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CHAPTER 1



It’s crazy to light a cathedral’s lot of candles in a small makeup trailer. But that’s not stopping Olga from igniting a thicket of scented pillars amidst the tubes and bottles and other cosmetic clutter she has strewn across her narrow table.


“Olga, you may wanna trim the wicks before you liiight those things.”


My drawl is slipping again. Sometimes this early in the morning I have a hard time controlling my natural tendency to stretch every single syllable of speech into two or three. Even though I’ve worked like the dickens to suppress it since I left Texas some twenty-odd years ago. Usually my lapses into Texan prompt a tease from Olga, but today she’s ignoring me. She’s absorbed in attacking the mishmash of tall cylindrical candles she has assembled with a cherry-hued, plastic lighter that matches her shock of red lipstick.


“What are you, a witch?” I ask, not entirely kidding.


Olga’s tall, lean figure is draped in black, sorcerer-like garments that resemble singed stalks of willow. Sheer, dangling shreds of dark fabric from her tunic-draped arms float perilously close to her assortment of rising flames. If this film were a Grimm’s fairy tale flick, her getup would be perfect. Maybe her mastery of makeup artistry extends to the dark arts. But I know better. Olga has Soviet roots, but she is actually the embodiment of Zen. She’s keen on environment and can’t work without creating the right atmosphere for inspiration. I like this about her. And I certainly benefit from a bit of aromatherapy at this godforsaken hour of the morning.


I stifle a yawn, but I can’t complain. I love my job. It smells good.


“Ylang Ylang,” she says as if reading my mind. “And lavender. A leetle sage. Good for you and me. We carry too much fire.”


I don’t know what that means, but I accept it. “Fire” has been used to describe me my whole life: “spitfire,” “firebrand,” “hothead.” And Olga and I have worked together often enough that I trust her. On one film she had to cover my entire, naked body in sparkly gold grease paint every day for a month, when I played an alien assassin having an affair with my human target, Colin Farrell. So Olga may know me better than I know myself.


Suddenly Olga leans toward me. Her fierce, Kohl-rimmed eyes narrow, and her tight-lipped expression is a mystery. Her blue eyes are cold and penetrating, dramatized by the sweep of her eyeliner, which resembles an image in an Egyptian artifact.


“Your skeeen” she says, her lips inches from my own. “Too dry. No wrinkles, but you need moisture, Jo. Over forty we need more.”


“Olga! I am NOT over forty!” I shout. “Why do you think I’m over forty?”


“Actresses lie,” Olga shrugs.


It’s not a good sign when the woman who applies my makeup every day thinks I’m over forty. Even if it’s true. And she said it so casually, like, “oh, you know how it is when we’re over forty.” Whatever happened to “Black don’t crack?” I don’t look old, do I?


It’s all starting to make sense. I bet that’s why Michael Mann gave that astrophysicist part to Meagan Good instead of me. She’s a sweet girl, but it’s ridiculous that a child barely out of diapers is better suited to play the head of NASA. Shouldn’t the head of NASA be old? Oh, shit.


“Coffee?”


“What?” I snap.


“You want coffee?” Olga asks, raising a silver Starbucks thermos in my direction. She seems completely unaware of the damage she has done to my ego by correctly guessing my age. I shake my head, unable to speak. Olga shrugs again and takes a sip from a small, silver-toned cup. She hums softly to herself while sorting through the contents of the rolling bag she uses to carry her kit to and from the set every day.


Olga has unleashed my demons, and I doubt the hint of sage burning in her candles is sufficient to keep them at bay. This is a disaster. Even when I had trouble getting parts because I wasn’t a “Julia” or a “Sandra,” at least I had my looks. My Yale drama degree is irrelevant in L.A., but my resemblance to what my agent, Jen, calls “a poor man’s Halle Berry” (with no sense of irony) has always helped me keep a roof over my head. Maybe I should move back to New York.


I lean forward in my canvas seat toward the shrill lights of the makeup mirror. I don’t see any lines. OK, a few hairline streaks in the forehead, but otherwise good. I still look good. I think. I don’t look twenty, but I don’t look forty, do I? I wonder if that’s why Jen keeps pressing me to read for that judge role. It’s a good script, but that’s usually the beginning of the end, when you start taking those judge roles. But Jen’s a good agent and an even better friend, so she would tell me if I needed to read for judge roles, wouldn’t she? And I got this Obsessions part, didn’t I? It’s a lead! With a love scene! I press my index fingers against the edges of my eyelids and give them a little tug.


“Don’t get eyes done,” Olga says as she jabs the igniter of her Bic lighter with her thumb and lights the last few torches. “These women, they ruin themselves with too much work too soon.”


The tiny flames glimmer; a golden glow that fizzles in the glare of the brassy bulbs of the makeup mirror. Olga pulls a CD out of her bag and slips it into the carriage of her Sony boombox. Deepak Chopra’s baritone wafts through the small space like a trail of incense. “With your toxic emotions, toxic environment, toxic habits, toxic substances, the key is to experience inner silence… “


What I’m experiencing is anything but inner silence, and the white-hot glare of the fluorescent globes is bothering me. It’s too severe; more suited to an interrogation than a beautification. So I close my eyes.


My senses are on edge, and my scalp itches. I inch my fingers underneath my wig and scratch the skin beneath my short, squiggly strands of real hair. I dared to shave my head for that Colin Farrell movie, and it’s taking forever to grow back. I lopped off my locks, despite Jen’s warnings that short hair is the death knell of the career of any Black actress other than Halle Berry, even the poor man’s version. You not only need youth, but you need “good” hair and an even better bod to get work these days, no matter how prestigious a drama school you attended. But I beat out a boatload of younger actresses for that part, so I was feeling brazen. Maybe it wasn’t the best idea, since I could have worn a bald cap. But I’ve spent my entire life obsessing over my hair, and I needed a break. Though now I’m anxious I might not get another one.


Eyes still shut, I feel something soft and cool stroking my face and neck as Olga gently sweeps them in a circular motion with a toner-soaked sponge. I suddenly feel an equally soft bit of pressure on my forehead as Ravi kisses me hello.


“Just had to see you before the madness starts,” he whispers. “Director’s prerogative.”


My eyes flutter open to the sight of his coppery reflection gleaming in the lighted mirror. Dull dots of black and silver stubble speckle his chin. Ravi experiments with various stages of shadow, beard, and bare face, as he can never quite decide who he wants to be. Today he’s got a Don Johnson shadow that most likely resulted from his late night in the editing room, not some attempt at a fashion statement. His long, black hair is pulled back in a haphazard ponytail that he has tucked underneath a faded baseball cap featuring the logo of a surf shop near his house. We admire each other in the mirror without looking at each other directly.


