




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




    




For Sidney







Who are you, really?

And what were you before?


—Rick,Casablanca









ONE






HERE’S WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW:I hate lines. That’s the only reason I stopped by Roscoe’s that day. I would explain this to the guys from Robbery-Homicide, not that LAPD ever believes a word I say. But it’s the truth.


Any other day, if I had swung by Roscoe’s Chicken N’ Waffles on Gower and Sunset, there would have been customers waiting in the plastic chairs lining the sidewalk, hoping for a table inside, out of the sun’s reach. Me, I would have driven straight by. I love Roscoe’s, but what did I just say? I hate lines. Lines are an occupational hazard for actors looking for work, so Iseriously hate lines on my days off. Maybe it was because it was ten-forty-five on a Monday morning—too late for breakfast and too early for lunch—but the sidewalk outside Roscoe’s was empty, so I pulled over to grab some food.


Chance. Happenstance. Karma. Whatever you call it, I walked in by accident.


As anybody in this town knows, some people give off a magnetic field. A few lucky ones have it naturally; and some, like me, have worked on it over time. A certain walk, the right clothes, a strategic combination of aloofness and familiarity. When I walk into a room, strangers’ eyes fix on me like a calculus problem they can’t solve:I know you from somewhere. You must be somebody, what’s-his-name on TV, or Whozit, from that movie that just came out. Being noticed has always been an important part of my work—hell, half the people in L.A. moved here hoping to refine the art of being noticed, with no cost too high.


By now, it’s second nature. Customers looked up from their plates and lowered their voices when I walked into Roscoe’s.


Later, half a dozen people would describe me down to the shoes I was wearing: white suede Bruno Magli loafers. Bone-colored light ribbed sweater. White linen pants. Gucci shades. Any cop knows that if you ask six people for a description, you get six different stories. Not this time. One seventy-six-year-old grandmother at a table in the back had the nerve to tell the cops, “I don’t think he was wearing anything under those tight white pants.” I’m not lying. And she was right. They noticed me, down to religious preference.


But as I walked through the door of Roscoe’s, I tripped over someone else’s magnetic field. The air in that place was crackling, electrified. It made the hair on my neck and arms stand up. Remember that scene inPulp Fiction when those two small-timers tried to hold up a diner, not knowing the customers included Samuel L. Jackson and John Travolta, stone-cold killers there for a quick breakfast after blowing away three dumb-ass kids? Well, either somebody was about to hold up Roscoe’s at gunpoint, or someone close to royalty was eating there. Had to be one or the other.


“Hey, Ten,” Gabe said, nodding at me from behind the cash register.


“Everything cool, man?”


“Cool as a Monday’s gonna be.” Gabe looked busy, counting the dollar bills from his cash drawer with meaty fingers. Gabe was a short, fleshy brother with worried eyes and a low BS quotient. He wouldn’t tolerate a holdup without showing something in his face, even if someone had a gun jammed in his back. I tilted my head to scan the tables to see whose magnetic field was trumping mine.


I didn’t see Serena at first.


Although there were only six customers in the place and she was sitting alone at the corner table, she fooled my eyes and I looked right past her. All I’d seen was a petite, busty brown-skinned girl with a braided crimson weave and a baggy white track suit, like countless ghetto goddesses I pass every day. If someone had asked me at the time, I wouldn’t have recalled her as all that attractive, much less someone I knew. It was hervoice that gave her away, that raspy, spiced honey that would be unforgettable even if it wasn’t one of the best-known voices in the world.


“Oh, so you ain’t talkin’ today?” she said, a smile peeling from her lips.


There isn’t a man alive who could have blinked an eye, taken a breath, or remembered his middle name for at least two seconds after seeing that smile aimed his way. The girl froze me where I stood, my ass hovering six inches above my chair.


Serena Johnston.Damn. The girl was a chameleon. Some women need an hour in front of a makeup mirror to make the kind of transformation Serena could make in a blink, just in the slant of her chin and something riveting in her eyes. All of a sudden, she’d gone from nobody I needed to know to a creature like the ones described in longing song lyrics by the great, dead soul singers—all the woman any man could ever need. Her face filled my head with memories of every other inch of her.


The world might know her as Afrodite—the superstar rapper whose first two movies had both scaled the $100 million peak, making her a straight-up movie star, too—but she’d always be Serena to me. Five years ago, the last time I’d seen her, films were just a dream she was chasing the way a freezing man might fan a glowing ember. I knew she’d get it going sooner or later, but nobody could have expected her to rise so fast. I couldn’t even take it personally that she hadn’t returned either of my phone messages—one to congratulate her on her first blockbuster, the second to give my condolences after the rapper Shareef, a friend of hers, was killed the night of his Staples Center concert soon after the last time I saw her. I knew Serena had known Shareef almost all her life, and he’d started her career, so that must have torn a hole in her heart. She didn’t call back either time. A woman that hot was too busy for niceties.


