danced and then went rigid, her first deep orgasm shuddering through her. I wondered how I didn’t break us both in half.

We cursed each other, called to each other. We wanted to leave something behind, take something back. Our cries sounded so violent that I was sure the owners would call the police. But we couldn’t be quiet. We couldn’t go slow. When I climaxed, I yelled until my throat hurt. My legs gave way, and I sank to the floor.

Then, it was over. Quiet.

We lay nude the rest of the night, and I fought the feeling that I was in bed beside a cooling corpse. Both of us dozed, but neither of us slept for long. I could feel April’s microscopic hairs brushing against my skin. Since I couldn’t have April, her nearness chafed me. I wanted to leave so badly that I could barely lie still. I love you, Alice. Ugh. I was afraid I would vomit.

When the first pale sunlight peeked beneath the door, I checked April’s face and found her eyes closed. She was asleep, or pretending to be; either one was fine. I kissed her forehead and climbed out of bed. Silent as a cat burglar, I found my clothes and dressed.

I left a note of apology on her table, explaining that I would slip her plane ticket to Johannesburg under the door. Thank you for helping me understand, I wrote.

The room reeked of us. April’s sweet, sharp scent, like no one else’s.

I couldn’t glance at April’s nakedness one last time before I walked away.



THREE

SOON AFTER DAWN, I was driving toward the airport to look for a standby flight when I remembered the scrap of paper in my back pocket, a glimmer of good karma. I had planned to spend the day touring wineries with April, but instead I was leaving her stranded at our B and B. I’d left money for cab fare along with her plane ticket, but I didn’t expect her to be happy when she got up and realized I had cut our trip short.

Rachel Wentz’s telephone number was a promise of diversion—and insurance against running into April at the airport. April and I might be friends again one day, but I needed to shake I love you, Alice out of my head. You twisted, stupid-ass motherfucker. If I flew straight home, I knew I would beat myself up all along the way. No thanks.

I pulled to the side of the road near the entrance to a winery on Route 44 and dialed my iPhone. I don’t always pull over when I make a call, but I had nowhere else to go. The near-empty roadway was flanked by towering oaks, and the mountains and valleys around me burst with green life in the golden tendrils of the morning light. I could almost smell wine in the air.

“Who the hell is this?” said the woman who answered in Rachel Wentz’s room, her voice angry and wide awake. “It’s six o’clock in the morning.”

I almost hung up. Since I’d called a hotel switchboard, she would never know it was me.

“This is Tennyson Hardwick. I—”

“We were looking for your call yesterday.”

“I’m calling now.” My interest in the job was circling the drain. After the night I’d just had, I would have a low tolerance for Rachel Wentz.

“Why should I let you within ten feet of one of the biggest movie stars in the world?”

Go fuck yourself. It was right at the tip of my tongue. Instead, I looked at my watch, still set to Los Angeles time. “It’s nine o’clock last night in L.A., but you might be able to catch my agent, Len Shemin, on his cell—”

“Bodyguards have agents?” Her New York accent suddenly became pronounced. She liked being a character, and abrasiveness was her routine.

“I prefer Close Protection Services,” I said. “But I’m an actor, too.”

“Right, you live in L.A., so of course you are.” The woman laughed, overly amused. I don’t like being laughed at, but it changed her tone. “Okay, so I’ll give Len a call. I’ve already got his cell and home numbers. How do I reach you?”

I told her, and she hung up without saying good-bye.

Ten minutes later, she called back. My phone rang before I could finish a cup of Caturra coffee I’d picked up from a roadside café. I’ve been Len’s client for more than a decade, and I’ve never reached him that fast. But I’m not Rachel Wentz.

“You may be a godsend, Mr. Hardwick,” she said when she called back; whatever Len had said had sealed the deal, given me instant respect. My caller ID beeped to announce that Len was trying to reach me, too; I wished I could see the look on his face. “We’d given up on you! Come to our hotel. We’re leaving for an orphanage in the township in two hours. Sofia will be glad. You’ll see our white van outside the lobby.”

She never asked my rate, not that it probably mattered to her.

An orphanage would be the perfect reality check, I realized. Instant perspective.