“We missed you last night,” I say to his image. “I wanted you to meet my best friends, Jen and Rudy. You haven’t passed inspection yet, and Rudy goes back to New York in a couple of days.”


Ravi’s eyes turn dark and uncertain. Olga is here, the soiled sponge still pinched between her fingers and poised to cleanse me. I knew this would happen at some point. One of us was bound to slip up, even though we said we would keep “us” under wraps until the film was a wrap. Which is usually a taller order for me than Ravi. Unlike all the prim and proper women in my family, I’ve never been good at hiding things or holding in my emotions. But film romances can be distracting to everyone on the set, even though they crop up so often that they’re almost expected. And Ravi’s divorce isn’t final yet, which is an even bigger problem than the distraction. Though I don’t know of any L.A. relationship that isn’t messy, so I should stop stressing. But when your parents have been married for forty-five years and complete each other’s sentences, it’s hard not to have high expectations.


The trailer door creaks and shudders. It’s stuck, as usual. Yanked hard, it abruptly swings open, and our producer, Regan Coleman, steps up into the trailer. Dark slashes of her red bob are plastered against her head from a recent shower, like dripping strips of tinted papier-mâché. Her unlined, makeup-free face squints in Ravi’s direction.


“How was dinner with Danielle last night, Ravi? You work things out yet?” Her narrow mouth can barely contain the smirk that is threatening to escape.


“I was editing…”


“Relax!” Regan says, the smirk now released. “As long as it doesn’t affect my movie or my inheritance, I could care less about what you and my mother do or don’t do. I’m sure Danielle has a good prenup. I mean, she has always been good at taking care of herself”


What is she talking about? I gaze at Ravi. He looks as anxious as I feel.


“I just came to talk about the rushes from yesterday,” Regan continues. “I like the melodrama and think we should amp that up. The dark, indie film vibe looks good but is kind of a snooze, don’t you think? I think we should go more soap than filmie, you know? I know some folks at Lifetime. With a few script tweaks, I think we can interest them in turning this movie into a nighttime soap. I mean syndication, residuals, hello? Danielle’s romance novels are a better fit for TV than the festival circuit anyway.” Her hazel eyes shift from Ravi to me. “And you’re good. I know you do a lot of indie films, but TV is a good place for older actresses.”


From the corner of my eye I notice Ravi’s narrowing stare. Olga raises an eyebrow, sponge still squeezed between her fingers. But Regan’s expression seems affable, not critical.


“TV’s good for all of us except for that hussy, Meryl Streep,” I deadpan. “Who did that woman blow to get all of those great films? And you’d think she could share some work with the rest of us seniors. Tsk. Selfish!”


Regan smiles without smirking this time. Her eyes soften and she grins like a toddler with a fresh balloon. It’s disarming, because she usually seems hard edged and hard to reach.


“I love you, Jo!” she giggles. “You’re crazy!”


“I’m from Texas,” I say with a wink. “Crazy is in my DNA.”


“Ha!” she laughs. “OK, so I’ll let you get back to it. Ravi, we’ll talk later. This is going to be awesome!”


Regan bounds out of the door. Ravi slumps and leans against the wall of the trailer.


“What a fuuucking nightmare,” he mumbles in the direction of a spot above my head in the mirror. Living in L.A. for so long has screwed up Ravi’s speech. His Anglo-Indian, London-bred accent is moshed with stretches of slow Southern California intonation and invectives, so talking to him is a bit schizophrenic.


“This thing is becoming a maaajor drag, Jo,” he drones. “Regan and those other producers are reeal morons. This thing is supposed to be satire. It’s supposed to be clever. A send-up of all the reality TV bullshit and drama. You understand that. Everybody understands that except the stupid investors. I just… I can’t take it anymore. I mean, why do they think some network will buy fake fake-reality TV with union actors when you can make real fake-reality TV for waaay less with some bloody chavs that would pay yooou to be on television?”


I notice red streaks in Ravi’s eyes and faint lines in the corners of his lids. His slender face is drawn, his expression tired. His shoulders slump as he slides into the empty chair next to mine. Olga drops the sponge and rummages through her makeup case, as if she is searching for the most important thing in the world instead of listening to our conversation. She removes some round pots of color and begins to spread and mix little bits on a board resembling an artist’s palette. Ravi ignores her. He places an elbow on his armrest and drops his forehead into his palm.


“And they say reality stars don’t work for a living,” I joke.


Ravi doesn’t move or speak. He hates to be reminded of the fact that he was on Real World.


“Ravi, I was just kidding, you know.” I tuck stray strands of his hair into his baseball cap.


He finally raises his head, this time staring directly into my eyes instead of my negative image in the makeup mirror. “It’s not that. It’s just…” He glances in Olga’s direction. “I’m reeeally stretched to the limit, Jo. I’ve put everythin’ into this project. I’m forty, and I can’t be known as just another reality TV loser for the rest of my life. Forty is pretty old not to have made it in this town, you know. And I’ve got to…” Ravi leans toward my chair and lowers his voice to a whisper. “I muuust get Danielle off my back and out of my life. I can’t take her anymore.”


“Why is she still torturing you?” I lower my voice and lean my face closer to his. “She can’t file for divorce and then blame you for moving on with your life.”


“I’m working for her, Jo. Regan gets the producer credit, but we allll know Danielle is bankrolling this thing. I’m still her freeeakin’ lap-dog. But I don’t have a choice do I, love? I know this thing will do well for all of us, but until then I can’t afford for her to pull her money out of it. Maybe I aamm just another reality TV loser.”


“Look, Ravi, if she’s funding this, then it’s in her interest for it not to fail, right? And I wouldn’t get so upset about Regan’s TV idea. There’s some great satire on TV. And TV may be more cutting-edge than film these days. You started in reality TV, so you’re the perfect person to poke fun at it.”


Ravi’s head drops back into his hand.


“Ravi, I’m sorry.” Why do I always say the wrong thing? How many times has Mommy told me that truth is best served in small bites, not gobbles? “Hey, Ravi, I didn’t mean…”


Ravi raises his hand, cutting me off. “It’s OK, Jo. I’m just tired. Since I can’t buy Danielle out yet, I still have to listen to her. And I also have to listen her crazy daughter that doesn’t even get along with her and keep the peace with everybody. Regan’s annoying, but Danielle’s a huuge pain in the arse. My lawyer’s trying to get this divorce done, but she’s using this movie to get to me.”


“I’ll bet she’s more interested in your arse, sugar plum, than the movie.”


“Well, perhaps,” he says. “But sheee’s the one who broke it off.”