Besides, I figured she was too much like me. The past was the past.


And now here she was. Herewe were.


Stupid me. I thought it was my lucky day.


I went to Serena’s table and leaned over to kiss her cheek, soft as satin. I caught a whiff of sandalwood and jasmine, last night’s fragrance. So, the fan rags were right: She wore Christian’s Number One. Girlfriend had come a long way. My clothes and watch were worth four hundred dollars more than my bank balance, and this woman could afford damn near two thousand Gs for a bottle of perfume. It’s a wonder I could even see Serena beyond the massive chasm that separated our prospects. Being that close to magic made me ache.


“My father raised me not to speak to ladies unless I was spoken to,” I said.


A ray of girlishness transformed her smile, and I felt a tug from somewhere new. “No ladies at this table, T.”


“So, where’s your crew, Big-Time? No assistant? No entourage?”


“T, I’m a big girl. I don’t need no babysitter to eat waffles. If you were anybody else, I’d give you a peck and say hey, and then I’d tell you I’m not in the mood for company, so give me a call sometime. But instead, I’m hoping you’ll shut up and sit down. Damn, you smell good. But that’s not Opium.”


“Not anymore,” I said. I’d given up all my old fragrances five years ago. All I wore now was Aqua di Gio, leaving the exotic Oriental spices behind. I couldn’t wear Opium, Gucci Envy, any of them. There’s something about cologne: It can make you a different man. Whenever I went back to my old fragrances, I itched for old habits.


Serena rested her chin on both fists, studying me like I mattered. “How you doin’?” Her eyes said she wanted me to say I was doing fine. Great. Never been better.


“Fine, darlin’. Great. Never better.”


“Don’t lie to me, T. For real.”


Right then, I wanted to tell her about the past month. I could feel the story clawing from my stomach, trying to break free. A bad taste flooded my mouth, and I took the liberty of sipping from her water glass. Serena had never minded sharing. “Everybody goes through changes now and then. You know how it is. You?”


“Fine. Great. Never better.”


Two liars, then. Serena’s eyes didn’t look like they belonged to a woman who owned her own powerhouse production company and had more brokers on her speed-dial than a girl from the Baldwin Hills “Jungle” had any right to fantasize about. I might as well have been staring into my own problems. If I could have, I would have yanked Serena away from whatever was bothering her and taken her to my favorite Maui spot, an out-of-the-way beach where the sun-crisped tourists don’t treat locals like their personal valets. Just for a few days. We wouldn’t have to say a word. The otherworldly sunsets would have cleansed us beyond anything language could provide.


I’m not the wishing type, but I wish I could have done that for Serena.


“I’ve got a steady gig,” I told her. “Deodorant commercials.”


“I thought that was you. What else you got going on?”


“One gig pays the rent, for now. My agent isn’t worth shit. You ever heard this joke? An actor comes home and his house has burned to the ground. His wife is bruised up, her dress torn. She sobs, ‘Your agent came to the house, he raped me, he killed our children, and he burned up everything we own.’ The actor says: ‘Myagent came to the house? What did he say?’”


I’d hoped to win another smile from Serena. I got a smileand a laugh.


“I feel you. That’s harsh,” she said.


“If I can get my agent to call me back two weeks later, hey, it’s all good. I must be sentimental, or maybe I’m just too lazy to shop around.”


That was only half the story. Blaming your agent is a citywide pastime in Hollywood. If I hadn’t scored the Dry Xtreme gig, Len would have given up on me. Before the commercials, I hadn’t made him any money in eighteen months. Len could have cut me loose in the nineties, but he never had. We had been together for ten years, longer than his marriage. Len used to think I was going places. On rare occasions, he still believed it.


“You’re a lot of things, T, but you ain’t lazy.Or sentimental.”


A lilac business card materialized on the table in front of me.CASANEGRA PRODUCTIONS , read the black embossed script, which I could see was modeled after the script on theCasablanca movie poster. Classy. I also recognized the name on the card: Devon Biggs. He was from Serena’s old neighborhood, a friend she and Shareef had known since elementary school. Apparently, Biggs was the gatekeeper to her empire.


“Call himtoday. Tell him I told you to call,” Serena said.


“Nah, girl. I was just playing. I’m doing fine.”