I couldn’t wait to get back to work in Cape Town.
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“What is it with adopting these African babies?” Len said when I clicked to his call. “Do they poop Botox, or what?” Rachel Wentz must have mentioned the orphanage to Len, because I wouldn’t have. Any time I spend with a client is their own business.

“What is it with folks who don’t want any kids, but feel free to judge people who do?” I said, a bit sharply. “Orphans need homes.”

“Ten, you’re so damn naive. Sofia Maitlin doesn’t do anything unless it’s been plotted by three publicists, two managers, an agent, and a partridge in a pear tree. Expect a red carpet at the orphanage door—this is probably her new Oscar campaign. And gee, what a coincidence, Rachel Wentz is there. This is disgusting. That kid will need therapy.”

Len’s cynicism was hard to stomach first thing in the morning.

“At least he’ll be rich enough to pay for it,” I said. “I say live and let live.”

“Yeah, we’ll see. Hey, I almost forgot: What about April? How’d it go?”

I love you, Alice.

“Didn’t.”

There was a long silence on the other end. Len had had a minor nervous breakdown during his divorce, although I was one of only two people who knew. I’d found him sobbing under his desk one day, but we never talked about that. Only two months before, I’d taken April by his office to meet him—the first time I’d brought a date out into the light. Len had beamed at me like a proud father, gushing about how good April was for me.

“Shit. I’m really sorry,” Len said. “You know I mean that.”

“Thanks. Next subject.”

“Ten, I’ve been there. Your guts just got stomped to dogshit, and you need a boost. Boy, do I get that head space.”

“You stink at pep talks. Move on.”

Len pressed on with his true agenda: “. . . but no matter what, do not bump uglies with the boss—Sofia Maitlin is very engaged. To be honest, too many people know about the Lynda Jewell thing. You get tied to Maitlin, you’re the Enquirer’s poster boy for a year.”

“Fuck you very much, Len.”

“Tennyson, promise me you will not screw Sofia Maitlin.”

Len only called me Tennyson as my friend, not my agent. He’d watched me flush my career away once. He knew I had sex with every woman who came near me, mostly because I could. The grieving woman I’d coaxed into bed in L.A. soon after April cut me loose was engaged, too. I was still a whore, whether or not I charged money. April had just helped me forget for a while.

And Sofia Maitlin was one of the most beautiful women in the world.

“I promise you,” I told Len, “nobody will know if I fuck Sofia Maitlin. Especially you.”

“Ten, this isn’t a joke—”

I hung up, realizing the harsh truth: I could easily start working day and night again, like the Michael Jackson song. It wasn’t so far behind me. So what? my mind challenged. At least you’d get paid. You should send a damn bill to April. She was joyriding you, man, and in this world, joy comes with a price tag.

Anger was my medicine, softening the bite. I drove faster on the nearly deserted road, creeping far beyond the 120-kilometer-per-hour speed limit. My iPhone was on shuffle, and Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “Freebird” played on the car’s speakers next. The Southern-fried beat of liberation suited me fine. I jammed on the accelerator while the electric guitar whined and raged.

Free! I sang along at the top of my lungs, vowing never to change.

The Twelve Apostles Hotel was sandwiched between the mountains and the endless rocky shoreline, almost an island unto itself. The only vehicle parked outside was the well-shined white van Rachel Wentz had mentioned. I expected to find paparazzi, but I didn’t see anyone lurking. Good for her. There are worse problems in life, but I feel bad for actors with swarms of paparazzi. Why would Sofia Maitlin want a circus in the middle of an adoption?

I hate tabloid culture. I haven’t bought a tabloid since the nineties, and here’s why: I once had a costar who was one of my mentors, an older man I’ll call Raul Garcia. He played the assistant principal on my old series, Malibu High—a stern Edward James Olmos type. He was far from a household name, just a working character actor who’d been in the business for years, delivered his lines, showed up on time, and loved his work. He often brought his nephews to the set, and I used to shoot hoops with them. (I played a basketball coach.)

Our series came and went, so we didn’t see each other for about a year. I called to have lunch with Raul and found out he was dying. Too far gone for visitors, his family said, but we spoke for ten minutes on the phone. His voice sounded awful, but he cracked me up with jokes, and the single most blasphemously filthy limerick I’ve ever heard. Buy me a drink sometime and ask me. I refuse to write it down.

