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    Readers’ praise for Jodi Compton




    ‘The writing is superb, the action sequences are refreshingly gritty and real . . . Hailey is such a wonderfully complex character that I lost my heart to her within the first few pages of this book . . . Hailey’s War is about friendship and family and honour and the ties that bind them all together. And how far you would go to keep your word and to make things right’


    http://myfavouritebooks.blogspot.com




    ‘A taut thriller that had me guessing until the final pages . . . Jodi Compton certainly has a hit on her hands with this one and I’m keen to see how she develops the main character in books to come’


    www.milorambles.com




    ‘Compelling . . . Jodi Compton is skilled at keeping the pace fast whilst also keeping readers on board.’


    http://emmalee1.wordpress.com




    ‘If you want a fresh look at the L.A. crime scene from a totally different perspective then this could be the book for you – it doesn’t disappoint’


    http://imeanttoreadthat.blogspot.com
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    Author’s note




    Hailey’s Latin and Spanish are taken from my own studies of those languages. Thanks, though, to copy editor Maureen Sugden for catching an error in my Latin late in the editing process.
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    PROLOGUE




    

      

        

          “It’s me. Hailey.”




          “I know.”




          “I thought maybe something was wrong with your voice mail. I left you a message, and you never called back. . . . Well, listen, I’m coming home to L.A.”




          “Is that right.”




          “I . . . CJ, what’s wrong? Are you pissed because I left town without saying good-bye? I wanted to, it’s just—”




          “Why would that piss me off, Hailey? Feel free to come and go as you please. Go down to Mexico and nearly get yourself killed, then come back and tell me nothing.”




          “Where did you hear about that?”




          “You showed your mother the scars from where you got shot. She told my mother about it, who told me. It’s great hearing this stuff thirdhand, by the way. It’s not like you and me mean anything to each other.”




          “You mean everything to me, dammit. It’s just that . . . it’s complicated.”




          “Your life is complicated because you make it complicated. If it ever gets simple, you’ll go out and recomplicate it by any means necessary.”




          “That’s not fair. You don’t know what happened.”




          “Whose fault is that?”




          “I kept you out of it because I was trying to protect you.”




          “Yeah? Let me make that easy on you, then. I don’t want to see you when you get back into town. Don’t call me, don’t come around my place. Understand?”




          “CJ . . .”




          “Do you understand?”


        


      


    




    I’ve been slow to realize it, but a lot of what’s happened in the past four months has to do with my cousin CJ and the conversation I had with him on New Year’s Eve, just days after losing one of my fingers—and nearly my life—to a mobster’s hired thugs. Since then my behavior has not been unimpeachable. Impeachable would be a very fair word to describe my actions. Or maybe acting out, as the psychologists say.




    But the Good Friday killings, as the media is calling them, I had nothing to do with those. Because at the time I was over four hundred miles away, committing an entirely different crime.
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    You never realize how few stars pierce through the light-leached night sky over Los Angeles until you get out of the city. Way out. That’s where I was tonight, at a little past eleven, in the desert on the edge of a lonely secondary highway near a railroad crossing, straddling my motorcycle and looking up at the sky. About the only thing I recognized in the dazzling treasure chest above me was the arched three-star handle of the partially visible Big Dipper.




    Experts say that my generation can recognize, on average, two to three constellations and six to seven species of trees but over a thousand corporate logos. Supposedly a lot of us also can’t find America on a world map, either.




    I say, does it really matter whether Americans can find America on a map? What are we afraid of, that people will go to Canada and not be able to find their way back?




    In my prior life as a sincere person, I would have gotten really bent out of shape about young Americans’ geographic illiteracy. Not anymore. A lot of those teenagers who can’t find the USA on a map can tell you, block by block, which gangs control which territory in their part of town, where it’s safe to walk and where it’s not. That’s what keeps them from getting killed. Nobody they know has ever been shot for not finding the United States on a map. People know what they need to know.




    I know, for example, that there isn’t much out here in the desert except, about four miles east, the laboratories of a major pharmaceutical company. And I know that the company’s delivery drivers are instructed to stop, like school buses do, at the railroad crossing. My reconnaissance on a previous night suggests that nearly all of them do. By the time they cross the point where I am now, they’re lumbering back up to twenty or twenty-five miles per hour, a manageable speed at which to have a blowout. And one of them is definitely going to have one.




    That was why I’d come out here: to hijack a truck with my old friend Serena “Warchild” Delgadillo. I had a mask and a baseball cap in my backpack and a Browning Hi-Power in a holster concealed at the small of my back, and coiled at my feet was a homemade spike strip, like the kind that police toss across the road to end long-distance pursuits.