It didn’t feel right. Don’t get me wrong: I gave up the luxury of pride long ago. But both times I’d met Devon Biggs, back when I was hanging with Serena, he’d looked at me with a combination of pity and scorn that set my teeth on edge. I’d chew my leg off before I called that smug SOB.


“Don’t hurt my feelings, T. I’ve got two or three things popping I could use you for. Speaking parts, too.Good parts, and I need someone who can fight. You have to audition, but this is the short line—and I know you hate lines. Talk to Dev.”


A snap of her finger, and she could change my life. Maybe it was a combination of my usual insomnia the night before, an empty stomach, and the pile of unpaid bills stuffed in my kitchen drawer, but I wanted to hug Serena like a sister right then. I don’t know why the hell I didn’t.


There I go, wishing again.


I was down to one of my last cards, since I’d been leaving them all over town. In my hand was the card I was saving for my chance encounter with Steven Spielberg outside of Mel’s Drive-In or Spago, but instead I gave it to Serena. Nothing special—just my name, head shot, cell number, and PO box.TENNYSON HARDWICK —ACTOR AT LARGE.


Serena smiled when she saw it. If I’d had more to spare, I would have given her a dozen to coax out that smile again.


“You look like you’ve got your own stories, Mighty Afrodite.”


I knew Serena would never take the bait, but for some reason I gave it a try. Serena lived far behind her eyes, and always had. Sure enough, she only shrugged as if she hadn’t heard me.


I was hungry as hell by the time the waitress came to ask what I wanted, but I noticed that Serena’s plate was empty and her check was already waiting, so I only ordered coffee. I didn’t want Serena to think I expected her to sit while I ate my meal, and I didn’t want to be sitting alone at the table when she got up and walked back into her life. I didn’t have room for any more empty spaces, not that day.


“How’s your dad?” Serena said once the waitress was gone.


I felt my face harden into steel. I wasn’t going to talk about my father, especially on an empty stomach. “Same old same old. What’s up with your sister?”


I got steel in return. “Same shit, different decade.”


Small talk had never been our forte, I remembered.


“Do you know how to use those espresso machines, T?”


“Why? You got some restaurants you’re hiring for, too?”


Serena gave me the finger. The gesture would have been coarse from anyone else, but I appreciated how slender her finger was, how smooth the skin, how delicate the pearl coloring on her nail; it seemed more like a bawdy promise. Serena took that same finger and dabbed from a pool of syrup on her plate, then gently kissed the pad clean.


“Because, T, I was thinking…somebody I work with gave me one of those machines—a housewarming gift. And it’s been sitting up on my kitchen counter for six months because peopleI came with can’t even pronounce ‘espresso.’ And if you’re not too in love with that cup of coffee you just ordered, maybe you could skip it and make yourself a cup at my place. Like a virgin voyage.”


It took my mind a second to register that she had just invited me to her place. I expected her to break out into a laugh, to own up to the joke.


She didn’t. She was waiting for my answer.


As if a sane man could utter any answer except one.


Gabe could barely contain his smirk as I held the door open for Serena. She walked out into the midmorning sunshine, brightening the day. “You take care, Ten,” Gabe said with a wink.


“It’s not what you think, man.”


But at that moment, I wasn’t sure what it was. And I didn’t care.


Outside, Serena and I almost ran headfirst into a man who looked like he might have been a linebacker in his younger days; broad from the neck down. Serena’s not an inch more than five-foot-two, and in his shadow, she looked like an acorn that had dropped from a tree. The man’s smallish eyes were locked on Serena’s face. Whether he meant to or not, he was blocking our path.


“Hey,”the man said, dumbstruck except for the single word.


“I get that a lot,” Serena said. “It’s not me. We just look alike.”


The man raised his pointing finger, his head drooping down so low to the side that it almost rested on his shoulder. “Oh, uh-uh,” he said, not fooled.“Afrodite. Hey, it’s Afrodite!” He was shouting, raising the alarm like it was his civic duty.


Back when I knew Serena, she was still dusting off the asphalt of Crenshaw and Jefferson, taking diction and acting classes in a quest for refinement so Hollywood would see her as more than a famous face with a lucrative demographic. In The Jungle, if someone had stepped up on her like this fool, Afrodite would have cussed him out, then kneed his groin if he didn’t take the hint. But not this day. I felt Serena shrink against me as if she thought she could vanish inside the crook of my arm.


Yeah, something was wrong.


“Hey, playa, give us some room,” I said. The man had a good four inches on me, but no one would have known that by my eyes. “My lady says you made a mistake.”