“That doesn’t matter, Ravi. People want what they no longer have, even if they threw it away in the first place. My Uncle Buddy back in Midland says, ‘a dry well teaches ‘ya the worth ‘a water,’” I drawl. On purpose this time.


Usually my Uncle Buddy’s Texanisms make Ravi laugh, or at least smile. Today he remains grim. “I need to get rid of her, but I caaan’t, at least not right now. I’ve tried to find other investors to buy out her share, but she woon’t do it, even if there’s a profit in it. And the film’s based on her book anyway, so I’m stuck with her.”


Ravi searches my face as intensely as my earlier search for wrinkles. “W-well…,” I sputter under the heat of his gaze, “you know I’ve never read any of her stuff. I mean, other than this script. I guess I prefer chick-lit to romance.”


“But of course you do,” he says. His voice gains a bit of levity, despite his weary expression. “You’re quite the modern girl, aren’t you Ms. Randolph?”


“Don’t tell my mother.” I force a smile and wink at Ravi. “You haven’t met her yet, but she’s pretty old school.”


“I guess I better go now.” Ravi stands and pats the top of my wig like a puppy. “Maaaybe we’ll see each other tonight,” he murmurs, this time back to the mirror as he turns and leaves the trailer.


Olga silently approaches me with a foundation-doused sponge, and I close my eyes again and try to focus on Deepak.


“To help you quiet your emotional turbulence when your needs are not met… accept your feelings without judgment…”


Ravi has been wigging out. And I barely see him anymore, even though we work together every day. We used to find a way to see each other all the time, no matter how busy we were, no matter how stressed. He used to just appear out of nowhere when I was shopping, lunching, buying coffee. Now he’s a phantom, obsessed with his editing and rewrites until all hours of the night for a project that’s just not that deep. It’s not Scorsese. And it’s definitely not Shakespeare. It’s a fun, over-the-top riff on soap opera-type dramas and reality TV characters that he has glossed with a music video finish. It’s like spinning cotton candy—we’re making a fun bit of fluff on this set. Obsessions is not art. It’s not life.


That being said, we both have a lot riding on this. Unlike Ravi, I’ve been pretty lucky in this business and haven’t had to wait tables since my early twenties. Though he’s right — forty is too old not to have made it in this town. The big opportunities, the big roles, are fewer and farther between for me. Even the good small parts are growing scarce. My sister is only two years older than me, but she’s a successful dermatologist back in Midland, with a huge house, a family, and enough money to take care of herself comfortably in her old age — with or without that grumpy spouse of hers. I’m not destitute by a long shot, but my life is by no means “set.” Certainly not by L.A. standards. Not even by my bourgeois Midland, Texas, Black-doctor’s-daughter standards. If Obsessions is picked up by Lifetime Network and turned into a cable series that eventually goes into syndication, it would become a nice retirement plan for me and for Ravi. Especially since he’s divorcing a Beverly Hills-dwelling, best-selling author who could crush his career in the sieve of her lawyers’ stealth bombs if she wanted to.


“I be right back,” Olga startles me. My eyes fly open as her willowy presence floats out of the trailer.


I feel jittery, like I’m juiced up on caffeine, even though I haven’t had a single cup since we started shooting, to save my veneers. I pick up one of the gossip rags Olga always brings to the set and randomly flip the pages. 2007 isn’t turning out to be a good year for women in show business or for reality TV “personalities,” as they prefer to be called. Britney Spears is bald and busting up her man’s car. Nicole Richie and Paris Hilton have done time. Lindsay Lohan keeps hopping from rehab to jail and back to rehab. This magazine is bad karma, and I don’t want to jinx my luck. I’m forty-one with a sullen but otherwise wonderful boyfriend and a romantic lead in an indie film, or possible made-for-TV movie that could become the biggest nighttime soap since Knots Landing, if we play our cards right. I follow Deepak’s suggestions and take some deep, drawn-out yoga breaths to calm the rat-a-tat of my out of control heartbeat.


Olga returns and resumes my makeover. Though I may be long in the tooth, it doesn’t take her too long to transform me from forty-something to fabulous. I smile at Olga and hoist my weighty Obsessions script off my lap as I slide off the chair and make my way out of the makeup trailer.


It’s really hot today. Much hotter than usual for L.A., particularly at this time of morning. It’s almost Texas-hot. My head is boiling underneath the wig of long, synthetic strands that’s hiding my increasingly frazzled curls. The morning sun is as merciless as a late morning in Midland, and I feel myself “glowing.” “Horses sweat, men perspire, and women glow,” my high school French teacher, Mrs. Bonner, used to emote when the unforgiving Texas heat left us all drenched and soggy. To keep my lovely, white wrap dress from being dotted with “glow” stains, I take shade in the shadow of a tall, translucent scrim at the edge of the set. I scan pages of my script while I wait to rehearse and shoot my scene.


I lean against a tall lamp and enjoy a bit of peace. My nerves calm as I transform my persona from Jo Ella Randolph, single actress, to Latricia von Sturm und Drang, the scheming fifth wife of the elderly Baron Felix von Sturm und Drang. It’s relatively quiet in my corner of the set, the silence disturbed only by the whisper of my own voice as I recite my lines to myself, and the rattle of my stockpile of gold bracelets that jingle every time I turn a page or mop my brow with the back of my hand.


Suddenly a loud shriek pierces the silence. I look up from my pages but all appears ordinary. There’s just the familiar buzz of the crew: the camera operator adjusting his end marks, the sound men testing mic placements, the lighting crew raising light meters and moving large set lights into position. Ravi is across the set from me, gesturing with his hands as he chats with the Director of Photography. Production assistants, mostly young women in ponytails and T-shirts, bustle about the set, toting scripts, handing out water bottles, placing props.


Another shriek. The single shriek turns into a continuous loop of ear-splitting screams that grow louder and closer with each passing second. I jerk my head from side to side, but I can’t see the source of the clamor. I’m not the only one — crewmembers pause what they’re doing and scan the surroundings in response to the racket.


“Jo, watch out…”


A leathery stick figure careens around the side of the makeup trailer and charges in my direction. Her tan face is contorted and changes rapidly from a deep, chestnut color to a bright shade of crimson. The screeching beet woman lunges at me with both arms extended, shoving me back into a scrim and knocking me, the scrim, a couple of lights, a director’s chair, a speaker and an unfortunate boom operator one-by-one onto the ground.


I fall backward, and pages fly everywhere. I hit the ground hard, scuffing my elbow against the asphalt. I hoist myself upright with my hands, wincing from the burning sensation of the long scrape on my arm. Suddenly my torso is slammed hard against the ground again from the weight of the wild woman. Covering my body like a thin blanket, she stares at me with a confused expression. Too stunned to move, I stare back into her unnaturally unlined face. She’s familiar, I know her, but I can’t distinguish her face, as so many women are so identically ageless these days.