Raul was an immigrant, and his family was proud and protective. In his home country, his success in American television gave him a stature beyond the size of his roles. His family might have suspected he was gay, but he never told them—only a few select friends. It was nobody’s business. At his funeral, where his parents wept over his casket, no one acknowledged the lonely white-haired man I guessed to be his lover, and no one said the word AIDS aloud.

A week after the funeral, I was walking down Wilshire when a tabloid on display at the newsstand stopped me: RAUL GARCIA AIDS SECRET, a giant headline read. The photo was worse: an emaciated Raul celebrating his sixty-third birthday only two weeks before he died. A private photo someone had stolen or sold. Apparently, grave robbing is alive and well.

I refused to read the story inside, but a grainy image of the sad, white-haired man I’d seen at the funeral bore the caption RAUL’S SECRET GAY LOVER. And a large, boxed quote from an anonymous morgue employee confirmed that Raul died of AIDS from his toe tag. The toe tag was pictured beneath the quote—exhibit A.

It was an assault, as if someone had dug Raul up out of the ground and violated him. Maybe his family shouldn’t have cared—and it’s too bad Raul felt he had to hide—but grief is hard enough. If that tabloid story had been about my father, I would have wanted to skin the reporter and roll him in salt.

Thank God no reporters will be calling to ask me about April, I thought, the bright side of anonymity. Yeah, Ten—lucky you! You’re not an Oscar winner worth fifty million dollars.

The parked white van was empty except for the wiry driver, who looked about fifty. He was so preoccupied with his cell phone, speaking Xhosa with clicks and dizzying speed, that he didn’t notice me standing by the passenger-side door. I scanned the license pinned to the visor—his face matched the photo. The van was owned by an agency called Children First Mission. The insignia, children’s hands clasped around a traditional shield, was on the door.

Rachel Wentz had asked me to wait by the van, but I wanted to meet my client before we faced the public. I used to know the hotel security managers in Cape Town, but I had to wait at the desk while the skeptical concierge called up to the room. She was a matronly woman with blond hair in a severe bun. When she got the okay, her eyebrows shot up high with surprise.

Not surprisingly, Sofia Maitlin was in the Presidential Suite—14,000 rand a night, or about $1,800. Loose change for members of the one-name club.

The three staff people who met me in the hotel room looked like they were dressed for a safari, not a visit to a township. All three wore oversize beige camera vests and hiking boots. Someone had read way too much Hemingway.

Rachel Wentz was about fifty and short, five feet tall, with a wide, jolly face that belied her phone manner. The other woman was Pilar, a tall Latina with merry hips who welcomed me with a bright smile. Pilar’s skin was two shades lighter than April’s, but she was about the same age, with a similar shape. My restless eyes lingered on Pilar’s mouth.

The sole man was wiry, about thirty, and glued to his Bluetooth. He interrupted his conversation long enough to shake my hand and mumble his name—Tim—before his back was turned. He wouldn’t be any help in an emergency.

The room was huge, about eighteen hundred square feet, with a décor in vibrant white and gold. The white dining-room table was a centerpiece, with six tall matching chairs. The glass sliding door in the rear was open, so the room was a bit muggy, but the ocean lay right beyond the balcony, and the water was the room’s best feature. The rooftop suite floated on the world.

I liked the vibe already. No drama. Except for Tim’s constant chatter, they felt like a group of friends on vacation. South African pop music played from the bedroom.

“Sophie’s on the deck,” Rachel said, beckoning me.

It had been a long time since I’d been in the presence of a star as big as Sofia Maitlin. Trust me, we don’t get invited to the same parties—at least not anymore. If you don’t believe there’s any such thing as magic, you haven’t floated near the inner sanctum of the Hollywood A list. These actors are no longer individuals, they’re corporations with poreless skin. Movies fail or succeed on the basis of their allure, and their misadventures can kill box office or even a career. Ask Meg Ryan if Russell Crowe was worth it.

According to those ugly tabloids, Sofia Maitlin had been enough of a party girl to frighten producers who kissed Lindsay Lohan’s butt. That was, until she had some kind of a spiritual breakthrough and found meditation or yoga or something. At that point, they only had to worry about her trips to Bali and Tibet, and not her screwing the offensive line of the New York Jets on YouTube. God is good.