The man was ten years my senior, probably in his midforties, but he was still thick and solid. I’d much rather negotiate with a two-hundred-thirty-pound man than fight. Wouldn’t anybody? But I’d already made up my mind that if he didn’t take two steps back to let us by, I was going to break his instep. Something about Serena’s trusting weight against me made me feel like taking chances.


A light went out in the man’s eyes. I could see that he was a big man who sometimes forgot his size, and he hadn’t meant anything by it. He backed up. “My bad. She sure looks like her, though. You got a twin, baby-girl.”


I took Serena’s hand as she led me down Sunset, where her downy white Escalade was parked at a meter. I knew it from the rear plate:CASANEG . I felt her tiny fingers tremor against mine.


“It’s not like the old days, Serena. You need a minder.”


“I got one. He’s off today.”


“Then you need two. You can’t be out alone.”


As she zapped off her car alarm and the taillights flashed a greeting, Serena looked up at me with irritation and something else that made my stomach queasy. A shadow cut her face in half, and a single brown-green eye, glimmering in the sun, was searching me in a way she never had. “You looking for that job, too?”


“I’m not working today.”


“Who said you were, Tennyson?” Hearing her voice wrapped around my Christian name made me remember that my mother had named me for a poet.


A wall of heat rose with her as she stepped onto her Escalade’s running board to bring us to eye level. There was only one thing to do: Right there on the street in front of ten other witnesses, I kissed Serena Johnston as though I had the right.









TWO






SERENA COASTED OFF MULHOLLANDpast the steep, winding display of Hollywood Hills palaces, stopping at the gate that guarded her own. The ebony placard on a black marble column announced that we had reached the trueCASANEGRA .


Like most people raised in the shadow of ostentatious wealth, Serena had always had expensive tastes. I knew this was the house she had hoped would be big enough to make amends for everything that had been missing during the days when she and her mother and sister had slept in the backseat of their Impala. Before I could see a single window through the isolated property’s well-groomed stands of jacaranda trees, I knew Casanegra would be a wonder, even to me, and I’m not easily impressed.


Silence had haunted much of our drive, so I wouldn’t have learned the story behind Casanegra if Serena hadn’t told me back before it was real. Serena never knew her father growing up—lucky girl, in my book—so she built a fantasy around what she thought he was like. One of the few things her mother told her about him was that he had a thing for old-school film classics.Casablanca. Citizen Kane. On the Waterfront. It’s easy to idolize the parent who isn’t around, which I know from experience—my mother died before I was old enough to know her—so Serena started watching those movies, as if she figured they would give her and her old man something to talk about one day.When my movies were playing, I couldn’t hear the noise around me. Along the way, she fell in love with the actresses. She never figured she would be rapping for long—I’m just going through the door that’s open, T.She was all about Katharine Hepburn, Dorothy Dandridge, and Diahann Carroll. Visions of legacy danced in her head.


If the Casanegra estate was any proof, Serena’s legacy was well underway. The hilltop three-story Spanish-style house was a creamy beige-yellow with a tile roof the color of a wet clay road, like a postcard from the mountains of Granada. I wasn’t going to ask how much she paid, but I guessed the eight-million range; still a bargain compared to Beverly Hills. When she unlocked the front double doors, Serena smiled for the first time since Roscoe’s. Our soles pattered on the mansion’s floors as though we were touring a museum after closing time.


“It was built in 1929. Some movie producer owned it, I forget his name, and he used to throw the bomb parties. Charlie Chaplin would come. Douglas Fairbanks. Mae West. They’ve all been here.” She lowered her voice as if to avoid disturbing the sleep of the guests’ spirits. “Twelve thousand square feet, twenty rooms. Six bedrooms, eight bathrooms, and a home theater. God as my witness, I don’t think I’ve spent more than five minutes in most of the rooms, especially upstairs. I live in my office and my studio. But there’s a room upstairs where you can still see the mark where they say Bugsy Siegel put someone’s head through the wall. And somebody’s kid drowned in the pool in the 1940s. Studios hushed it up.”


Serena paused in the upstairs hall, dusting her fingers gently across the wall. She chuckled, shaking her head.


“What?”


“I was just thinking, T…I paid cash for this house, but I don’t own it. Nobody can own anything that’ll still be standing fifty years after you’re dead.”


That was it, I realized. I couldn’t fault Casanegra’s sheer space, the sheen on the dark-stained hardwood, and the lushness of her potted eight-foot palm trees. But the house was all eggshell white walls, floor-length windows, and yawning floors. There were framed movie posters—most of them classic, except French-language posters for her two movies,Gardez-le Réel (Keep it Real) andMonsieur Rien (Mister Nothing)—but there wasn’t much in sight to tell me that Serena Johnston lived here. My house was the same way.


