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PROLOGUE



Christopher has to roll the back window down when Scott lights his first cigarette. They aren’t even at the end of his block in the foothills of Hollywood. The houses on either side are tricked out for Halloween—lit ghosts and pumpkins, talking witches with hair the texture of straw, headstones and cobwebs. The sick bright-orange light from the 76 station’s circular sign is only a glow from here, halfway up the residential street. Behind Christopher, the two-story brick fairy-tale house where he lives with his parents gets farther and farther away. Christopher squeezes his head out the window, not thinking to roll it down more, because he doesn’t want to appear weak to Scott. Or because he isn’t thinking tonight. If he were, he would never have gotten in the car.


Above him, the centuries-old trees on both sides of the street fold in a welcoming hug. There’s a Gelson’s across from the 76. A few steps away is a coffee shop, a comedy club, and a restaurant famous for crepes and coffee.


“Where’s Karen?” Scott asks before he exhales in a swishing puff.


“She had to study. Biology test next week. Mrs.—”


“Ruiz. Yeah, I had her too.”


“Fuuuuuuuuuck,” the teenager in the passenger seat says. “She was hot. Hard, but hot.”


Christopher knows this kid’s name is Erik. Erik and Scott are both seniors at Harvard Westlake, where Christopher is a sophomore. Erik’s father, like Scott’s, is a TV director who travels nine months out of the year, skipping from show to show—New York, Vancouver, Atlanta of all places. Both Erik’s and Scott’s mothers don’t work.


“Outside the home.” Christopher hears his own mother correcting his thought. “They don’t work outside the home.”


He doesn’t know why he thinks of his mother now. She wasn’t home for dinner. Christopher can’t remember the last time she was. She hasn’t texted to ask where he is. She wasn’t there to stop him. Even as he thinks it, Christopher knows this is only an excuse.


“How far is this place?” Christopher asks Scott.


“An hour in traffic. Shouldn’t be a problem tonight, though.”


“Fucking traffic,” Erik says.


Christopher has heard a rumor that Erik got a perfect score on his SATs. It’s difficult to believe in this car, on this night, past midnight, when Erik’s vocabulary consists of “fuck,” “hard,” and “hot.”


Christopher should be studying for his biology test too. He should be with Karen, sitting on her bed, her bedroom door a careful crack open so her parents, both ob-gyns, can keep a careful ear out for the act that keeps them employed.


There’s a billiards bar just east of the exit for the 101 South. His parents always share a laugh when they pass it, and his mom touches his dad’s hand. There’s something remembered there, something that doesn’t include him. Something from before.


“Dude, you’re going south, remember?” Erik pipes up. “There.”


Even though Christopher isn’t yet old enough to drive, he can tell it’s a tricky exit—eight lanes of traffic, or it seems that way, and Scott needs to get over quicker than he can to merge onto the freeway.


Maybe there’s still time to not make it.


But Christopher wants to make it. He knows somewhere deep down, beneath his roiling gut, that what they’re doing tonight will save him.


He thinks of Karen’s bedroom, the scratchy floral cover with its pinks and purples, the laced ruffle that reaches from the bottom of the mattress to the top of the floor. He thinks of the things he wants to do to Karen but can’t because he looks at her bedroom and still sees someone innocent.


But the truth is, he is innocent too.


It’s just his mind that’s fucked. He can’t stop the dark thoughts, of the things he wants to do to Karen, where he wants to stick things, how he wants to make her scream. He thinks these things, and he feels guilty after, and he is alone.


He used to consider slitting his wrists.


That was before Scott slipped him his first tab of X.


“You think they got places to eat?”


“What?”


“Where we’re going,” Erik says. “I’m hungry.”


Christopher has met Erik only a handful of times before tonight. Like Erik, Christopher’s a smart kid, but he’s too young, too inexperienced.


Christopher still thinks about his mother when he’s going to score heroin for the first time.


“Yeah, Mexican food,” Scott says, and Erik barks a quick laugh to let Scott know he’s safe telling a racist joke here. But Erik’s laugh stops short and turns to a sigh. He must realize what Scott said is wrong.


“I don’t think we’ll be hungry. After,” Christopher says.


“What, have you done this before?” Scott asks. Christopher catches the older boy’s eyes in the rearview mirror. Ice blue. Even in the dark, Christopher can see them.


“No. I just . . . I’ve heard.”


“Probably from Monty,” Erik says.


Monty is their dealer. He can get the small stuff—pot, X, acid. He’s a twenty-one-year-old criminal-justice student at a community college in Simi Valley who draws his morality line at selling heroin. More likely, he doesn’t have the connections.


“Monty doesn’t do heroin,” Scott says.


None of them has either.


Christopher doesn’t know why Scott and Erik have decided tonight is the night they snort poison powder. He doesn’t even know for sure why he said yes—only that something inside him needs to change. He needs a reboot, an upgrade, and, while he’s smart enough to know heroin has never done that for anyone, he is also desperate enough to try.


He wonders if his mother would rather have an addict son or a dead one.


“What’s it called again? The place we’re going?”


“Huntington Park,” Scott says.


“Never heard of it,” Erik says, as if he’s heard of every L.A. nook and cranny where a person can buy heroin.


It takes twenty-nine minutes now, just after midnight, for Scott’s car to make the journey from the Hollywood Hills to Huntington Park. Christopher has no particular affinity for Hollywood proper, a place where blobs of tourists meander in shorts that reach to their knees, clicking selfies and eating at chain restaurants even though they’re in L.A., for fuck’s sake, a food mecca. A cheap-food mecca. The tiny pale pastel stucco houses with overgrown lawns and bars on the windows aren’t what these tourists expect.