I twist and squirm and finally jimmy my arms from underneath her body. I press my hands against her shoulders and push hard, but the woman grabs my back and won’t let go. We roll around on the ground, exposed skin pinched and scraped by the rough asphalt underneath us. I yank at her honey-gold hair extensions and block her flailing hands with my elbows to avoid being clawed by her nail tips. One of her bony hands slips through my shield, and she swipes my cheek with the point of her large canary diamond ring. My face tingles, and I wince and clutch my cheek. Free from my grasp, the woman grabs my wig and rips it clean off my head.


The wild woman pins my arms against my body with her legs, using all the strength of her sinewy muscles to immobilize me. Her personal trainer would be proud, for as much as I twitch and twist, I can’t break free of this stringy-limbed stranger. This is like that Joan Collins—Linda Evans catfight on Dynasty, minus the shoulder pads and big hair. Well, I guess mine has turned pretty puffy from the heat, but the scrawny woman’s hair is flat-ironed to crepe-like thinness.


“What the… ?!!!” I yell in a muted shout muffled by the bony palm pressed against my mouth.


“Hey, stop!” I hear Dave the cameraman’s voice somewhere nearby. I hear random shouts and footsteps racing in our direction but can’t see past the mat of corn-silk hair blocking my vision.


“Ravi!” the woman yells very close to my ear. “I am not paying for your nappy Black bitch!”


I jerk my arms free from her grasp. “Who are you calling a nappy Black bitch, you shriveled-up whore?!” I start pounding her legs and sides with my fists as hard as I can. She clutches her waist and doubles over, and I’m finally able to push her off of me. I roll on top of her and slap and pound her prone body. I don’t see where my floundering arms land. I just sling them in a random, blind conniption of emotional defense.


Suddenly one of my flailing punches connects hard against a slender slant of bone. I draw back from the sting, shaking and flexing my throbbing fingers as the woman starts screeching again. She rolls from side to side on the ground, crying and moaning and clutching her broken nose job. The blood trickles through the spaces between her fingers, and I’m almost moved to help her. But the “nappy, Black bitch” shriek rings in my ears, and I struggle to constrain my urge to jump up and kick her in her nonexistent stomach.


I slowly lift myself off of the ground, brushing gravel and dirt and bloodstains from my arms and clothing. Everything is fuzzy and out of focus. Finally my eyes zoom in on the large, elevated camera where Ravi is seated, his eyes wide and wandering like a caged animal.


“Ravi! Who is this crazy, Klan bitch, anyway?”


Ravi’s head drops, the brim of his cap and stray wisps of his long black hair shielding his eyes from my blazing, direct stare. I glance at the woman, who is still on the ground, crying and curling into a fetal position as she cradles her shattered septum. “Ravi!” I shout again. “Call security, dammit!”


Ravi doesn’t look up. “I can’t, Jo. That’s Danielle.”


What the hell has she done to her face? Why is Ravi just sitting there? “Ravi, I don’t care who she is,” I shout. “Get rid of her!!”


Ravi’s voice lowers to a whisper. “I can’t, Jo. I can’t.”


“Why not?” I yell. “Look, Ravi, I’ll borrow money from my family. I’ll ask my agent for help. This is crazy!” I shift my focus back to Danielle. “You ever touch me again, I’ll call the cops!”


“Stay away from my husband, you whore!” Danielle’s voice is muffled behind the hands still cuffing her face. But her words are clear.


“Look” I shout at her writhing figure. “If you’re having second thoughts about your divorce, work that out in therapy! Keep your hands off me, or I’ll have you arrested!”


“I own all of this,” Danielle sneers through her sniffles. Her reddened eyes narrow, and she releases her mangled nose. She rolls herself upright and reaches her bloodstained hands, zombie-like, in my direction. “I will kill you! Get off my set! And leave my husband alone, you desperate bitch!” She doesn’t have the energy to stand, so she sits there, arms and hands stretched in my direction, her bloody fingers wiggling frantically, as if the tiny motions will generate enough kinetic energy to do me serious harm.


“What is wrong with you?” I shift my focus back to Ravi. “What’s going on, Ravi?!”


“I’m… we’re… I mean…” Ravi finally raises his head, but he doesn’t leave his chair. His hands clutch the armrests, his eyes uncertain. I finally understand.


My head throbs like a hangover. I’m standing upright, but I’m dizzy, and I can’t feel my feet. A rush of passion, steam, anger, despair overwhelms me, but I can’t move or speak. The set is eerily quiet, everyone appearing as stunned and speechless as I feel. Regan’s eyes are wide, a glimpse of her smirk returned. Though standing less than ten yards from her mother, she doesn’t reach out or move in her direction.


Two burly, black-clad guys with headsets trot toward me and seize my arms in their oversized hands. They hold me so tight I can barely move. I twist and turn to free myself from their straightjacket grips, but it’s no use. Another guard moves in on Danielle and extends a hefty hand to steady her and help her to her feet. A production assistant jogs over toting a towel, which she presses against Danielle’s nose.


This situation is unreal. I can’t think, and I can’t move. All I can do is yelp like a West Texas prairie dog. I bark out a string of really stupid plastic surgery slurs and obscenities; any stupid thing I can think of just blurts out of my mouth in a diarrheic stream.


“That chipmunk-cheeked bitch jumps me, and you’re letting her go?! Chip & Dale had better watch it! I will kick her Michael Jackson ass!”


I struggle to wiggle my way out of the guards’ clutches. I finally slither one hand out of my vise just enough to grab the heel of one of my slingbacks and hurl it in Ravi’s direction. The guards pull me away, and I shriek Ravi’s name over and over again.


“Ravi! Ravi!!”


The guards’ thick fingers circle my forearms, and they lead me, limping, across the set, through the stage lot, and out of the studio gates onto the parking lot.


“Which one is yours?” The guard is holding me so close that I feel his deep voice roll within his chest as he speaks.


I point in the direction of my ragtop BMW. The guards slightly slacken the tension on my arms. A chance. I yank free from their grips and bolt, half-barefoot, back to the action, back to the set. One of the guards grabs me roughly, jerking my arm and shoving me against the hard metal of my driver’s side door.


“Get in the car, miss!”


“Wait, I…”


“Get in the car!”


“My keys! My keys, you moron! My purse…”


One guard pins me against my car with his wide, strong arm while the other makes a labored jog back to the set.


“Calm down, miss, just calm down!”


“But…” I plead, the tears pricking my eyelids.