My stomach growled loud enough for her to hear. It practically echoed.


Serena tugged the back of my sweater. “You know what? All the rooms up here look alike. Let’s go to the kitchen. You figure out that espresso machine, and I’ll fix you a plate. I had a party Saturday, so there’s enough jerk chicken wings and blackened catfish to eat all night long.”


“You always had a way with words, darlin’.”


I was glad to take a detour to the safe stainless steel and black granite of her spacious chef’s kitchen, and not only because I was starving. Sooner or later, her bedroom would have appeared on the upstairs tour, and I wasn’t ready to go there. I’m not shy in the bedroom. But my memory kept gnawing over how Serena melted against me when we bumped into that stranger on Sunset, that shiver in her hand, and I knew that once our clothes started coming off, I could forget about conversation. That was how it had always been. I thought about lying, saying I had a girlfriend to keep her at a distance long enough to coax something out of her. But I’d have an easier time convincing her I could levitate. We might not know each other anymore, but she knew me far too well for that. I hadn’t had a true girlfriend since high school.


Maybe not even then.


The espresso machine perched on the corner of her counter was a beauty, a top-of-the-line Krups pump, but whoever gave it to Serena must have been crazy. Fifteen hundred bucks, and she’d never touched the thing. Espresso can be tricky to make, especially with a pump instead of a steam machine, and not everybody wants a Starbucks in their kitchen. Obviously, the people in Serena’s circles had money to burn.


I went to work grinding beans and filtering water while she dug inside the refrigerator closest to me—there were two, both with massive silver doors—and piled a plate with food. It was a strange feeling, standing there with our elbows brushing in the kitchen. I felt like I belonged there, a new sensation for me. And a dangerous one. Maybe her bedroom might have been safer after all.


“My father just had a stroke,” I said, once the brown foam was flowing. No need to mention his heart attack three years ago. It was all the same story.


Serena gasped. “That’s awful. Is he all right?”


“He’s alive.” No, Dad wasn’t all right, but I’d only brought it up so we could trade tragedies. I’d told her mine, and now maybe she would tell me hers. I was considering moving Dad in with me, taking him out of the zoo where he’d been caged the past month, but I didn’t want to get into that.


“Oh, God. I know that must be hard,” she said.


“It’s interesting.”


“‘May you live in interesting times.’ Isn’t that a Chinese saying, or something?”


“A curse, actually. You look like you’re living in some interesting times, too.”


“More every day.” I waited for her mask to fix itself back in place, but she was having trouble with it this time. Too much of her hurt was shining through. “It shouldn’t surprise me, but it does. There’s always somebody trying to pull you down.”


“If you let them. That’s one choice—but there’s another.”


She looked up at me suddenly, her eyes almost accusatory.Who told you my business? Then she turned back to the microwave, where she was about to heat my jerk chicken wings back to life. By purest accident, I’d said something of significance.


“You got a boyfriend giving you trouble, Serena?”


Her eyes narrowed to slits. “Shoot, I ain’t lettin’ no man stay around long enough to give me trouble. That hasn’t changed, T.”


I was glad I’d never been in love with her, or that would have stung. It almost smarted on principle alone, on behalf of every brother I’d never met. Serena’s music wasn’t kind to the male of the species. A line from one of her songs popped into my head:Were your words just words, or maybe a game? / Is w-w-w-dot-Dog your domain name?


“Something’s changed, though.”


“Nothing you can help me with.”


Instead of probing for another dead-end, I sighed. “I’m moving Dad in with me this week.” I’d never said the words aloud. Suddenly, my decision was made.


That seemed to shock her more than the stroke. This time, she cupped my elbow in the soft of her palm. She let out a soft humming sound. A grieved breath.


“We don’t get to do what we want,” I said. “We do what we have to do.”


Yes,Serena’s eyes said, wide with private enlightenment. She looked up at me as if I was a winged seraph visiting her in human form.


She never said what her trouble was, but I think she had made her decision, too.


 


The first time Serena Johnston saw me nude, I couldn’t get it up.


Tennyson Hardwick. Ten for short—OK, more like eight-and-a-half, but close enough. My name was a prophecy, as if my parents knew my future from birth.


Part of it was my face—the Face emerged from baby-fat when I was ten years old, smooth and sharp in all the right places. Despite a few scrapes and bruises, the Face only improved with age, like peaking wine. The Face stopped strangers in their tracks and made grown women felonious. When I was thirteen, my junior high school drama teacher seduced me in her pool after school; so all things considered, I have to count Ms. Jackson as my favorite teacher. When zit-infested classmates bemoaned their invisibility to the female gender, they were speaking an alien tongue.