The 101 moves at a crawl through downtown, where Christopher turns his head to see the members of the L.A. Philharmonic painted down the entire side of a skyscraper staring at him—the violin player with her sprayed-stiff chestnut hair, the cello player in a tux, gray hair slicked back. Are they playing now, while he’s riding in the backseat of Scott’s Range Rover to score heroin? No, it’s too late for that.


Scott takes exit 1A off the 101 onto Seventh Street, then heads south on Santa Fe Avenue, a street Christopher has never heard of before tonight. A lot of the houses here wouldn’t be out of place in Hollywood. They are the same pale pastel stucco—yellow, blue, peach—with bars on the windows. But here, there are no tourists. Every soul on the street is Latino. A fat man with a name tag embroidered on his work shirt stops to let his pit bull take a shit. A teenage boy and girl sit on a curb, stealing a make-out session under a streetlight. At a red light, Christopher hears laughter in short, violent gasps from the open windows of the corner house.


When they get to the intersection at Santa Fe and Zoe, Christopher takes in the Mexican restaurant across the street—Avila’s El Ranchito—with its red-and-green awnings and its chili-pepper Christmas lights. It’s now he sees the true distinction between Hollywood and Huntington Park. The restaurant is bordered by an empty parking lot, at least ten spaces deep, five across. And according to the sign, the parking is free.


There is no such thing as free parking in Hollywood, even when the business that operates the lot is closed. Of course, it’s silly to pretend he’s coming from Hollywood. He lives in the Hills above the tourist trap, but it might as well be on the other side of the country.


“This is where they sell,” Scott says.


Christopher has not thought until now that he should ask Scott where he got his intel. He should know better, given his background. He should be smarter. Christopher’s parents have been shelling out a good forty grand a year for his private school education since at least kindergarten, and here he is without the good sense to ask if this heroin score could be a setup.


“At the restaurant?” Erik asks. “Like, with complimentary chips and salsa?”


Also racist, Christopher thinks, but these guys are seniors, and he wants what they’ve come here to buy.


“No, the restaurant’s got nothing to do with it,” Scott corrects. “It’s closed. See.”


Erik peers out the window as if he’s going to see the darkened windows of Avila’s El Ranchito light up and open, spilling mariachi music and drunken laughter.


When the light in front of them turns green, a kid rounds the corner on a bike he’s at least a foot too tall to be riding. He’s maybe fifteen, Christopher’s age, though it’s hard to tell because he’s so thin, and the bike is a kid’s bike, with an oversized seat and no hand brakes. Christopher knows because his father bought him a similar one when he was six.


“That one of them?”


“I don’t know,” Scott says.


Christopher thinks that if he were leading this operation, he wouldn’t admit to not knowing. He would also have done his research, starting with the members of the gang they were buying from.


The kid gets close enough to see their features through darkened glass, but he doesn’t look at them. Instead, he swings his bike in a slow circle, then loops right into a figure eight. Christopher hears the whoosh of his tires out the window. It’s graceful, the dance the kid’s doing on his bike, slow and heavy like he’s moving underwater.


Christopher hadn’t realized until now how tired he is.


“You think he saw us?” Erik again.


“I don’t know.”


Jesus, Scott, Christopher wants to say.


“What do we do?”


“I’ve got the money,” Scott says, as if someone has asked him about it. But no one has.


The kid is coming back now, so close to the driver’s side of the Range Rover he could scratch the paint with his fingernail if he wanted. Christopher imagines he would want to, if their positions were switched.


“Drop it,” Christopher hears, but it isn’t Scott’s voice or Erik’s. It is lighter, tinged with the slightest accent. It must belong to the kid on the bike.


Scott scrambles for the plastic grocery bag, a relic from several years ago, before Los Angeles banned them from supermarkets and drugstores. Christopher wonders if Scott’s parents’ housekeeper has a stash of them somewhere, a ball of bagged bags shoved in the back of the cabinet under the kitchen sink. His parents’ housekeeper does.


Scott looks both ways for passing cars, like he’s crossing the street instead of checking for cops or thieves or both, but the night is quiet. He drops the plastic bag out the driver’s-side window in time for the Latino kid on the bike to turn and swoop it up, then disappear around the corner.


No one speaks. They wait, the seconds dripping as slow as water from a broken faucet you trick yourself into thinking is fixed, or the hiccups you think you’ve beaten.


Erik sighs, and Scott’s knuckles turn white as they grip the steering wheel.


“You know who he was?”


“No.”


“You think he wasn’t with them? Like, maybe he just took our money?”


Scott doesn’t answer, probably because he’s sick of admitting he doesn’t know.


“Maybe we should go,” Christopher ventures, but only after he sees the dashboard clock click through a full five minutes.


“We can’t let them get away with that,” Erik says.


Christopher doesn’t have to ask who he means by “them.” To Erik, it is a blanket expression for “other.” Black, Latino, even Asian, if he’s talking about drivers. But Erik doesn’t recognize this about himself. If Christopher were to point it out now, Erik would be embarrassed.


Scott’s hands run the length of the steering wheel, leaving spots of sweat. At the intersection, the light goes from red to green.