    The spike strip had been the most time-consuming part of our prep work. Neither Serena nor I was particularly good with tools, and we’d spent hours in the chop shop of a vato affiliated with El Trece, Serena’s gang, trial-and-erroring our way to a workable spike strip. Then we’d painted it a non-reflective black so it wouldn’t glint in the headlights of an oncoming vehicle.




    My cell phone, set to its two-way-radio function, crackled to life. “Órale, check it out.” Serena was on the opposite side of the road, in an SUV with a V6 engine and its backseats removed for greater cargo capacity.




    I saw now what Serena had seen, a pair of headlights shimmering silver-white in the distance. “Is that it?” she asked. “Is it showtime?”




    “Give me a minute,” I said, still looking into the distance.




    Waiting, I ran a hand under the hair on my neck, lifting it up and letting it back down. I could feel sweat on the nape of my neck. Most of California had been in the grip of an early-spring heat wave. It would have been more comfortable to pull my hair back, but my motorcycle helmet wouldn’t fit over a ponytail. Neither would the ski mask.




    The truck drew closer, and I was sure of the shape of the headlights and the size and mass of the vehicle. I raised the phone again. “Yeah,” I said, “that’s our guy.”




    I swung my leg off the bike, scooped up the chain, ran to the edge of the road, and threw it across, watching it skitter and land mostly straight.




    The drug-company truck slowed at the tracks, then accelerated again. But only for a moment. There was no dramatic sound, no pop or hiss of air as the tires were punctured, but I saw the brake lights and the truck slow, and then it lumbered to a stop at the edge of the road.




    I pulled in the spike strip so we wouldn’t accidentally trap an unwanted second vehicle, then pulled on my mask. I was wearing gloves already, not because I expected to leave prints anywhere but because I’d stuffed the smallest finger of the left glove with newspaper so the driver wouldn’t be able to tell police that one of the robbers was missing a finger on that hand.




    The driver’s door of the delivery truck opened, and a man climbed out from behind the wheel. He wanted to know what had gone wrong. It’s a little early to be using the past tense, “gone wrong,” buddy. Things are about to go wronger.




    Serena, masked like me, walked out of the shadows behind the man and clicked off the safety on her Glock.




    “Put your hands up and keep them up where I can see ’em,” she said.




    He stiffened, his gaze going from her masked face to the gun and back to her face.




    “Don’t be afraid,” Serena said. “It’s just a little robbery. Happens several thousand times a day in America. Take a walk over to my associate”—she raised her chin at me, standing across the highway—“and please note that she, like me, is armed, so don’t make any sudden moves, like you’re reaching for something.”




    When he got to my side of the road and I’d gotten behind him with the gun, he said, “I have kids.”




    “Then be smart,” I told him. “You’re just going to lie down in a ditch for few minutes, that’s all.”




    “That’s okay, I guess,” he said, his voice stiff and uncertain.




    I walked him about thirty yards off, to the dry bed of a drainage ditch. “Go on,” I said. “Lie down on your stomach and lace your hands on the back of your neck.”




    He navigated the downslope carefully, like a guy unused to being outdoors, then got to his hands and knees, then lowered himself to his belly. He placed his hands on his neck, like I’d said.




    I raised the cell with my free hand and radioed Serena. “Paratus,” I said. Ready.




    “Venio,” she said.




    Serena’s first comment on the Latin language, when she’d seen me reviewing flashcards in study hall when we were both fourteen years old, had been, Weird. Now she was studying it herself. It was baffling to both the English and Spanish speakers who surrounded us. More than that, it was highly economical, ideal for text messaging. You could say in three words of Latin things that would take six or seven in English.




    Once Latin had been the language of my early-adolescent ambitions, of a cleaner, purer self. Now it had become a code between outlaws.




    I heard the engine of an SUV start up, and Serena backed down the shoulder of the road to the truck, her headlights off, only the reverse lights visible. Normally Serena drove a Chevy Caprice, but the SUV was borrowed for tonight’s mission. Well, it was borrowed in that Serena had gotten it from one of the vatos in Trece, but I had no illusions that he hadn’t stolen it. We’d ditch it somewhere right after unloading our cargo.




    I could easily have ridden with Serena in it, but my motorcycle was part of our escape plan. If things went wrong, she could jump on the back of my bike and we’d be gone. The SUV wasn’t much of a getaway car, V6 or not, but my bike was a different story. It was an Aprilia, built for speed. There wasn’t much on the road that could outrun it, including the average police-issue Crown Vic.




    Once Serena and I had made the spike strip and I’d done reconnaissance on the truck routes and found a safe place to do this, the plan had fallen together with wonderful simplicity. Done right, it would take about five minutes. Serena would know exactly what she needed from the truck, what was resellable and what wasn’t. She had been robbing pharmacies back when I was still . . . well, back when I was still sincere.