Once I realized the power of the Face, my demeanor did the rest. No one ever thought of me as a child again, least of all me. I can wonder how my life would have been different without Ms. Jackson, but since I don’t have a time machine yet, there’s no point in trying to take myself back. Sex had never been a problem for me, even before I knew I wanted it.


Except that night in the suite of the Four Seasons Hotel with rapper Afrodite, when she was ready to see what there was beyond my face. To see if Ten Hardwick lived up to his porn-perfect name. And at that moment, my qualifications lay lifeless across my thigh.


I was twenty-seven and speechless. All I could do was blink and stammer.


“Sometimes I bug out before a show,” she said. “Performance pressure.”


I blinked some more, and a three-alarm fire scorched my face. If I had been anybody else and she had been anybody else, I could have laughed and played it off, enlisting the tongue tricks I first practiced with Ms. Jackson. But I wasTen Hardwick, and this wasAfrodite. Sweat appeared on my upper lip. All sanity had left the world. It was a genuine existential crisis, reinforced by all of my father’s predictions about how I’d never turn out to be shit.If I can’t…CAN’T…


When she reached for my limpness, my stammering became an apology. But Serena grabbed me, a gentle clasp. “Hey, baby, just sit still,” she said. Then, she bent over me and practiced a few tongue tricks of her own. Problem solved.


They say you never forget your first. In a way, Serena Johnston was mine.


Serena’s master bedroom at Casanegra was bigger than the Four Seasons suite, with a balcony overlooking the city and a California King bed big enough for a family. Her walls were bare except for one of her concert posters. More striking emptiness. More of her absence. But she didn’t walk me out to the balcony or show off what was sure to be a luxurious master bath. Instead, she climbed out of her clothes, and I followed her lead. Except for that first time, we were always most comfortable when we were naked together, the way most people feel when they put their clothes back on.


I couldn’t see any signs of the past five years on Serena’s delicious little body. She was petite but thick-muscled, with strong arms and shoulders, and a luscious C-cup to give shade to a waistline that spread out into smooth, ample hips. Her ass was solid enough to knock someone unconscious. She’d had a bikini wax, the Brazilian kind, so she was as bare as a woman could get. The sight of her was pure privilege.


“Damn,”she said, stealing the word from my mind. “You look good, T.”


No repeat history this time. I’d been ready for her as soon as we started climbing the stairs. I was so hard, I plowed into the soft of her belly when I pulled her close to me. I kissed her, massaging her arms from the shoulders down to the wrists. Our tongues wrestled before I sucked her, syrup-sweet, into my mouth. She surrendered.


“You remember what I want,” I said.


With a smile, Serena sat at the edge of her bed. Like a dancer, she raised her bare leg, delicately angling her soft, tiny foot toward me. I lowered myself to my knees, kneading her heel and sole. Heaven. Serena’s feet felt as if she’d never walked a day barefoot. Her toes beckoned me, wiggling. Holding my prize with both hands, I slipped her toes into my mouth and nestled my tongue between them, sucking. Even Serena’s foot was sweet. I’m a foot man. I can suck on pretty toes from dawn until dusk.


“Ooh, you’re still freaky, T.”


First, the appetizer. Next, dessert.


“Spread your legs,” I said.


Every woman tastes different, and men are lying if they say every flavor is good. But Serena had always been like candy, a combination of sweet and tart. Spiced honey, like her voice. Her thighs seemed to guard her honey jar at first, but after my tongue’s first few flicks, I felt those hard muscles relax. Her knees gave a tremor, but not like the tremor outside Roscoe’s. This was the good kind.


My ears brushed her thighs as my tongue bathed her, licking wide at first, then with precise darts to nudge open the warm folds of her skin. I flurried until I felt the first bath of her juices. Serena’s fingernails became claws across my shoulders.


“Oh, shit, shit,shit…” she hissed.


Guys, let me school you on head: Do not treat a clitoris like someone would treat your penis. It’s the most sensitive place on a woman—probably on the human body, period—and it doesn’t need yanking or bullying. It’s a snail in a shell that needs a little coaxing to swell and stick its head out. There is no end to its shudders, given the right tending. I’ve turned women on until they can’t walk right, as if they’re carrying a grapefruit between their legs. Unlocking a woman’s passion is like cracking a safe. When I feel that responsiveness budding—when her hips begin to buck and my chin is drenched—I don’t let it go. I go back to the same spots, again and again. There’s an invisible alphabet down there, and all I have to do is spell her name with the tip of my tongue. S-E-R-E-N-A.