Then an older dude appears, twentysomething, black hair, a short block of muscle, jaywalking with his hands in the pockets of his baggy jeans. He is whistling a pop tune Christopher can’t place—Pitbull? No, Lady Gaga. He skirts the Range Rover, but he doesn’t touch the car. He doesn’t look at the boys inside. He keeps walking and whistling, and Christopher, like Scott and Erik, doesn’t breathe until the man disappears behind the candy-colored stoplights of the next intersection.


“The fuck?” Erik again.


“We should go,” says Scott.


“Wait,” Christopher says. He steps out of the car to retrieve the baggie from behind Scott’s front driver’s-side tire. “He left it for us.”


The red lights are flashing now, Christopher thinks, even though he isn’t looking directly at them. They are coming from behind him. What he is looking at is only their reflection off the glittery black of Scott’s Range Rover.


“Holy shit,” a voice inside the car says, but Christopher doesn’t know if it’s Erik or Scott or both.


Christopher straightens up to his full height—six feet. He fumbles at his door, wondering if Scott is going to gun it out of here without him. But Scott is frozen at the wheel. Christopher fastens his seat belt and says, “Go.”


Scott hesitates. Now Christopher sees the LAPD black-and-white, its red lights whirring and flashing, its sirens whoop-whooping, and for a split second Christopher thinks how these alarming notes could be the beginning of an aggressive ice-cream-truck jingle.


But they’re not. They’re the cops. And they’re coming for Christopher, Scott, and Erik.


“Scott, you have to drive,” Christopher repeats.


“Shit,” Erik says.


A split second before the black-and-white is upon them, she appears. Latina, cargo pants, a white tank top. She is tiny, one arm spilling dark blood. She has her hair pulled back in a long rope of black braid. She stumbles into the street, and the black-and-white has to slam the brakes to keep from hitting her. The cops’ fender comes to a halt inches from her knees.


Christopher can’t see her face, only the back of her, but from here, it doesn’t look like she flinched.


“Help!” she cries out. “Help.” It’s more of a bleat this time, as if she’s tailoring the volume of her voice to meet the expectations of the officers who exit the cruiser now.


The sight of her wakes Scott up. He yanks the wheel left, flipping a U-turn and hitting the gas as soon as the Range Rover is square.


“Who the hell was that?” Erik asks.





ONE



BUM DEAL


Lola wakes up in pain. The gash on her arm is several days old, but Lola doesn’t do painkillers.


The morning after the incident, she had gathered her men in the Crenshaw Six’s clubhouse, a vacant ground-level apartment downstairs from this one. There was silence when she walked in. Jorge didn’t bother to crack a joke. Marcos was speaking English so the newer lieutenants Manuel and Ramon couldn’t understand. They all knew they’d fucked up. Their boss was wearing a bandage. She had saved their corner crews from the police. She had played the damsel in distress, a role that exhausts her even when she doesn’t bleed for it.


“I had to cut myself,” Lola could have said. “I had to make it look like I have some asshole boyfriend who wounded me. I had to make the cops believe he ran away before they’d leave me alone. Those white kids only got out because I had to sacrifice.”


Lola doesn’t have a hard rule against selling to white kids. There are plenty who don’t drive spanking-new Rovers with a Harvard Westlake decal. There are plenty who won’t be offered a plea deal for identifying the gang members who sold them the shit that would ruin their lives faster. The difference is money. She doesn’t allow her men, and, in turn, their foot soldiers, to sell to rich white kids. They are dangerous. They will tell the police what they want to hear for fear of the opening of a record, a closing of a college application, the shutting off of a privileged future.


She did not go after Ricky, the boy on the bike, because it was not his fault. He was given an order.


This time, it was Marcos, Ricky’s lieutenant, the only member of the Crenshaw Six to have done hard time before Lola’s baby brother, Hector. He had taken the beating hard for the first three seconds, resisting the urge to fight back, to rip each other member of his gang to shreds, but Lola had seen the control there, the ability to stop himself, to relax into the pain. She had loved him in that moment.


Now she can hear the television going in the living room. Lucy must be awake, propped up on oversized couch cushions with her bowl of cereal, taking care not to spill milk. Lola has told her it doesn’t matter if she spills, but Lucy remembers the one time Lola scolded her for it. A mistake, Lola knows, but that scolding is what Lucy will carry with her for life. In the scheme of the little girl’s childhood scars, Lola must console herself with the fact that the ones she inflicts will be the faintest. Rosie Amaro, Lucy’s biological mother, a junkie whose greatest accomplishment in life was taking Lola’s advice and ending her own shitbag existence, set a low bar for motherhood.


Lola throws back sheets twisted from last night’s romp. Over two years after her last relationship ended, she has not allowed the one man she’s permitted in her bed to sleep there. “Bed” is a generous term for her sleeping accommodations, a mattress and box spring on a floor carpeted in beige. Her walls are white. There are no curtains, only blinds, to shift the morning sunlight from cheerful yellow to flat gray. Three unpacked boxes are stacked against the mirrored closet. She has lived in this apartment for almost two years, but she refuses to call it home.


Lola stands and stretches her fingers up to the ceiling, then swings one sinewy arm across her flat chest. She watches her small muscles strain under her skin, then relax. She switches from the right arm to the left, taking care not to split the wound open. She sucks air in through her teeth and counts to ten. She has never understood how these two things help alleviate pain. But they do.