    After we’d pulled back the spike strip, it didn’t matter if a car came along before Serena was finished unloading. The delivery truck was safely off the road and the SUV parked well to the side of that, lights off, in the shadows. People drive past stalled vehicles all the time. Samaritans are rare.




    The driver, lying in the ditch with his head turned to the side, said, “My older daughter’s in an Easter pageant on Sunday.”




    “Be quiet,” I said.




    What I wanted to say was, For God’s sake, I’m not a serial killer. You don’t have to flood me with biographical information so I’ll see you as a person. But I didn’t, because that was a little too lighthearted and reassuring. When vics get reassured, they get overconfident, and then they do stupid things. I didn’t want this guy fantasizing about getting some kind of special commendation from the company after thwarting a robbery, up in front of a whole auditorium full of applauding executives. That would be bad, because if this guy acted up, I knew I couldn’t shoot a union-card-carrying hourly employee whose daughter was going to be in an Easter pageant. But Serena, across the road, might.




    Then my cell phone crackled again. “Ecce,” Serena’s voice said. Loosely translated, Heads up.




    There was a second pair of headlights coming down the road. The same size, the same shape.




    I’d done some scouting on this location, but my observations hadn’t indicated that the trucks ran on any sort of schedule. The plan tonight had been to simply wait until one came. I certainly hadn’t been expecting a second truck so soon.




    I raised the radio: “Voles?” I asked Serena. You want to?




    “Faciamus,” she said. Let’s do it.




    I couldn’t leave the first driver unwatched to go get the second from Serena, so I added, switching to Spanish, “Cuando traigas el conductor aquí, seas tierna.” When you bring the driver over here, be gentle. I’d switched to Spanish because Serena’s Latin wasn’t very advanced yet, and I didn’t want there to be any confusion, not when people could get hurt.




    “Claro,” she said, and her dark silhouette moved quickly and lightly across the highway to get the spike strip. She bent and sent it skating across the asphalt, and we were ready for the second truck’s approach.




    Ten minutes later I heard Serena slam the cargo door of the SUV, finished with the loading. I waited for her to pull onto the highway before I spoke to the two drivers lying on the ground. “Count to a thousand before you get up,” I said. Serena had taken their keys. They’d be out here awhile. “I don’t want to see either of your heads prairie-dogging up into my line of sight before I’m out of here, okay?”




    As I turned to go, the second driver, a woman, spoke. “I don’t know how you live with yourself.”




    “Deb, shhh,” the man said.




    I stopped and looked back. “The company you work for has made record profits off its erectile-dysfunction drug, which was only a minor variation on impotence drugs already on the market,” I said. “How much of that money did they put into research on malaria or the rarer cancers? They did find money in the budget, though, for research on a new weight-loss drug.”




    The woman said, “That’s not a justification.”




    “I’m not in the justification business,” I said.




    I scrambled up the steep side of the ditch, then turned back, adding something I knew they wouldn’t understand. “That duty-and-honor thing? I’m over it.”
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    I’ve never had strong feelings about the God-versus-Darwin debate, but if I ever doubt that humans evolve, I have only to look back at my life. I’m only twenty-four, and already I’ve left a series of selves behind me: Army brat, West Point cadet, aimless L.A. twenty-something, San Francisco bike messenger, and now, second-in-command to a rising Latina gangster.




    I know where you probably got hung up: Go back to the part about West Point—what was that? Yeah, it’s true. I don’t recommend it, but here’s how, in five easy steps, you get from being in the top fifteenth percentile of your class at the United States Military Academy to jacking trucks in the desert.




    Step One: Get diagnosed with a tiny but inoperable brain tumor that severely blunts your fear and compromises your judgment, thus disqualifying you from Army service and wiping out all your plans for the future. Step Two: While sober and obeying all traffic laws, accidentally hit and kill a child who darts from between parked cars on Wilshire Boulevard. Step Three: In an attempt to make symbolic amends for that death, get involved in protecting a pregnant runaway from a mobster. Nearly get killed, twice. Step Four: Survive that and come home only to get slapped down by the one person you’ve loved and counted on since childhood.




    That was my cousin, known to the world as Cletus Mooney, the Grammy-winning music producer. To me he was simply CJ. We’d been born ten days and nearly a thousand miles apart, and met for the first time at the age of eleven, when my mother and I, shortly after my father’s death, had moved in with his family in their farmhouse outside Lompoc, California. CJ and I had taught each other to kiss in the shade of the willow tree outside his parents’ home. It wasn’t right to say we were “inseparable,” because I’d gone to West Point and he’d gone to L.A., to find a way into the music business without a single contact. But our emotional bond had been unbreakable. Until New Year’s Eve and that disastrous phone call.