“Look here, miss.” The megaphone of the security guard’s voice quiets to a low rumble, and his oversized face draws close to mine. I catch a waft of spearmint Tic Tac on his breath as he nears. His walnut skin is rich and smooth, his nose long and pointed. He reminds me of my cousin, Memphis, back in Midland. If Memphis gained about 150 pounds, that is. The guard’s voice is a gentle contrast to his hulking physical presence, with the silken, staticy quality of an old Johnny Hartman record. “You don’t want these white folks calling LAPD, do you, dear? Why don’t you just go home and cool yourself off?”


I nod mutely as the other guard lumbers back and hands me my bag. I slide into the tight little space of my front seat and start the ignition, the huge men watching my every move. I drive away, the hot breeze from my open window drying my tears before they have a chance to fall. All I feel is heat, the hot air, the pliant leather seats melting into the backs of my legs, the simmer of my stomach that threatens to boil over and tinge my throat with acid. I drive straight ahead, straight through the passionate climate, with no thought to where I’m going.





CHAPTER 2


I leave Culver City and crawl down Venice Boulevard toward the Pacific. The ocean will calm me down. The ocean is always the Tiffany’s to my Holly Golightly, the Rx for my “mean reds.” My day has gone from a tranquil, Tiffany shade of blue to mean red in a matter of minutes, so I need a dose of the sea to restore my sanity.


“Come on baby, come on baby, do the Conga…” Maybe Jen is right, and I should change my ringtone. My cell phone sings over and over again, crooning for my attention. I tap a button to light up the smart-phone screen. I have seven “missed calls” from Ravi. There are just as many texts from his screen name, “Brahmaman.”


I have to call my sister. At the sound of her voice, I begin to cry.


“Jo Ella?”


“Ann Marie,” I rasp. “I… I just needed… I just broke up with… I needed to hear a friendly voice.”


“And you called me?” she asks, though I know she’s kidding. “What happened?”


“I don’t even know where to begin,” I say, and it’s true. “The guy I was seeing… my director… he was supposed to be divorcing his wife. But it looks like he was lying, or it’s not happening or… I don’t know what. But she just threw me off the set.”


“How can she have you thrown off the set of your movie?”


“She… she’s financing the movie.”


There is a long pause before Ann Marie speaks. “I know this is the wrong time to say, ‘I told you so,’ but how many times has Uncle Buddy told us not to shit where we eat?”


I don’t respond. I know she’s right. And I know that my sister knows that I know she’s right.


“Anyway,” she goes on, “I’m sure you feel like you just got the crap kicked out of you, but it will pass. And hey, here’s another cliche for you—’there are a million other fish in the sea!’”


“I’m forty-one years old, Ann Marie.”


“And your forty-one-year-old prom date, Willie T, is still single. And remember Curt? He just got a divorce. Move back home, darlin’, and the world is your oyster. Oh damn, another cliche. The longer I live here, the more I talk like Mommy.”


I almost smile. “And you wonder why I left Midland.”


“Now I know how emotional you can be, Jo Ella, so don’t do anything crazy. Don’t go slashing the man’s tires or keying his car or anything, OK?”


“Ann Marie! When have I ever done anything like that? I’m emotional, but I’m not a psychopath!”


“Hmmm,” she says. “I think the jury’s still out on that one.”


“Ha, ha, very funny, Ann Marie. Why did I call you again?”


“I’m just teasing you,” she says. “Look on the bright side. At least you’ve had more than one boyfriend in your adult life. I’m stuck with the same guy I’ve dated since we had braces on our teeth. I don’t know whether to be grateful or to put my head in the oven.”


“Thanks, Ann Marie,” I say after a long pause. “I love you.”


“Love you too. Now remember, no tire-slashing!”


“As if,” I say and end the call. Suddenly, an Aston Martin screeches its brakes behind me. The sleek roadster veers sharply into the opposite lane to speed past me, almost sideswiping me in the process.


The beach isn’t so carefree anymore. Laid-back surf towns where sunny, middle-class kids like Gidget & Annette Funicello lived in the movies of my youth have been overrun with the abhorrently affluent, whose needs always come first. Ravi’s neighbors in Manhattan Beach paid two million dollars for a teardown, and my favorite beachfront burrito joint lost its lease to a Jamba Juice.


I should have punched Ravi’s nose instead of Danielle’s. Why was I yelling at her, when I should have been yelling at him! And he had me dragged off the set! He could have stopped them, but he didn’t. I should have done something. I should have called Jen. I should have called my lawyer; threatened to sue. I didn’t start the fight, and the whole thing is his fault anyway, so why am I the only one they hauled away?


The heat is creeping up the base of my spine toward my head again, and I can’t do anything to douse the fire. I see the entrance to the 405 South and swerve over two lanes to get to it. The next thing I know, the Beemer is blazing down the Santa Monica Freeway toward the South Bay. I hit Inglewood Avenue, speeding past storage lots and Shell stations and Subway sandwich shops until I make it to Manhattan Beach Boulevard. I hook a right toward the ocean and race to the last street before the sand.


I skid into an empty parking space before a slender, shingled three-level house that sits so close to its neighbor that one can barely walk between them. Out of the car, I head to the tiny patch of flowers near the front door and fumble through the shallow soil with my fingers to fetch the spare key from beneath a smooth, polished stone. I peek through the glass-paneled door and see only darkness, so I press on, unhinging the lock and dashing into the stone-floored foyer. The air is bitter and chill, but it provides me with no relief. I fan my hands before my face to fan my fever as I hobble on one heel to the kitchen.


Opening and slamming lacquered white drawers at random, I seize a pair of kitchen shears and hop up the stairs to the master bedroom. Flinging open bureau drawers, I pull out a passel of expensive silk socks and cut off all the toes. Snipping and snapping the scissors, I turn all of Ravi’s expensive briefs into thong underwear. I move on to the pricey watch collection laid out neatly on the dresser. I grab his favorite timepiece and shove it into the pocket of my dress, where it scratches against the face of my smartphone. I also pocket the iPhone I recently bought for him, and a small pack of sugar-free gum. I pull together a mismatched collection of Ravi’s personal effects—shirts, sweaters, shades, iPods, silver cigar tubes—and shove them out the bedroom window.


Back down in the kitchen, I find a virtual armory of ammo in my spurned-woman war on terrible boyfriends. I dribble soy sauce on the creamy upholstery of the fine furnishings and splatter pricey, corked balsamic vinegar on the milky carpets and porous stone floors. I uncork a few bottles of obscenely expensive Bordeaux, sipping one while simultaneously pouring the others all over the plush throw pillows downstairs and the crisp Pratesi duvets and shams in the bedrooms above. I turn his place into a Pollock painting, though I don’t disturb the art. I could never wreck his Basquiat sketches or his Schnabel plate paintings, though I secretly believe them all to be overrated.