Before she and Lucy moved here, to the bottom of the U in this two-story horseshoe-shaped courtyard complex, Lola had lived in the same house for a decade, a house a mere three blocks from this place, which is neither house nor home. It was the house where she fried empanadas every Sunday, the house where she raised her baby brother, Hector, from the age of eleven. It was the house where her older boyfriend Carlos bought her a cake from a grocery-store bakery to celebrate her high school graduation, and the house where she later shot Carlos between the eyes for initiating Hector into his gang, the Crenshaw Six. It was the house where Lola had Hector arrested for a murder she committed, a betrayal she still tells herself was for her brother’s own good.


It was the house she shared with Garcia, her last boyfriend, until he fell back in love with Kim, the prior love of his life. It is the house where Lola destroyed that love with $5,000 and the truth—that Garcia witnessed Lola shooting Carlos, Kim’s brother, between the eyes, and did nothing. Kim had moved out of the neighborhood and set herself up somewhere inland, Bakersfield or some other smog shit town where $5,000 went further than here, in Huntington Park, a South Central–adjacent suburb of L.A.


“Mama!” It’s Lucy, who’s on the cusp of eight but still calls out to Lola with the sweet neediness of a toddler. Lucy is smart. The teachers at Blooming Gardens, the private school in Culver City that costs Lola upward of $35,000 a year once “voluntary” donations are factored in, have told Lola that Lucy is reading at a fifth-grade level. She knows her fractions and long division and even some basic computer coding. It is only when calling for Lola, her mother of two years, that Lucy regresses.


“Be right there, mija!” Lola calls back.


Lola takes stock of her small body in the closet doors that double as mirrors. A thin scrim of dust coats the glass, the only sign of age in this place, but Lola can still get a clear picture of herself. Twenty-eight years old, no more than five-foot-three, ninety-eight pounds, some of that weight accounted for by her long, rope-thick black hair. Right now, Lola is wearing only part of her standard uniform—a ribbed white tank and white cotton underwear. She’ll fish her olive-green cargo pants off the floor before she goes into the living room to greet Lucy. Lola doesn’t know if covering her own skin helps ease Lucy’s trauma or makes the little girl repress it, but she figures the least she can do is shield Lucy from the sex that happens in this house.


Last night, Lola cranked up the white-noise machine in Lucy’s bedroom for the half hour her male guest was present. She kicked him out of bed the second after he rolled off her, giving him some coffee for the three-block trek back to his place.


Like Lola’s own mother, Lucy’s mother pimped her daughter out for drug money. Lucy will never have a normal relationship with sex, no matter what Lola does. This fact makes Lola sad, but it also takes away some of the pressure she would feel if Lucy hadn’t been messed up before they ever met.


Now, Lola finds Lucy in the beige living room. The new and neutral feel of the apartment is still present after almost two years here. Lola imagines the beige was meant to calm the nerves and tension brought on by poverty, but all the color does is remind her this place is not her home. It might feel cozier if Lola were to paint the walls a warm red or cool ocean blue, but in order to paint, Lola has to feel she will stay here.


Lucy sits on the chocolate sofa, her cereal, soggy with sweetened milk, forgotten on the coffee table in front of her. Even though Lucy is past toddler clumsiness, Lola has capped the table’s sharp corners with rubber, aware even as she did so that childproofing was coming far too late in Lucy’s life.


Lucy is reading a book called Matilda by someone named Roald Dahl. Lola has taken a peek at the pages, delighting in the pranks the girl genius Matilda plays on her used-car-salesman father. Lola knows some men who need a little surprise super glue in their life, though Lola would aim it lower than their hats. Lola plans to keep reading the book whenever Lucy puts it down, which is not often. Lola’s daughter reads in stolen moments, like now, when she should be finishing her breakfast but instead is devouring a book in the television’s bright morning glare.


Onscreen, an anorexic blond news anchor chirps about a new high-intensity workout craze, then lowers her voice an octave or two to describe L.A.’s token morning hit-and-run. In the early hours of this particular morning, November 1, a mother and daughter walking their dog were struck and killed in a pedestrian crosswalk. Onscreen, the lone witness, a man on his way to a morning factory shift, swears it was a black Mercedes that did it, although the car sped away too fast for him to get a look at the plate. Lola watches this morning’s local man, for there is always a local man, shake his head about the need for yellow flashing lights to mark the pedestrian walk. The “local man” is brown, as were the victims. Lola’s not holding her breath for those yellow warning lights.


“Who will write the letter?” It’s Lucy, her eyes scanning a page of Matilda, left to right, left to right.


“What letter?”


“To petition the city,” Lucy says. “For the lights.”


“You watching this?”


“It’s loud.”


“You can turn it down,” Lola says, even as she lifts the remote and clicks the volume down ten notches.


“Sorry.”


“Wasn’t bothering me,” Lola says. There are many conversations between the two of them like this—Lucy voicing a problem, Lola fixing it instead of letting Lucy figure it out for herself. Lola is careful with discipline—she knows the normal mother of a normal child might scold the child for blaring the television while reading. She’s heard the initials from fretful parents of Lucy’s wealthy West Side classmates—ADD and ADHD—but after Lucy’s hellish formative years, not being able to focus on any one specific horror might be a blessing.


“The letter,” Lucy reminds Lola, relieving Lola’s temporary concern about ADD.


“The guy on the news can write it.”


“He says he works fourteen hours a day and doesn’t own a printer.”


“He can email it,” Lola says.


“What if he doesn’t know how to email?”


“Would you like to write a letter to the city about the crosswalk?”