“Where’s her regular bodyguard?” I asked as we walked the length of the room.

“Food poisoning,” Rachel said quietly. “Solid two hundred and ten pounds, Force Recon Marine, and a bad bowl of stew put him on his back. She’s saying, ‘We don’t need a bodyguard.’ Most times, I wouldn’t be too concerned, but today’s a special occasion, so we’re worried about a leak bringing out the weirdos. Maybe you can talk some sense into her.”

“Hello . . . ? I can hear you,” a woman’s voice said ahead of us. She sounded playful.

When I stood in the balcony doorway, I saw olive brown legs twined down the length of a rattan lounging chair. The calves were slender, sturdy, and athletic.

And bare feet. Sofia Maitlin’s toenails were painted only with a light gloss, but she had magnificent feet. Long, lovely toes. Smooth, shiny heels. I’m a foot man, so she might as well have been lying on that lounger naked.

“Tennyson Hardwick, this is Sofia Maitlin,” Rachel said.

The wide brim of a white straw hat peeked from behind the lounger as Maitlin leaned around to look at me. Two pairs of gold-brown eyes found mine. When she smiled, I felt a primal part of my brain slowing down, refracting to one word: woman.

Sofia Maitlin was a petite ball of pheromones, glowing at the center of her own force field. Raven hair coiled down her neck and shoulders in a loose ponytail. If her face had an imperfection, or if she was wearing makeup, I couldn’t see it. I saw very faint freckles across her cheeks that the camera missed, a humanizing detail that only made her more appealing.

She had an ethnicity that was hard to place; skin dark enough, and light enough, to be from almost anywhere. She was wearing casual khaki shorts and a button-down frilly white blouse that hugged her bosom, open low enough to show subtle cleavage. Her all-natural chest is her hallmark; it was hard to forget the steamy waterfall scene in The Vintner that some critics believed was the sole reason Sofia Maitlin had won last year’s Oscar.

Reason enough, from what I could see.

I was surprised when she stood up to greet me. She was only about five-two, shorter than April—typically, much smaller than I would have imagined. Her dancer’s body moved with fluidity as she gave me a firm, businesslike handshake.

“May I assume the other man is in worse shape, Mr. Hardwick?”

Damned bruises. I felt as self-conscious as a schoolboy, wishing I could hide my face.

“Much,” I said, remembering the cloudy eyes in the swamp. “It all worked out fine.”

“Yes it did.” Her eyes pulsed at me. Subtle, but I saw it.

“I really enjoyed you in The Vintner,” I said, picturing the waterfall scene.

Her eyes glimmered, knowing. “Did you? How sweet of you to say so. Have a seat.”

When I glanced around, I realized that Rachel Wentz was gone—or suddenly invisible to me. Not sure which, but I never saw her leave. Below us, the mightily blue ocean massaged the shoreline with a gentle, private song. It felt like the deck of a private cruise ship. I sat on the dark gray rattan lounger beside Maitlin’s while she picked at the breakfast plate on her glass-top lounge table. She popped the last strawberry into her mouth and seemed to swallow it whole.

“Are you familiar with Langa?” she said.

“Yeah, and it can be a tough place,” I said. “It’s like any other poor section of town. There are houses, schools, stores. Some sections are better off than others. You definitely want to be aware, but you should be fine. There are regular tours through Langa. People invite you right into their homes.”

“Then why do I need you?” she said, smiling.

“Because you know life is full of surprises, Ms. Maitlin. Someone in your position, with your fame, must be prepared for any scenario.”

I saw a veil lift from her eyes, deeper penetration. For an instant, she was Sophie Echevarria—half Greek, half Cuban, the girl who’d set out from meager roots in Miami to try to conquer Hollywood. Her father had come to the States on a raft, nearly drowning at sea. Both of her parents died in a car accident soon after her first major film role. During last year’s Oscar frenzy, her biography had been everywhere. She was Hollywood’s favorite Cinderella story.