    Here’s the difference between rich people and the rest of us: When most of us have arguments with the people we love, we slam out of the house, let the screen door bang shut behind us, and walk around the block a couple of times until we cool off. But when you’ve got the kind of money CJ now had, you don’t have to stop at a block or two. You can let the screen door bang shut behind you and be halfway across the world. Which is basically what he did. At first CJ had been back east, recording at a friend’s studio in New York City, but now he was in Africa, traveling and looking for talent in the music clubs of Dakar, Nairobi, and Accra. No one knew when he planned to come back. God knew he hadn’t left any contact information for me. I’d sent him a postcard with my new address on it but hadn’t gotten any response.




    Which brings me to Step Five: Go lick your wounds with an old friend, a career criminal whose antisocial ways increasingly make sense to you.




    That was Serena. When it came to personal evolution, she made me look like a piker. If you knew me at twelve, you’d recognize me at twenty-four, and not just because I still have the same port-wine birthmark high on my right cheekbone. That couldn’t be said of Serena.




    When I’d first met her, back in the seventh grade near Lompoc, she resembled the telenovela character Betty La Fea, with harsh black bangs cut straight across her forehead and braces her immigrant family went into debt to afford. She’d also had an unbecoming layer of baby fat on her face, though she wasn’t at all overweight; she’d been a speedy and accurate striker on the soccer team where I was a midfielder.




    By ninth grade, in the halls of our high school, Serena appeared as a proto-gangbanger, outlining her lips in pencil three shades darker than her lip gloss and shaving off her eyebrows to redraw them. Then, after moving to Los Angeles with her family, she’d reinvented herself as a virtual boy, with a shaved head, Pendletons, and khakis, and run with the Thirteenth Street clique, or Trece. After a stint in jail, she emerged visibly feminine again but no less committed to la vida, and she’d formed a clique of girls she called her sucias, supposedly a “girls’ auxiliary” to Trece, but who banged just as hard. Serena had dreamed since childhood of a past life in Vietnam—choppers hovering over the jungle, chaos and fighting—and believed herself to have been an American GI who’d died over there. That was the source of her gang moniker, Warchild, and her conviction that life is war, this time around no less than the last.




    The coach who knew the twelve-year-old soccer player, the teachers who shook their heads over the fourteen-year-old underachiever, the gang-suppression officers who ran down alleys after the sixteen-year-old gender-bending chola—none of them would recognize the woman she’d become now. And in fact, conventional wisdom said it was virtually impossible for Serena to be what she was at age twenty-five: the leader of El Trece.




    The things we’d done last winter had only raised her profile in the neighborhood. There was more than one version of events in circulation, but basically it was said that Warchild had punked this Italian mobster up north, stolen his grand-baby (or baby, in some inaccurate accounts) right out from under his nose, and gotten away clean.




    Of course, Tony Skouras had been Greek. And Serena had taken the baby out from under the noses of hospital staff, not Skouras and his people. And it was me who’d found the kidnapped Nidia Hernandez, arranged a safe home for her baby after her death, and paid the price in the brutal torture session in which I’d lost my finger. But I was philosophical about how much credit Serena got for things I’d done. It wasn’t like I really needed that shit to stick to me. And it made a great addition to the Warchild leyenda.




    When she came back to town after the Skouras business, she’d begun paring her sucias down to a core group of dedicated older girls. Hoodrats who only wanted familia to drink and party with no longer needed apply.




    This was the state of affairs when the leader of Trece, Payaso, had been arrested and sentenced to a year in Chino, leaving behind a very unexpected edict: “Warchild’s in charge.”




    Granted, it was temporary. Serena had understood that he probably had an ulterior motive: Another male might not so easily relinquish his role once Payaso returned from prison. Serena might have seemed the safest choice. That was a viewpoint she didn’t acknowledge publicly. Respect from males was hard enough to come by and to keep.




    So she’d installed me as her new lieutenant and protection, dismissing her old second-in-command, Luisa “Trippy” Ramos, as a dangerous loose cannon. Trippy, furious and resentful, had defected to Tenth Street, Trece’s nearest rivals. This wasn’t as rare as you might think. Once ganged up, bangers loved to say that their affiliation was por vida, but the truth was that gang sets or cliques lived so close together that after a slight or betrayal it wasn’t unheard of for a gang member to switch loyalties, or “flip,” to another clique.