“He’s not going to do it. Shouldn’t someone?”


Lola wants to tell Lucy they can’t fix everything, that Los Angeles is a sprawling mix of beauty and plastic and blood and sex and broken bones and horns blaring and homeless people sleeping under overpasses and tempers boiling and waves cooling, that somehow it all goes bright and happy and sometimes it hurts people, grinds them down to nothing. Lola wants to tell Lucy that there are too many problems in their own neighborhood—immigrants living in fear, underpaid, off-the-books workers scraping together enough pennies to bring families from Mexico to Los Angeles in backs of trucks hot as ovens, and gang violence . . . some of it perpetrated by Lola herself.


“Someone should. But we have to get to school.”


“Okay,” Lucy says. She slides off the sofa tummy first so she doesn’t fall. She is small for her age, since her asshole junkie mother never bothered to make sure she had enough to eat. It was Lola who taught Lucy to slide off the overstuffed cushions tummy first, to make sure the floor was there before she jumped. It is a habit the little girl holds on to despite her feet almost touching the floor as soon as she turns over.


“You need to eat something,” Lola says.


“I can finish my cereal.”


Lola can tell by Lucy’s tone that she doesn’t want to waste food, but she also doesn’t want to eat the cereal. Lola doesn’t blame her. Who wants those little o’s after they’re milk-logged and mushy?


“I’ll make you eggs,” Lola says, and Lucy leaps into her arms and hugs her so tight it hurts.


“Thank you, Mama,” Lucy says, her voice a sweet whisper, her lips close enough to brush Lola’s ear when she speaks. She smells faintly of sweet cereal milk and sleep and last night’s shampoo.


“You’re welcome, baby girl,” Lola says. “Why don’t you go get dressed and I’ll have your plate ready when you’re finished?”


“Okay,” Lucy says, moving at a run back to her bedroom, where she shuts the door. Even though it’s only her and Lola in the apartment, Lucy likes to keep the doors closed when she’s naked. Lola has never commented on this habit because she understands it. That being said, if Lucy ever does decide to parade around their apartment with nothing between her bare body and the air, Lola will keep her mouth shut. No judgment. Ever. That is Lola’s first rule of parenting.


In the kitchen, Lola pulls eggs and half-and-half and butter from the small humming refrigerator and cracks the eggs into a cheap skillet charred brown on the bottom from gas flames. Unlike the stove in Lola’s old home, this one is electric, the valves beneath the burners glowing red in even circles, like pretend fire.


The knock at the door comes three minutes later, at the exact moment Lola needs to stand close to the eggs scrambling in the skillet to keep them from browning.


“Just a minute!” she calls.


She is scraping the yellow fluff across the nonstick surface when the second knock comes. She turns her head toward the door this time and yells, “I said one minute!”


When she turns back to the skillet, a piece of egg has gone brown, and Lola mutters, “Shit, shit, shit,” as she flicks the brown piece into the trash and transfers the remainder to Lucy’s plate.


She has seen skulls pressed flat under tires and knife wounds fester because their victims can’t go to hospitals. A browned egg shouldn’t bother her, and it doesn’t. It is the person she knows is knocking that grates at her.


She strides to the front door, gripping her spatula like a weapon and spoiling for a fight as she opens it.


“I said one fucking minute,” Lola says.


Lola chose this particular second-floor apartment for its vantage point. In front of her, the complex’s shitty courtyard, dotted with uneven pebbles and dusty brown grass, stretches all the way to the street, the two long legs of the U-shaped building bordering it on either side. Lola might not be able to keep her enemies away from her home, but she can sure as hell see them coming.


Her mother is a different story.


Lola should have known there would be trouble when she acquired the apartment directly beneath her own for Maria. Two summers ago, a rival drug lord named Darrel King kidnapped her mother, giving Lola something like seventy-two hours of precious peace. But Lola had to waste resources getting her mother back, including Hector, her baby brother, who, for reasons unknown to Lola, still harbors a blind spot of unconditional love for their mother. Hector’s failed, and unauthorized, attempt at a rescue mission led to Darrel King’s death at Lola’s hands. Now Hector is doing time for Lola’s crime, and keeping Maria close is the only way Lola can assure her former junkie mother never gets to play damsel in distress again.


“Good morning,” Maria Vasquez sings, her voice lovely and lilting. It still sends a shiver up Lola’s spine, and she always feels a drop of acid tingeing her cheeks, lighting them up in pain, whenever her mother speaks. Lola learned in childhood that a peaceful good-night story or song did not equal a peaceful good night.


Now that her mother has been off heroin for several years, Lola finds Maria’s quest for health and wholeness both annoying and gutting. Lola wants her mother to acknowledge she fucked up raising her children. She wants Maria to apologize for pimping Lola out to get her fix. She wants Maria to acknowledge it is she, not Lola, who is responsible for her son, Hector, landing in prison.


Lola has come to terms with the fact that this apology will never come.


“What time is it?” Maria asks when she sees Lola’s raised spatula. Lola glances at the watch on Maria’s wrist, the one her mother is too lazy to read for herself, and dreams of beating Maria’s black hair with her cheap plastic spatula, leaving soft-cooked egg crumbles to rot there.


“Oh,” Maria says, and glances at her watch. “Sorry.” An apology, but never the one Lola wants. “Seven thirty. Doesn’t Lucy have school?”


“We’re trying to get out the door,” Lola says.