Even without reading the tabloids, I knew more about her than I was supposed to. Sofia Maitlin was a gossip magnet, the perfect combination of beauty, eccentricity, and vulnerability. Shooting The Vintner had been draining enough to send her on a six-month retreat in Mysore, India, to meditate and practice yoga with her master. Her off-again-off-again relationship with a Greek shipping billionaire only fanned the tabloid flames. She had famously dumped him when the Enquirer ran photos of him and a blonde playing naked Twister on the deck of his yacht.

That might have been some of the most expensive tail in Hollywood history. The billionaire missed Maitlin so much after she dumped him and went to India that he offered to marry her with a quarter-billion-dollar prenup. And if she caught him with his pants down again, she’d make another $20 million just on the side action.

That was either true love—or nice work if you could get it.

Up close, I realized Sofia Maitlin might have pixie dust between her legs. It was possible. Her smooth skin crackled, even from a distance.

And now, here we were.

She stood up abruptly. “Come with me, Mr. Hardwick,” she said.

She walked toward a different glass door—leading to her master bedroom. I fell behind her, stopping just inside the doorway to leave plenty of space between us. Lynda Jewell had told lies about me that cost me my job on my television series, so I was still in High Caution mode with women I didn’t know. For all I knew, Sofia Maitlin might still be looking for revenge sex after her billionaire humiliated her on TMZ.

In Maitlin’s bedroom, there were framed photographs on the bureau, alongside stacks of books and magazines. Her iPod dock was playing Afro pop by Brenda Fassie, a late legend Alice and I once saw in concert.

“You know South African music?” I said.

She nodded. “We shot Vintner here a couple of years back, and I was out dancing every night. The Cubana in me, I guess. I breathe music, and the music here is exquisite.”

“Maybe the best in the world,” I said. Alice and I had once agreed on that. The harmonies of Ladysmith Black Mambazo and the Soweto Gospel Choir are awe-inspiring.

“Come in,” Sofia Maitlin said. “I want to show you something.”

I hesitated, but I walked beside her since she was near a small table and chairs instead of the bed. I smelled lavender, maybe from her hair. Maitlin pulled up a bottle of wine chilling in mostly melted ice cubes in a silver bucket on the table. The bottle was from Stellenbosch, vintage 2006. She pulled out the well-used cork.

“What do you think of Viognier-Roussanne blends?” Maitlin said.

I looked at my watch: seven thirty in the morning. “I think it’s best to wait for breakfast to break out the wine.”

She gave me a sarcastic smile. “Touché. Rachel and I didn’t quite finish this one off last night, and if you love Cape Town, then I assume you must love wine.”

“Let’s say I do.” I still had Alice’s impressive wine collection at home.

“It was great to win the Oscar, but the biggest perk for six weeks at a vineyard? A lifetime supply of the most delectable wine,” she said. “You’ll have to try this.”

“I’d love a taste,” I said. But my eyes were on her, not the wine.

Mailin smiled when she poured me half a glass. It was way too early for wine, even good wine, but I sampled the blend to be gracious. The white wine was so golden, it might have been glowing. The pear scent hit my nose as soon as I raised the glass. With a sip, I tasted apple, apricot, a touch of citrus. Floral notes. It had a strong, sweet flavor, with a hint of minerality. Memorable. I made a mental note to buy a bottle.

“Very nice. Perfect for a spicy curry. The mineral taste . . . ?” I couldn’t help trying to impress her.

Maitlin’s smile widened. “Cement barrels. It’s special, isn’t it?”

I set my glass back down after a lone sip. “But I don’t drink on the job.”

Maitlin nodded, pleased. I’d figured she was testing more than my knowledge of wine. Any bodyguard who would get buzzed at the interview wasn’t a good hire.

“My guru has been saying for years that it’s time for me to be a mother,” Maitlin said, her voice quiet. “She says a strong family is the only way to safeguard against the negative vibrations in Hollywood, and I agree. That’s why I’m going to Langa.”

Maitlin wasn’t the first person to expect a child to cure her life’s ills. But hell, maybe Maitlin’s guru was right. I wanted to tell Maitlin how I’d met a teenage prostitute while I was investigating a case, how I’d taken her into my house to keep her away from the streets. And how Chela was almost eighteen, and I was going to pay to send her to college. I wanted to tell her all about me.
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