Serena’s thigh muscles locked across my ears when she let out her first shriek, muffling the sound.That’s one, I thought. If I couldn’t get half a dozen screams out of Serena before we got down to business, I was doing something wrong.


“Wait,” she said. “It’s my turn.”


Except for that first time, Serena had never gone down on me. I figured she was one of those women who will give head only when obligated, but I was wrong. After I lay beside her, she nuzzled my orbs with her tongue, taking her time as she savored one and then the other, weighing me in her mouth. Then, the moist tip of her tongue teased its way upward, following the trail of a swollen vein. Sparks shot through me, and my back arched. Her lips came next, fleshy and wet, the entrance to a cavern. I gritted my teeth as I pushed against the softness at the back of her throat. My thoughts swam. Her mouth pulled slowly back, her tongue wrapping me in a slow circle as she retreated. Then, she drew me inside her throat again, locking me tight in her mouth’s urgent caress. The glow under my navel surged, coiled and ready.


I don’t make noise in bed—I pride myself on it, unless it’s for show—but Serena’s mouth made me groan, sigh, and groan again. Each new stroke was a surprise, with exact repetition where it mattered and enough variation to keep my tide rising. Maybe she was spelling out my name, too. Maybe she was growling my name, and her throat’s subsonic trembling transmitted a message directly to my spine, bypassing my thinking centers altogether.


Gently, I rested my hand on top of her mussed hair. “You better stop,” I said.


She gave me a lusty grin. “You sure?” she said, her lips bobbing against me like a dog unwilling to let go of a meaty bone.


“I want to be inside you,” I said.


Standard dialogue in my script, but this time the words surfaced on their own. Idid want to be inside her. The realization startled me. I hadn’t felt this hungry for a woman in a long time. I could hardly remember when, unless I thought all the way back to Ms. Jackson’s swimming pool, but that memory had a bad smell to it. Not this time. This felt clean.


Serena’s hairless skin was so slick, gliding inside her was like discovering an extension of my own flesh, a new limb. Most women feel tight because I’m so thick, but Serena was a different level altogether, cleaving to me with so much pressure that I forgot to breathe. I locked my arms above her, steadying myself, sure to angle my pelvis against her so I was rubbing her naked clitoris, too—but gently, leaving room for it to breathe between strokes. Leaving room for it to grow.


I stared at Serena’s face. Her eyes had fallen shut, and all the worry had washed away. Her chin was pointing skyward, anticipating the next current of pleasure. I didn’t want to disappoint her, so I pulled back four inches and burrowed into her again. She opened deeper for me this time, welcoming me, and our pelvises locked. I cupped her waist in my palm, positioning our bodies so I would poke the spot deep inside her that would unlock the prize every woman’s body kept hidden.The spot.


I hit it. Serena cried out, and her body rained gratitude, quivering.


The room was cool, but I was sweating. Perspiration dripped from my nose, washing her breast. I bent my head to suck the moisture away, and her nipple was as big and solid as a marble against my tongue. Serena wrapped her legs around me, her fingernails gliding across my ass, tickling first, then digging harder. She probed with her index finger, playing with the perspiration dripping between my cheeks.


“Yes, Ten…Fuck me.”


And I did, as long as I could stave off release in her body’s merciless embrace. But I wasn’t counting her screams, measuring her breaths, or reciting my favorite lines from old television shows. My thoughts were gone. The room was all heat, sweat, motion, and pleasure. I wanted to seep into her skin and get lost in there.


Was this how people felt when they were making love?


“Shit, Ten. Yes, that’s it. That’sit.”


A hurricane roared through me, hot pleasure burning away flesh, bone, thought itself. Then, it was done, almost a foggy memory already. Slowly, sound and sight and sensation returned. Serena nestled on my arm for a time, and maybe we dozed. But the next thing I knew, her eyes were wide open, staring at me as she played with the hair on my chest. Her worry was back.


The light outside was bright. The day had hardly begun.


“I have a lot to do, baby,” she whispered. “You know how it is. I’ll call you a cab to get you back to your car.”


I’ll admit it, I was disappointed. I don’t know what I expected—or if I expected anything—but I didn’t want to go so soon. Still, I knew arguing would be a waste of breath. I’ve made a home on the other side of that argument, and there’s no such thing as winning. Once that door is closed, it’s closed.


“Why don’t you come back Friday night?” she said.


I didn’t want to be as relieved as I was. I didn’twant to want anything. My head was floating away from me, and I didn’t like the feeling.