“Right,” Maria says, but she stays planted on Lola’s doormat, which Lola purchased when she and Lucy moved in last year. On it, a brown pit bull declares, all visitors must be approved by the dog. Lola is certain Valentine, the pit bull who is probably curled up in Lucy’s bed snoring as the little girl dresses, does not approve of Maria. Yet here her mother stands, waiting for an invitation that will be issued only after the silence gets too awkward.


“You need something?” Lola asks.


“Not me. Jorge’s cousin.”


Lola thinks of Jorge as the Crenshaw Six’s jester, the man who cracks a joke, poking fun at himself, right before he slides the knife between your ribs. Jorge gets caught up in his codependent relationship with Yolanda, his girlfriend of many years, who wouldn’t think twice about beating Jorge with a cheap plastic spatula like the one Lola’s holding. Still, it strikes Lola as odd that Jorge hasn’t mentioned a cousin needing her help.


“Shouldn’t Jorge be the one telling me about this cousin of his?”


“Yolanda said he didn’t want to bother you. Said he’d been enough trouble lately.”


Lola glances at her bandaged arm but doesn’t acknowledge her mother is right.


“She’s pregnant.”


“Yolanda?”


“The cousin. They thought she got the flu. Won’t go away, so they say they need some of those antibiotics. I told her she shouldn’t be doing that. The more you use those things, the less effective they become.”


“Where’d you read that?”


“The computer.” The fact that Maria doesn’t even know to call it the Internet confirms what Lola suspected—her mother is full of shit.


“Does your computer have an MD?” Lola can’t resist the opportunity to make Maria feel stupid.


“What?” Maria stares at Lola with her big, blank brown eyes, and Lola thinks of cows blinking and chewing in a field. Lola wonders how much of her mother’s mind remembers what she did to her daughter, or, rather, let others do to her, and for how much heroin.


“Nothing,” Lola mutters, because all her little jabs at Maria add up to nothing when her mother doesn’t realize Lola is making fun of her. “Tell Jorge’s cousin to come by the party tonight.”


It is November 1, Día de Los Muertos, and tonight Lola is throwing a party for her small square of Huntington Park. The neighborhood will build ofrendas for deceased loved ones, decorating them with the orange marigolds, flower of the dead, that Lola is having delivered later today. The food will be catered—sandwiches piled with salami and cheese, encased in thick Italian rolls. There will be craft beer and a cupcake bar and candy for the kids, who will load up on free sugar and thank Lola before becoming their own parents’ problems at bedtime.


This is Lola’s first time hosting a party since the barbecue she and Garcia threw at their old place. That night, there were burgers and Coronas, ceviche and salsa. The food was homemade, not catered. That night, the cops swarmed the house and arrested Hector.


“But she’s here. She needs your help.”


It is the first of the month, and, although Lola’s door is always open to concerned citizens of her neighborhood, the first is the day she has found to be most popular for problems arriving at her doorstep—the rent is due, or people want to make a clean slate, leave bad relationships, stop drinking or doping. She’s fixed every problem from a second grader whose candy was stolen by the school bully to a desperate family man who owed money to the wrong gang. She’s cared for her people, and she doesn’t need to remind them of their obligation to her when she passes them on the sidewalk or in the market aisle.


“I don’t see her,” Lola says after a cursory glance around the courtyard, where she spots Señora Ocampo, a hunched woman of sixty who sprouted gray streaks in her black hair even before she turned thirty, watering foliage she must think is flowers but is really just weeds. Señora Ocampo has a debilitating case of rheumatoid arthritis and had no health insurance, until her daughter approached Lola on the first day of September and pleaded her case. Mr. Hernandez, a janitor at the local elementary school who’s supporting his family of five on $400 a week, shuts his thin board of a front door behind him, juggling a small paper lunch sack, a red thermos, and a baby. He raises a hand in greeting, and Lola smiles and waves back from her second-floor perch. She has groceries delivered to this family every week, anonymously, but Mr. Hernandez’s wife knows who sends the bags of tortillas and eggs and fresh fruit and vegetables. It was she alone who approached Lola on the first day of October last year, asking Lola to please help her family because her husband would not take food stamps, or, as Mr. Hernandez had called them when his wife begged, charity. Now Lola watches the man shuffle to his truck with the baby and his lunch, unaware that she provides him with the food inside. To him, his wife has become an expert in the art of couponing, and he can say to her, “See what happens when you pay attention to the cost of things?”


Lola makes sure the people in her neighborhood have enough, because they are her people, and you can’t be queen if you don’t take care of your people. You must give them everything they need. It is the things they want that they must get for themselves.


“She’s right here,” Maria says, producing from nowhere a pregnant woman in a purple cotton dress, a black shawl failing to conceal the bowling-ball lump at her center. She must have been standing to the side this whole time. Lola can learn from this—danger does not always come from straight ahead.


“Hola,” says the pregnant woman, and Lola wonders how much of her conversation with Maria she overheard. What kind of daughter must this woman think Lola is?


“Hi,” Lola says. She is more guarded in English, pausing to choose her words despite it being her first language. “How can I help you?”


“It’s my husband,” the pregnant woman says. “He’s in prison.”


“I can’t get anyone out of prison,” Lola says.


“Please,” the pregnant woman says. “You don’t understand.”


Lola has heard that she doesn’t understand many times. Most often, the statement comes from someone who’s pleading for a life, sometimes their own at the wrong end of Lola’s gun, sometimes for someone else’s, usually an addict relative or an incarcerated child or a kid lured into a gang life they want to leave but can’t.