    I’d been happy to see the last of Trippy. On the surface she’d seemed a lot like Serena: strong, coolheaded, not easily scared. It took time to see that she was, underneath, psychologically unstable, with an almost nihilistic need to fight. She was a bully, too: I’d heard her brag about beating up a pregnant girl and knew she had no qualms about jumping rival girls three or four on one. She’d hated me as well, to the point that she’d sometimes spoken about me in the third person when I was in the room, as though I were absent, or not fully real. She’d never believed that Serena would advance me ahead of her, hence her outraged defection to Tenth Street.




    But after she’d gone, I’d learned that there were other people in Serena’s neighborhood who couldn’t understand why she would give pride of place to an Anglo girl. Serena had met the criticism coolly, saying, “Insula was my homegirl before all these other homegirls, back in the 805, when teachers thought she was gonna be a soldier girl and I was gonna go to secretarial school someday.”




    In time it became part of the Warchild mystique that she had a white, blond, ex-military chick as her second. It was as if Serena had an exotic weapon; I was her ivory-handled switchblade. And Serena knew that having me around made her safer. I had training that her other girls didn’t. I was a good fighter and shooter. When Serena and I were out on the street, I always had my Browning at my side and, often, a baby Glock on my ankle. But the other part of that was this: I wouldn’t shoot unnecessarily. I respected guns and what they could do, and I was careful in a way Serena knew her girls wouldn’t be.




    Funny to look back on it now, but I hadn’t wanted to become a sucia. It was a commitment she’d extracted from me last year, when I’d asked her for Trece’s backup in taking on Tony Skouras. When I took my beating and joined, Serena had given me the street name “Insula,” Latin for island. She’d meant it as “someone alone or separate,” and that had reflected the understanding that we’d both had, that I was joining her clique mostly in name. Neither of us had foreseen that after the Skouras business was over, I’d become her lieutenant. I hadn’t foreseen coming home to L.A. so restless and angry.




    Some of that anger was because of the brain tumor, which had stolen away my Army career and much of my future. I had been in my third year at West Point when things went wrong, except it didn’t feel wrong. I was simply never afraid. That wasn’t normal for someone at a military academy. The curriculum was designed to push you out of your comfort zone. Jump out of this airplane. Walk into this room and get gassed without a mask so you’ll always remember what it feels like. Compete at the levels we’ve set for you or you’ll go home in civilian clothes and everything you’ve done here will be for nothing. It was supposed to be frightening. Except then it wasn’t. In my third and fourth years, “What the hell” had practically been my mantra: What the hell, I’ll go first. What the hell, I’ll try it. I don’t care. I’ll do it. I’m not scared.




    Then my tumor, so small and unknown, outed itself. My fearlessness brought me too close to the edge of a high bluff in a training exercise, and I fell. A precautionary MRI showed the tiny white glowing spot in my amygdala. Inoperable, the doctor said, and no matter that it was slow-growing and I was in perfect health otherwise, the “emotional anomalies” the tumor was causing made me unfit to serve as an officer in the United States Army. And it wouldn’t stay asymptomatic. I would not celebrate my thirtieth birthday.




    But the truth was, I’d been dealing with the collapse of my life’s plan for a long time before I became Serena’s lieutenant. The simmering resentment that I felt when I came back from San Francisco couldn’t fairly be blamed on that. Nor was it even how badly Skouras’s men had punked me up north, their mutilation of my left hand. No, to be honest, a lot of my anger was about CJ.




    So my career as Insula, Warchild’s second-in-command, began in earnest. I needed to be needed, and I found that in the sucia life. It was me who had seen that if the pharmacy robberies Serena pulled two or three times a year were profitable, truck hijackings would give us a bigger haul at a fraction of the risk. And on the streets I was Serena’s protection. In private I was the confidante she needed more and more.




    Serena was under an appalling amount of pressure. I think I was the only one who saw what her new status cost her. Because in the gang life, even when things are good, they’re never really good. Gangbangers call it la vida loca, but privately I thought of it as cura nigra, or “black care,” the Roman phrase for trouble and worry. I’d seen the graffiti at the edges of her neighborhood, left by rivals, that said SUCIA KILLER and WARCHILD 187. The first time, I’d smiled bitterly, thinking, This is how the glass ceiling breaks in the ghetto, with death threats on a wall.




    The pressure didn’t come just from rivals on the street. There were rumors that Magnus Ford, the feared LAPD gang-intelligence officer, had taken an interest in Warchild.




    Gang suppression is one thing. It’s a war of attrition, hassling the street-corner guys, making petty arrests that often don’t stick, doing intervention with the youngest gang-bangers who might still be saved. Gang intelligence, or organized-crime intelligence, is something else. Magnus Ford was the quiet force behind the arrests of several high-level Mexican Mafia shot callers. There were rumors that he was a fed planted within the LAPD. Nobody knew what he looked like. He was apparently so valuable that he was never photographed, not for the newspapers, not even on law-enforcement websites.