Clutching the two remaining bottles of Bordeaux, I tramp out the sliding glass door and plop down on the soft, imported Ipe wood of the deck. I search for comfort from my ocean view, but there is none to be found. I take out my phone and begin to text “Brahmaman,” but my fingers are shaking, and I have nothing to say to Ravi anyway. I make a lame attempt to type a message to my agent, Jen, instead.






	JoMaMa


	How mny matchs 2 torch a wistwatch!







	JenPhen:


	What? Where R U?







	JoMaMa:


	Nair’s house. Gess I cld drown t. Panerai’s wrpf?







	JenPhen:


	What’s wrong w/U? Sounds like U shld get the hell out of there!







	JoMaMa:


	Jin this IS hell. Also cant fin me shoe.







	JenPhen:


	R U drunk? Put the bottle down & get your barefoot butt home!








Neither my friends, the wine, nor the ocean view calm my nerves or quell my fire. I spot an open book of matches on the patio table and reach for them. I cradle the book in my palm and examine the sketch of a gryphon on its underside. I heard once that they used to call matches “Lucifers.” A fitting, though useless, piece of trivia I picked up among all the other useless stuff I’ve collected in my travels and years of play-acting. Everything in my life appears worthless and obscure from my point of view right now. The water fades in and out of focus in the distance as misty clouds of fog roll in from the horizon. My ocean view is not calming the Furies I seem to resemble. I can’t see myself clearly in the sliding glass door, but I certainly feel like a Fury of myth, eyes dripping blood and head wrapped in serpents, spitting out poison all over the place.


I kind of feel my fingers, so I light a match. It dies a swift death, the tiny orange flame a mere speck against the backdrop of the churning, cold sea. If I can concentrate my explosive, scattered energies like the phosphorus on these match tops, then maybe I can figure a constructive way out of this mess. Or I can forget constructive and just torch the ugly stick sculpture on Ravi’s coffee table and call it a day. That fucking thing has always bothered me. When I think about the godawful sum of money Ravi spent on that pile of twigs, the whole thing just pisses me off. My six-year old nephew could have made that stupid thing from the sticks he scoops up in Mommy’s backyard with his Fisher-Price rake. For all of his whining about how Danielle held him back and inhibited his creativity, he didn’t seem to think twice about spending her money on some nonsense. Not to mention how much money she probably spent on this place for him. Money he could have invested in his projects and his future. But for the Santa Ana winds, I would burn those stupid twigs right here and now.


“Damn it!” I say out loud and strike another match. I try my best to remember what happened in that Farrah Fawcett movie where she burned the bed. I don’t recall the fire affecting the rest of the house, just the bed and the son of a bitch lying in it. How did she pull that off? Leave it to another Texan to find a way, when the will for revenge rears its tousled, feather-banged head. Brainstorm—I don’t have to burn the twigs to get back at him. I can just toss his fancy watch into the ocean. Better yet, I can toss it into the toilet! In plain view where he’ll know it was destroyed and not just misplaced!


I guzzle wine straight from the bottle, despite the smiling reminders from the little pixie sitting on my shoulder named “Mommy” to “use a glass, Jo Ella.” Hard as I try to ignore her, she keeps coming back to pester me, flicking tidbits of advice and commentary around my head like tiny flecks of fairy dust. Legs neatly crossed at the ankle and hands clasped in her lap just so, she grins at me in the same way that she did whenever I tried to sneak a swig from the milk carton back home. The smile that sheaths daggers. The smile that says, “Jo Ella passed up law school and a respectable life for drama school and a life of sin, so the least she could do is show that she has some home training.” Well, I hate to disappoint Mommy, but I think I broke all of the glasses.


“Ow!” The forgotten flame I am holding singes my fingers. I drop the wine bottle onto the soft, shadowy wood of the oceanfront deck, though I’m too low to the ground to break it. I wipe my hand on the front of my dress, smearing blood-red drops of Bordeaux from the tips of my freshly manicured nail on the poly-silk fabric. I can’t distinguish the wine from the blood stains, though some of the older spots are beginning to brown. Mommy would love me in this dress, but it’s ruined, so it doesn’t matter if I treat it like a dishrag.


I try to get up, really need to get up, but I can’t feel my feet. My feeble attempt to evolve into a species capable of standing upright fails miserably, and I land back on my butt with a thump. Well, if I can’t sink the watch, then maybe I’ll just burn the T-shirts I threw out onto the deck and let that be the end of it. That will work just as well, since these are no ordinary t-shirts. They are creamy, white $80 James Perse tees that Ravi wears every day under his slouchy Italian blazers and distressed leather jackets. He buys them in bulk from Jim at Maxfield as if they were Fruit of the Looms. Purchasing piles of James from Jim every month isn’t so funny, though I always used to giggle every time he laid that lame line on the salesman. The thin-haired dude always smiled back at Ravi from behind the sleek sales counter that separated their stations as he carefully wrapped the stacks of new T-shirts in rich, black paper. Now the joke is on me, because Jim was always just playing along with the game, whereas I was like a kid with an Easter basket, eating up every morsel of wit and pre-packaged Hollywood charm he tossed from his lips like so many jelly bean treats.


How did Jo Randolph, 1985 Valedictorian of Midland Lee High School, graduate of some of the East Coast’s finest institutions of higher learning, and girl who was raised to know better, get herself into this predicament? I always thought of myself as no-nonsense and smart. Savvy enough to weed out the louses. But, despite his flashy wardrobe and reality television past, Ravi was never lecherous. He worked hard. He was generous with praise and treated all the actors and crew with kindness and respect. He knew every member of the crew by name and always asked about their spouses and kids, whom he also knew by name. He was thoughtful. Without my asking, he arranged a VIP tour of Universal Studios for my sister and her kids when they visited me in the spring, though he had never met them. He was funny and well-read, and I would often find books that I “muuust read” and clipped articles about art exhibits and concerts he wanted us to see in my dressing room. He had a great sense of humor. And we were great together.


I shove my foot against the base of a brass gong propped on a little stand on the deck. The gong crashes with a noisy clatter, shaking and vibrating in sync with the waves shattering the surf just beyond the deck. Ravi once told me it was a gift from some Tibetan monk he met on his journey to enlightenment or the Atlantis or wherever the hell he was headed for all that time last fall after he brought me in to do a table read for the film and help him with the shooting script. It was so weird that he left in the middle of pre-production, and his adventures sounded far-fetched. But I never said anything, because he was so nice and was trying so hard to impress me. I’m not sure why he wanted to impress me. Why he tried so hard. With all the wealthy divorcées to pad his pockets and pretty young starlets out there for the picking, why did he have to choose my heart to break?