“Mama.” It’s Lucy, dressed for school in jeans and a plain cotton T-shirt. She has scraped her hair back into a neat ponytail and decorated it with a single flower. Lola wants to ask where she got the flower, something purple and feminine, but right now she has to scold her mother, delay the pregnant woman, and get Lucy in the car.


“I’m sorry,” Lola says to the woman with the bowling-ball belly. “I wish I could help you get your husband out of prison. But I have a meeting. And then we have to get to school.”


The pregnant woman hugs the apartment complex’s concrete wall with one hand, supporting herself against the prickly surface, painted the pale pink of undercooked salmon. She lets Lola pass, but, in the process, Lola is able to get close enough to hear the woman’s breath, labored and uneven, as if Lola has dealt her a blow. Lola’s arm accidentally brushes the woman’s belly as she passes. Does she feel a kick there? Can that be? Is the baby making its own plea to her?


When Lola is halfway between her front door and the staircase, the pregnant woman has caught enough breath to call after her.


“I don’t want you to get my husband out of prison. I don’t want my husband to get out of prison. Ever.”


Lola stops at the head of the stairs. “Why?”


She hates that she already knows the answer. The pregnant woman’s husband is an abusive bastard who will beat her and her baby, even before the baby has a chance to become a child. The story is so common Lola wonders how the police can live with themselves, letting men, white and black and every color in between, beat their women and children. She imagines some cops, the empathetic ones, can’t live with having to let these men go. That’s where alcoholism, divorce, and swallowing guns comes in—when you realize the good you do will never erase the evil of the world.


“He hits me,” the pregnant woman confirms. She attempts to cup her huge belly in her small, swollen hand. “And he will hit her.”


Her. A little girl. Another victim. Unless Lola intervenes.


In the kitchen, Lucy notices the woman’s low, protruding belly for the first time.


“You’re pregnant,” Lucy says.


“Yes,” the woman says.


Lola sees Lucy’s eyes narrow as she stares at the woman’s stomach. Is she trying to see through the cloth and skin, down through layers of blood and veins to the baby’s face?


“What does it feel like?” Lucy asks.


“Lucy . . .” Maria starts to chide, but Lola scrapes the leg of a kitchen chair on tile, and the noise jolts Maria. She doesn’t have to look at Lola to know her daughter means for her to shut up, to let Lucy ask questions about this world and how it works.


Lola has often wanted to ask the question herself, how it feels to carry another life inside you before that life separates and is released into a vicious, inescapable world. She wonders if her children would be fucked even before they made their exit. She does not know her father, and her mother is an addict. She does not know if it would be right to unleash that genetic cocktail, even on a space as cruel as earth.


“It feels . . . fine,” the woman responds.


Lola finds herself wishing for a clearer answer, although she knows she shouldn’t care. She swallows a pill at the same time every day and asks her only current partner to wear a condom, all so she doesn’t run the risk of ending up like this woman.


“Come on, mija,” Maria says to Lucy, taking the plate of eggs. “Let’s go eat in the living room.”


Maria and Lucy leave, and Lola gestures for the woman to pull out the chair across from her at the table.


“Do you need something to drink?”


“I’m fine, thank you.”


“You should stay hydrated.”


“I do.”


“What’s your name?”


“Camilla.”


“And what do you think of your cousin?”


Camilla doesn’t catch the wink in Lola’s voice, the one that should let anyone listening know Lola thinks highly of Jorge, because all the pregnant woman says is “He is a good man.”


There are many adjectives Lola can call upon to describe Jorge, but “good” isn’t even in the first hundred that jump to mind. He is a good man, Camilla is right, or as good as a banger with an average amount of blood on his hands can be, but that good is buried deep under layers of sediment and molten rock. That good is Jorge’s inner core, his center. It is hidden even from him.


Maybe he is different with his family, Lola thinks, then feels a pang at the thought that Jorge is not her family but her soldier.


“You said you want to make sure your husband stays in prison.”


“That’s right.”


“What’s he in for?”


“Six months ago, we were at a bar.”


Alcohol. Men. Sweat. Violence.


“My husband, Martin, got upset with another man.”


“Why?”


“Because the man tried to buy me a drink.”


“So it was a bar fight.”


Camilla shakes her head.


“The man left. And Martin said we’re going too. I thought maybe he would fight him outside. But Martin headed for our car. I thought he was taking me home.”


Lola is silent. She wants to give Camilla the space to confide in her.


Camilla stops and looks around at Lola’s yellow kitchen. “This place is nice,” she says. It isn’t, Lola thinks, not to her, but the color on the walls is cheerful and the oven cooks meat evenly. Nobody who lives here gets beat up here. To some people, this fact alone would make Lola’s apartment a palace.


“What happened next?” Lola prods.


“Martin told me to get in the car.” The pregnant woman stops to lower her head. Lola wonders if this means she is ashamed to continue.


“And did you?” she tries.


“Yes.”


“Then what?”


“We . . . Martin followed the man. He was in his car too.” The woman looks up, as if she has reached the end of her story.


“Did Martin kill the other man?” Lola asks.


“No.”


“What did he do?”


“He beat him.”


“But not to death?” Lola is trying to get to the issue here, what is so bad about a man taking up for his woman.


“No. The man . . . his name is Brandon . . . he’s in a coma. He will be, forever, unless his family decides to take him off that machine that breathes for him.”