    Thinking ahead, Serena had taken steps to protect herself from threats on both sides of the law. For example, the rented house that I used to call “Casa Serena,” with the orange tree out front and the couch or floor space for any of her homegirls who needed it, was no more. Serena was now living NKA, or “no known address.” Sometimes she crashed with her homegirls, other times with her brothers, occasionally, when money permitted, at a Vietnamese café-bar where they rented rooms upstairs for assignations. The main thing, for Serena, was that no one know where she slept.




    She didn’t ever acknowledge the stress she was under, but for several months she’d been having stomach pains; intermittent, but sometimes bad enough that she’d retreat to one of her sleeping places and lie down, handing off her pager to me and telling me to TCB—take care of business—for a while.




    I’d told her more than once that she should see a doctor. She said the pains always went away. I said they always came back. But she still hadn’t been through a clinic door.




    I guess that all this is a long explanation of why I stayed at Serena’s side: My most subtle and unspoken role in our relationship was not just to protect her from danger but to keep her from being a danger. The odds had been against her getting even as far as she had. Age twenty-five was past time for a hardcore gangster to be in the grave. I knew that Serena knew this, that she thought about the endgame and the money that would fund a transition to a better life. And I knew she was willing to take risks to get it.




    What I’m saying is, increasingly I saw Serena as a loaded gun. I was the safety on that gun.




    Or maybe this is all a lot of justification, of the type I told the drug-company truck driver I didn’t do anymore. Pare it down to its simplest, and it’s this: Some people like to say the greater the sinner, the greater the saint. What they don’t tell you, I guess, is that the reverse is also true.
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    “Hey, Hailey, did I tell you about my new girl?”




    It was a little more than an hour after the Great Truck Robbery. We were at a storage facility off Olympic, where Serena rented a small walk-in locker. It was there that she stored her boxes of stolen pharmaceuticals, a few unregistered weapons, and some emergency cash. There was an overhead light of two long fluorescent tubes, but we hadn’t turned it on, working instead in the glow of a flashlight set on its end and pointed at the ceiling. Serena never drew attention to her presence when she visited her unit.




    “I don’t think so,” I said. “New like newly jumped in?”




    “Uh-uh. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” she said, pushing a box backward on the shelf until it was flush with its neighbors. “Diana wants to fight you. For her initiation.”




    There aren’t a lot of choices in the gang life. One of them, though, is the initiation ritual. In too many places, for girls, it’s sexual: They roll the dice and have sex with that number of their gang-brothers-to-be. The hardest part to understand was that many girls were offered the choice of taking a group beating—the conventional jumping-in ritual for guys—or the sexual option, and they willingly chose the latter. It was less an act of cowardice than an acknowledgment that a life of emotionless sexual use was inevitable.




    Serena had never tolerated anything like that. For a girl who wanted to be a sucia, the only way had been to take a group beating, just like a guy. But lately, since I’d come back to L.A., there was a second option: a three-minute, one-on-one fight with Warchild’s lieutenant, Insula.




    The only two girls Serena had initiated lately had chosen the group beating. Certainly that wasn’t less painful, but it was impersonal at least. A one-on-one fight was different: It was the gladiator thing, everyone watching to see if you proved yourself. It was intimidating in ways that went beyond I might get hurt.




    “You sound pleased,” I said.




    “Yeah, I’ve got hopes for this girl,” Serena said. “She’s got a lot of corazón.”




    She sat on her heels and snapped open the latch to a fire-safe cash box, looked inside, and took out a sheaf of bills. She rolled them into a cylinder and wrapped a rubber band around them. I knew what she was doing: taking away some of her savings for storage elsewhere, at one of her sleeping places. Serena split up her money like a tourist separates traveler’s checks in case of a purse snatching. This was despite the fact that almost no one—including none of the guys in Trece—knew about her storage unit.




    This was why Magnus Ford, the LAPD’s “Shadow Man,” was right to be interested in Warchild Delgadillo. She was a planner.




    Serena stood up. “Okay,” she said, moving to the door. “Why don’t you come over to Diana’s place for a while?” she suggested. “I’d like you to meet her.”




    “Sure,” I said. I was already giving her a ride to wherever she was spending the night, since we’d ditched the SUV and were down to only my bike as transportation.




    Serena closed the door behind us and pushed the shackle into the body of the padlock.




    Her directions took us to a four-story building in her neighborhood, a blocky gray building with a secure entry and bars on the first-floor windows. Serena had a key to the outer door, and I followed her into the entry landing. The heavy door clanged shut behind us, locking out the perils of the outside world. Serena called an upstairs apartment on the intercom.