I reach for a clump of costly shirts and fling them into the gong. I light more matches and toss them in as well, but they merely poke parched pinholes into the fabric.


I somehow find enough equilibrium to rise to my feet, not just to stand but to actually move with some sense of direction and without too much difficulty. I find some newspaper and toss a stack of it atop the T-shirt pyre. I roll a newspaper into a cylinder and light another Lucifer, touching the roll with a tiny flame that expands erratically as it eats its way through the paper. Blackened shards of paper lift into the air and disintegrate into charcoal dust that I watch the wind carry out to sea. I toss my torch on top of the newspaper stack, and it starts a surge that’s finally strong enough to ignite one of the tees, though the shirt simmers more than it flares. The newspapers burn, however, creating frolicking flames that shift and shimmy this way and that with the rising force of the wayward winds.


Senses stoked by the fire, I make my way across the deck and through the sliding doors back into the house. I shuffle my way over to the coffee table, grabbing a couple of the larger branches of the elaborate twig sculpture. I clumsily drag it outside to the deck and pitch it into the fire pit.


I don’t realize the power of the parched wood until it makes contact with the flames. It flares up into a frightening firewall that towers taller than all the height I’m able to muster in my single stiletto. A warm rush of air strikes my face like a slap. Sizeable sparks flicker onto the deck and the long, tall slats of the seaside structure. Small flames pop up here and there on the planks of the house, growing in force and fury as they make their way up the sides of the house to the roof. In an instant the back facade is circled in a virtual clown wig of fire that cackles and crackles and pops sparks my way as it rapidly expands before my eyes. The yellow-orange flames eagerly meander their way across the roof to the rest of the house, like a festive Chinese dragon snaking its way through a merry New Year’s crowd.


“Oh shit! Oh shit! Oh shit!” I race to the edge of the deck and scurry down the steps to the beach. “Oh, God, what do I do?!” I pace back and forth, gnawing my nails into nubs. The air is tinged with the acrid scent of soot. I have to get out of here. I pull Ravi’s iPhone out of my pocket and tap ‘911’ on the touch screen.


“Uh, I’m calling to report a fire in Manhattan Beach…” I bark the address to the operator in a low, scratchy growl. I toss the phone into the ocean and then race around the side of the house to get back to my car. I don’t wait for the fire trucks to arrive. I thrust my key into the ignition and peal away in the opposite direction.


I don’t know if anyone saw me drive up. The neighbors are all weekenders, but what if someone saw my car? Who can miss a firecracker red, convertible BMW? Daddy told me to buy a Taurus, but how could I hold my head up in L.A. driving a piece of shit like that? OK, my piece of shit BMW needs a new transmission, but at least it’s a BMW. Oh shit! Oh shit! Oh shit!


Tearing down the Boulevard, I search for the pixie on my shoulder, as she’ll certainly know what to do. But Mommy is gone.





CHAPTER 3


The late afternoon sun is low but blinding as I race up the winding drive to my Hollywood Hills bungalow. The jagged orange streaks of its rush hour glare splice through the tree branches and strike the windowpanes of my little hacienda with narrow beams of light. My Spanish-style cottage is like a grown-up dollhouse, with fluid arched doorways and cute, miniature painted tiles of blue and white and ochre flowers that I bought candles to match.


I want to dive under the covers of my unmade bed and shut out Ravi, the fight, the fire. How could I have been so stupid? What if the neighbors were home? What if their houses caught fire? I didn’t hear anything about it on the radio in the car, but what if this turns into one of those major wildfires from the evening news? What if I killed people?!!!


And what about Ravi?


I can’t process it all. It’s just too much. I shove my shoulder against the door of my Beemer and slowly unfold myself out of the car. I sniff my clothes as I limp across the pebbled driveway in one five-inch heeled slingback and one bare foot. A trace of smoke lingers in my dress that could be mistaken for a hint of cigarette.


The tiny stones begin to crunch noisily, like a garbage truck chewing refuse. A wide Crown Victoria enters the driveway, rumbling ominously as it settles to a stop opposite my car. Two policemen emerge. Mirrored glasses hide their eyes while revealing how guilty I appear in their reflection as I limp lamely on one shoe in a mysteriously stained party dress.


I slap my hand over my mouth and inhale to see if I still reek of booze. I freeze as the officers approach me, unable to move and barely able to breathe beyond the stream of shallow breaths I blow into my palm. I try to play it cool, but my image in their lenses looks like one of those crazy Hollywood mug shots where even the most glamorous people are disheveled and unkempt. I don’t dare look down at the blood, wine, and soot—the evidence of my indiscretions—splattered all over my skirt. Instead I wrap my bare foot around the heel of my shod one as if nothing’s wrong with this picture. I clutch my handbag against my stomach to stop it from churning.


One of the officers crushes purple bougainvillea petals under the thick-soled heels of his boots as he trods on the flowerbed I planted along the edge of the carport with Mommy when she visited me last summer. “Are you Jo Randolph?” he barks as he shakes the soil and damaged flower petals from the spit shine of his large, black boots.


“Yes, that’s me.” I say in as innocent a voice as I can muster. “Can I help you with something, officers?”


“Miss Randolph, we’d like for you to come with us down to the station. We have some questions about an incident that happened this afternoon.”


The flower squasher looks me up and down, but he doesn’t say anything about my ragged attire or the reason he’s standing in front of me. Where the hell is my shoe? Did I leave it at Ravi’s? Did I throw it at him on set? Why can’t I remember? Will one of these mirror-eyed guys whip it out in an “aha” moment before hauling my ass off to the slammer?


Be cool, Jo. I try to remember what happened that time I was arrested when I played that high-class escort on an episode of Boston Legal. The TV cops read me my rights, and I didn’t talk to anybody but William Shatner, who played my lawyer and most loyal customer. I try to remember what Captain Kirk told me to do, but I’m drawing a blank, and I’m running out of time, as the mustached policeman reaches for the handcuffs hanging from his belt. All I know is I better not run or make any sudden moves. I’ve watched enough reels of Cops and the Rodney King video to know better than to run from these guys.


“What incident are you talking about?” I ask. I try to appear confident and at ease, but unfortunately my voice doesn’t cooperate with the program. My casual question comes out more croak than cool.


“Look, Miss Randolph, why don’t you just get in the car? You can ask whatever questions you want down at the precinct.”


“Why can’t you ask me whatever you need to ask me right here?” I ask as I try to keep my tote from sliding off my shoulder. I fail, and the bag drops to the ground with a dull thump, so I bend at the waist to pick it up.


“Stand up and keep your hands where I can see them, Miss Randolph!”