Now Lola understands the horror of this particular ass-whooping. While she might have sympathized with Martin’s position were he not a wife-beating piece of shit, she does not approve of Martin’s half-assed actions. If you set out to beat a man, beat a man, but allow him to walk away. If you set out to kill a man, kill a man. No man deserves to breathe and not live.


Then again, no man should be fighting another man over a woman, as if she is property to be stolen and retrieved.


“I see,” Lola says.


“He’s in for attempted murder. It would be murder, if his—Brandon’s—parents pulled the plug. But they won’t. They don’t believe in that kind of thing.” Here the woman gives a toss of her hand to indicate “that kind of thing,” parents taking away their child’s last breath, letting him rest in peace as they wrangle with killing their own child.


“What do you want me to do?”


“Martin’s up for parole this month.”


“He’s only served six months,” Lola says, detecting a note of naïveté in her voice she needs to check.


“Overcrowding . . . first offender . . . good behavior . . .” Another glib wave of the woman’s hand, as if it’s all bullshit, but this time, Lola thinks, it is.


“Where’s he at?”


“Locust Ridge.” The pregnant woman meets Lola’s eye as she says it, and Lola catches the quick lick of her lips, the anticipation of Lola’s response to these two words.


Lola keeps her face still. She releases her hands, which she didn’t realize she was holding in two tight fists.


“I think I can help you,” Lola says. “I know I can.”


“How?”


“You came to me. You know how.”


The woman bows her head again, nodding this time. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”


“And you know the risk if you talk after—you give birth shackled to a prison bed. You willing to risk that to make sure Martin never meets his daughter?”


The woman hesitates. She opens her mouth, about to say something, then snaps it shut, fast as a steel trap. “Yes.” She has swallowed whatever confidence she was about to share with Lola. The result is a greenish tint to her face, and Lola can see beads of sweat beginning to pop like tiny, clear kernels of corn on her forehead.


The pregnant woman leaves without saying goodbye. Lola wonders if she has to stop in the stairwell to vomit. She feels her own stomach churning, something about this meeting not sitting right.


It isn’t the fact that a pregnant woman asked Lola to murder her husband. It is something Lola’s mind can’t pinpoint, no matter how many times she plays the meeting over in her head. Jorge . . . good man . . . Martin . . . Brandon . . .


When Lola looks up from the kitchen table, the sun is too high in the sky, and she has to hurry out the door to get Lucy to school on time.


Still, her mind spins the replay . . . coma . . . half-ass . . . good behavior . . . overcrowding . . . Locust Ridge.


The prison Jorge’s pregnant cousin named is the same prison that houses her baby brother, Hector. Today is the day she has scheduled to pay him a visit. Today, she will have Martin killed.





TWO



INSIDE MAN


After she drops Lucy off at school, it takes Lola three and a half hours to make the drive from Huntington Park to Locust Ridge Prison. The landscape is desert, dirt, and mountains. Outside Los Angeles County, the traffic moves at a steady clip, and Lola puts Flakiss on the radio and rolls down the windows. The wind whips her hair into sharp needles that prick her cheeks and eyes. She stops at a gas station she knows from countless prior trips has a clean bathroom and buys Vitamin Water and a bag of salted almonds. She has a routine for this trip now, one she makes every month, unless Lucy has an activity that requires her supervision or support.


In the reception area, she goes through the standard security check. She raises her hands above her head and lets the male guard pat her down. He even runs his gloved hands through her hair, which is frazzled and sweaty all at once from the drive. He knows her name but still calls her “ma’am.” In here, it is not a term of respect, but a token term that lets her know he’s in charge and she should follow his instructions. She knows his name, Rooney, and calls him by it. She has offered to share her almonds with him many times, and many times he has refused.


The visitation room is long and low, with bad, bright light and a row of chairs facing glass. There are dividers between the chairs, but they only give the illusion that you’re having a private conversation if you lean forward and put your elbows on the hard shelf. Even then, you’re just fooling yourself, thinking nobody’s watching or listening. This is a room full of eyes and ears. It is for seeing and hearing, but not for touching. The room stinks of pine cleaner and stale doughnuts, two smells that could be familiar and comforting, if never enticing. In here, they cause bile to rise from Lola’s stomach to the top of her throat.


When she reaches her designated visitor’s booth, Number Six, Hector is already seated across from her behind glass. He has his hands in his lap, so she can’t see the cuffs there. She doesn’t know if he’s hidden his shackles on purpose, to protect her, or if the move isn’t a conscious thought. She decides to believe the latter, because Hector must know she doesn’t need protection. She’s no weeping female, like the woman two chairs down, an older black woman in orthopedic shoes. Lola guesses from the age of the man across from her, late forties, that the man is the woman’s son. Most violent crimes are committed by perpetrators in their twenties, though Lola can’t remember the source of the statistic now. Maybe she made it up. Still, the thought makes her wonder how long the older woman has been making the trip to see the man Lola has decided is her son. How long can a mother cry for her lost child?


“Hey,” Hector says, his hands on the shelf now, because he’s lifted the receiver and pressed it between his ear and shoulder. Lola sees he is, indeed, cuffed, and realizes that it does bother her to see her baby brother having to use his ear and his shoulder as he would a hand to hold a phone receiver.


She tries not to think about his trigger finger, which she cut off as punishment for a fucked-up drop two years before.


Lola lifts her own receiver and presses it between her own ear and shoulder, in solidarity with her brother.
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