    “Bueno,” a girl’s voice said.




    “It’s me,” Serena said. “Insula’s with me.”




    A loud buzzing filled the entryway, and Serena pulled open the inner door, revealing a stairwell that smelled strongly of old cigarettes.




    Upstairs, she knocked on the apartment door: three raps, pause, a fourth. To an outsider it would have seemed silly; the secret girls’-club knock. Or at least paranoid, since she’d called up seconds earlier, identifying herself to the girl within. But such caution was the key to Serena’s survival to age twenty-five, ripe middle age in gang years.




    The door opened, and a tall girl stood in the breach. She didn’t resemble the sucias I knew. Where they invariably had long hair, Diana’s cocoa-brown hair was cut short in defiance of girl-gangbanger fashion dictates, and her eyes, almond-shaped like Serena’s, were free of harsh eyeliner and shadow.




    She nodded to Serena first, but immediately after, her eyes flicked to me, with the undercurrent of curiosity I was used to by now. In her case I imagined it was also a sizing up: I was her opponent-to-be, soon.




    We exchanged what’s ups and Serena and I came in. The place wasn’t very big. The kitchen grew into a living room, the division marked by the end of the kitchen’s tired linoleum. A door set into the far living-room wall indicated a bedroom. It was all dim, only the lamp on the living-room floor lighted, and the hood light over the stove. The windows were closed, and I knew why: Even on the third floor, Diana didn’t want the unmistakable scent of marijuana to get out. It was rising as steam from the big, ten-quart pot on the stove. Diana was making oil of chronic.




    The first time Serena and I had done it, it had been just for fun: simmering marijuana and cooking oil together in a big pot of water to infuse, then freezing the water in a bowl so that the green sludge congealed on the surface, all the easier to scrape off and melt back into marijuana-infused oil, or “oil of chronic” as Serena named it, that could be mixed into foods or swallowed like a spoonful of medicine. With hip-hop music playing on the radio in the sunny kitchen at old Casa Serena, it had seemed little different from homegirl cooking, making pan dulce on a Saturday.




    I don’t know when Serena got the idea to turn oil of chronic into a business sideline—a boutique drug trade—but there was no question she’d found a niche. Her clientele was small and select, most of them entertainment-industry people. Though marijuana was nearly as available as Wrigley’s gum in Los Angeles, these were people who ate at Spago. They weren’t going to pass around a slimy joint like it was 1973. Serena understood this, and she gave them the same quality control they expected in their cabernet sauvignon or sparkling water. Serena dealt with only one supplier of high-quality marijuana, a grower hidden deep in a national forest in Northern California. She bottled her product tastefully in small shaker bottles that she bought at a kitchen-supply outlet. And she didn’t actively seek new customers, just let word of mouth do its work.




    A lot of people would say, With a product like that, why stay small? Why not go big and watch the money roll in?




    Serena knew better. A larger operation would draw the attention of the big fish in La Eme, who’d take over, and then Serena would be an employee in her own operation, making only a small cut, and that couldn’t be allowed. She’d paid her dues for years on her prescription-drug heists, just as the guys of Trece did on the cocaine and grass they moved in the neighborhood. But the oil-of-chronic sideline, that was Serena’s endgame, her retirement plan.




    Serena went over to peer into the vat, as if she were inspecting the work of a sous-chef. Then she went to the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of Corona, looking questioningly at me.




    “Just one,” I said. “I gotta drive.”




    “You can sleep here,” she said.




    The bedroom was lived in and messy, with mismatched furniture and a thirteen-inch TV perched on the dresser.




    “Where does Diana sleep?” I asked.




    “She sleeps on the couch when I spend the night.”




    “But there’s got to be other people living here.”




    “No, just her.”




    That was odd. In the barrio—not just in gang life—crowded homes were the rule. A whole apartment for one teenage girl, no matter how small—that was almost unheard of.




    Serena said, “I’ve been helping her pay the rent here.”




    “What about her family?”




    “Dad’s in prison, Mom’s a flake with a meth habit. Good times.”




    That wasn’t an uncommon story; many of the sucias came from broken homes. Serena had often made room for them in her old house, but I’d never known her to pay rent for any of them. “You must like her.”




    “Like I said, she has a lot of potential.” Serena set her bottle down and reached into her jacket, taking out the roll of bills she’d brought from the storage unit. She peeled several off the top. “Here,” she said, handing them to me.




    “Thanks.” I didn’t count them. We didn’t negotiate my pay for riding with her; we didn’t even talk about it. It was understood that when times were good for her, financially, they were good for me. She opened the top drawer of the dresser and put the rest of the money inside. Then she flipped on the TV set atop the dresser. The audio began right away, hip-hop music, but the picture tube was slow to warm up.