I feel like a nor’easter has whipped my face, a brusque chill that brings tears to my eyes, though I’m not actually crying. Tiny trickles run from the corners of my eyes down the sides of my cheeks. The rest of me remains motionless, as one officer’s hand moves from his cuffs to his gun holster. I start to speak, but the words are locked in my throat, afraid of setting off the guys with the guns and becoming another random, big city statistic. The mustached man approaches me while the other continues to pose with his hand on his hip holster, never taking his sunglasses off me for a second. I don’t look at the mustached man as he steps behind me, but I feel the sour heat of his breath against my neck.


“Miss Randolph, you have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you…”


I lose all feeling in my limbs as the officer lodges my hands behind my back and secures them in handcuffs. Though he’s still talking, the sound is muted, as if someone turned down the volume of my reality with a remote. I say nothing as the cop grabs my bag and ushers me across the carport to the police cruiser, where he guides me into the back seat, head first.


As we pull away, I feel myself shrinking into the landscape, growing smaller and smaller to the point of disappearing like so many lost and unrealized dreams in this stupid town. L.A.’s glitz and gloss appear dreary and covered with grit as we leave the Hills and head south toward the rugged flatlands of Lynwood. We pass bored teens strolling down the cracked, grimy sidewalks of Hollywood’s nether regions, dribbling basketballs on downtrodden courts, slinging shallow backpacks filled with very little knowledge. Passing through neighborhoods you never see on the sitcoms, L.A. appears as bleak and hopeless as the Texas town I ran away from some twenty-odd years ago. My eyes glaze at the never-ending stream of harshly-lit fast food drive-thrus, tire shops, garden apartment complexes, and modest frame homes — Midland-like scenes that I thought I was escaping when I chose this life and this place. I rub my eyes, hoping to remove the film and let in more of the warm, California sunlight. But all I can see is the L.A. fog that burns off later and later with each passing day. All I can think of are the L.A. dreams I burned to ashes with the strike of a match.


We arrive at the Century Regional Detention Center, and I immediately recognize it as the women’s prison where Paris Hilton and Nicole Richie and all the other famous for being famous people did their time. I hope they put me in the special holding area they reserve for celebs and drunk cops’ wives. Maybe it won’t be as bad as it seems. Maybe they’ll have mercy on me. Maybe I’ll have a second act where I can do better and be better the next time. A redemption story, like Shawshank Redemption. I’ll bet Jen will want to hook me up with that artist that does those silkscreens of the stars’ mug shots, adding a Warhol glam to their misdeeds.


Who am I kidding? What I’ve done can’t be scrubbed up or air-brushed or made pretty. I don’t deserve mercy.


I’m led through dim corridors to a buzzing, open area with a long counter and a scattering of desks. I’m handed over to a balding, brown-suited hulk in rubber-soled shoes, who takes me to a long, metal table. He smothers my small fingers in his indelicate grasp, pressing each one on a blotter and marking my prints on a stiff white card. Then he shoves me in front of a bulky, old camera with a large numbered sign shielding my chest. It’s rare that I meet a camera that doesn’t entice me to grin and mug like the Texas prom queens I grew up with, but all I can affect is a droopy-eyed stare, chin lowered and shoulders slumped into submission.


“I told you, I ain’t stole no money! That fool owed me twenty dollars.” Standing nearby is an overweight and rather vociferous woman, similarly handcuffed and wearing a similarly dubious costume. Though her attire makes me question her color perception, not whatever antics landed her in this place. A graffiti-like swirl of purple, red, fuchsia, gold, and lime green curly-cues splatter her velveteen hoodie, which she has paired with skintight black jeans flecked with gold specks and sequins. She’s wearing sunglasses, though her faux-Versace, Medusa-adorned spectacles are clear and only slightly tinted rose pink; her expressive, heavily shadowed eyes plainly visible through the lenses. As the seething woman glares at the officers through her possibly designer shades, that Notorious B.I.G. song, of all things, pops into my brain; Biggie’s round cheeks puffing out “I’m clockin’ ya, Versace shades watchin’ ya” over and over in a continuous loop in my head.


Versace-Shades-Watchin’-Ya bangs her handcuffed fists against a desk without fear and yells, “I got a job! I pay taxes! Got my own house. So why y’all bring me down here over some damn twenty dollars? Y’all never come to South-Central when we call y’all to pick up them people who up to no good! It don’t make no damn sense that he kin go round beggin’ and stealin’ to drink ‘n smoke reefer all day while I go to work, but y’all drag my ass down here instead ‘a his!”


Versace is the most reasonable person I’ve encountered today by a long shot, but three cops rapidly move in on her. They grab her meaty arms and shove her, with some difficulty, out of the booking room.


The brown-suited man stifles a yawn and rubs his red-streaked eyes with the back of his thick hand. “Look, miss, you might want to do yourself a favor and just admit to this thing,” he says. “I checked you out, and you don’t have a record, so I’m sure the DA’ll go soft on you. By the way, weren’t you in Swamp Sisters?”


I nod and flash my veneers at the detective. A faint blush spreads across his cheeks that matches his sunburned dome and the lines in his eyes. “I just rented it this weekend,” he smiles, sharing a shy glimpse of coffee-stained teeth.


Maybe this is a good sign. Celebrity can get you everywhere in L.A., no matter how miniscule or D-List your stardom might be. Emboldened by the attention, I say, “Look, man, how can I admit to something when I don’t even know what it is?” I add a wink and a gleaming, red carpet-worthy smile to my suggestion, but the flicker of friendliness that appeared in the detective’s demeanor is gone.


“You assaulted a very famous woman today, girlie,” he snaps. “You wanna act like that didn’t happen?”


“Huh?” I’m confused.


“Danielle Coleman?” he sneers. “The woman you attacked on the Sony Pictures lot today?”


“That bitch!” I blurt, unable to control myself. “That goddamn bitch jumped me, not the other way around! I don’t believe…”


I don’t get a chance to explain what it is I don’t believe, as the detective and his brown-suited buds drag me off in a similar fashion to Versace’s ignoble exit. They pull me into a small, windowless room and leave me with two husky, uniformed females, who remove my cuffs and order me to take off all of my clothes, underwear included. I stand, feet shivering against the cold, hard tile, as they pat me down and feel me up, opening my mouth and peering inside with the aid of a flashlight. This is probably what it felt like on the auction block back in the bad old days, minus the flashlight. One of the burly babes straps on a surgical glove and examines my rectum. Finding no contraband there or in any other orifice, the ladies dump the contents of my tote on a bare-topped table. They bag my belongings in clear plastic bags while I stand buck naked in the middle of the room. My bare butt quivers, and, though I rub my arms rapidly, my hands wouldn’t generate enough friction to warm my forearms. As I shiver, one guard leaves the room and returns a few minutes later with a pair of white slippers and bright orange scrubs.
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