    “Look,” I said, “if Diana’s so different, if she’s got a lot of brains and potential, why not steer her in a different direction, like toward college?”




    This was sensitive territory. It didn’t matter that I was now as morally compromised as anyone in Serena’s OC underworld; I was still white and college-educated, and she was quick to get hot about anything like preaching on my part.




    But she calmly said, “Let me put it in terms you’ll understand: Virtus laudatur et alget.”




    “ ‘Virtue is praised and made to freeze’?”




    “ ‘Virtue is praised and left to freeze,’ ” she corrected. “That’s what happens to good girls around here. The nice boys, some of them get a football scholarship or something, but the girls? There’s nothing for them. Diana could study and work and study some more, and then she’d get killed in a drive-by anyway, or shot by accident by the cops, and the neighborhood do-gooders would light a few candles, and then they’d forget her. It woulda happened to me, if I hadn’t gotten ganged up and learned to look out for myself.” She repeated herself: “Virtue is praised and left to freeze—you’re living proof of that.”




    “Me?”




    “Look what happened to you at West Point. You worked your ass off to become what they wanted, and then they hosed you off the back steps because of something that’s gonna make you sick someday in the future?”




    “It wasn’t like that. The tumor raised a question of whether my judgment would be sound enough for me to serve as an officer.”




    “Yeah, but what did they do to help you, after your whole life went down the drain? They gave you, what, a ride to New York City to catch the Greyhound home? Great.”




    I shrugged, not wanting to argue the point anymore. Serena didn’t, either, changing the subject. “Hey, who’d have thought I’d be schooling you in Latin?”




    “Yeah,” I agreed. “Pretty good.”




    She walked into the bathroom, and I heard the shower start running. She’d left the TV on, and now it was playing a hip-hop video, standard scenes of ghetto fabulousness, booties shaking in a packed nightclub. The logo at the bottom corner of the screen was that of a late-Friday-night video program, one that came on after the network talk shows were over.




    I sat down on the bed and began unlacing my boots.




    “Hey, y’all,” the host of the program said, “did you see, at the beginning, the guy coming out of the club as Nia and her girls are going in? A long drink of water with reddish hair? That’s none other than Nia’s producer, Cletus Mooney, making a cameo. I wouldn’t kick that boy outta bed, ’cept maybe to do him on the floor, know what I’m saying? Up next—”




    I got up and snapped off the TV set. Then, barefoot, I opened the sliding glass door and walked out onto the little balcony. Balcony was too romantic a word; this was a boxy platform seven feet long by four feet deep, mostly for smokers to be herded onto so they could indulge their vice. Concrete dividing walls came all the way out to the railing on both sides, a security measure, so that no one could infiltrate from a neighboring deck who wasn’t ready to take a serious risk climbing over with his ass hanging out above the street.




    I put one leg over the railing and straddled it, then shifted around to sit with both legs over the railing, on the outside, heels resting gently against the bars. The sidewalk, three stories below, would be hard as iron if I fell, but the breeze was cool on my face, so I leaned out a little, looking up at the night sky.




    For God’s sake, I hadn’t even seen CJ’s image on-screen, I thought, exhaling. I’d only had to hear the host talking about him, and the picture had sprung immediately to my mind’s eye: my beautiful cousin, holding the door for a flirtatious pack of clubgoing girls. CJ loved women, and they loved him back. He went in for variety rather than long-term relationships, dating a steady stream of cocktail waitresses, Laker girls, and backup dancers, but his ex-girlfriends never seemed to have hard feelings after things were over. Back when I was spending more time in his circle of friends, one of them had tried to engage me in some us-girls talk, saying, “Man, Cletus just gives himself to you in bed,” before I’d managed to cut her off, feeling heat in my port-wine birthmark, the part of my face that still blushed.




    The thing was, when I’d first met him, CJ had had almost none of the things women saw in him now. Or rather, everything was there, but in a raw, early form that the other kids in the halls of junior high school couldn’t recognize. His musical gifts had been pretty well hidden. He’d picked up the piano almost faster than his mother could teach him, but he’d never played in public. His hair, worn shorter than now, was almost kinky, and he couldn’t put on weight and muscle fast enough to keep up with his height. His accent, to Californian kids, was comical, the sound of backwoods unsophistication.




    Those were the days when CJ and I had been each other’s closest companion. It was also in those bad days that, underneath his parents’ willow tree, we’d learned French kissing from each other, because we’d had no one else to practice with. Then we’d kept doing it long after we could no longer justify it as a learning process. We had to love each other, because we were unlovely to everyone else.
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