“We’ll see.”


“Please? Don’t you make me beg.”


I nodded. “OK. Friday night. But only if I can cook you dinner.”


“I’ve missed your cooking, T.”


I’d almost forgotten that I used to cook for Serena. One of my extras.


So, that was all. I put on my clothes, she called me a cab, and we kissed good-bye at her door, in front of the elaborate fountain and circular driveway on her hilltop estate that had cost more money than I could dream about.


I was in such a good mood, even the cabbie noticed it. He was a hairy, thickset man with a mustache and a Greek name, Micolas. “Life is good, no?” the cabbie said to me in his rearview mirror, hoping to share vicariously in my fortune.


I couldn’t help smiling. I had a business card promising some work in my back pocket, a dinner date for Friday night, and a memory worth keeping. “Yeah. Life is good.”


I didn’t tell him the real reason I was celebrating. I’d just had sex with Serena Johnston,Afrodite, and she hadn’t paid me for it. Not a cent. She hadn’t even slipped me a twenty for cab fare. I was just a man, and she was just a woman. Time was, I would have walked away with an easy ten grand in my pocket after an encounter like that with Serena. My usual fee, on Tennyson Hardwick’s infamous sliding scale. Before I quit the game, of course.


Ten grand would take me a long way. Ten grand would pad my bank account, pay some of my father’s doctor bills, and stand me upright.


But ten grand was nothing compared to coasting down Mulholland Drive with the prospect of work with my clothes on, and a dinner date on Friday. I left Serena’s with a feeling ten grand couldn’t buy.


 


The way I spent the rest of my afternoon would become significant later, so I’ll spell it out for the record.


After I left Serena’s, I went to a cattle-call audition at Raleigh Studios on Melrose, across the street from the gated kingdom of Paramount. I stood in line for two hours shooting the shit with the brothers with theater degrees, including one I thought I remembered from my classes at the Lee Strasberg Institute. They were complaining about how all the good roles are going to rappers. That audition was a waste of my time, but when my bank account gets low, I try out for roles I’d ordinarily consider beneath me. I guess it shows; I never get callbacks for the most pathetic parts. Three blank stares from the casting table, and a curt “Thank you” halfway through the reading. I hate that shit.


Even though my body and clothes still smelled like Serena, the hours I had spent with her—and the lingering sizzle left by her fingers across my skin—felt like an episode of my own personalTwilight Zone, a day from someone else’s life. When I got to my silver BMW 325 convertible, which I’d paid cash for back when I could afford to, I put in my first call to Devon Biggs at Casanegra Productions. His chipper assistant took a message and sounded sincere about having him get right back to me, asking for my homeand mobile numbers. Could Serena have already mentioned my name? That got me smiling again. I could already tell I was going to like the short line.


To celebrate my friendly treatment by an assistant—in this town, you learn to celebrate even the teensiest victories—I decided to splurge and spend ten bucks to see a movie and buy a small popcorn at the Playhouse, a second-run movie theater not too far from where I live in the Hollywood Hills. I saw an old Sonny Chiba martial arts movie,Sister Streetfighter, which is really a rip-off, because the Man barely appears in it, and doesn’t do his patented psycho–Bruce Lee bit at all. I hang out at the theater almost every weekend, and the guys know me. Later, they would all vouch that I was there between six and eight-thirty. I wish I’d stayed for the double feature, but I didn’t. Instead I went home. Alone.


The Friday-night snake of traffic on the one-lane canyon road leading to my house was coiled tighter than usual, so it took me thirty minutes to make a ten-minute drive. By the time I got to 5450 Gleason Street, I was ready to hibernate for the night.


My neighborhood is one of those in the hills with narrow streets, houses stacked on top of each other, and five steps from the curb to the front door. But I love my house.Love it. I might not be hooked up like Denzel or Serena, but I have a bomb crib.


The house was designed in a New Mexico adobe-style, with a pale clay façade and very few front windows, a fortress. But that’s as far as any consistency goes. The house was originally a sixteen-hundred-square-foot bungalow, but the previous owner added on floors and wings whenever her stocks split, building a five-thousand-square-foot architectural hybrid. Maybe that’s what I like best about the house; it’s unpredictable, and it isn’t always pretty. There’s even a small hidden room, just because. It doesn’t get any better thanthat.


Being pauper-poor doesn’t sting nearly so badly when you can walk through the doors of a home you’re not ashamed to claim. My crib is assessed at between $2 and $2.5 million, depending on the day. That’s not saying much by Southern California standards, and paying the taxes is a struggle by itself, but Tennyson Hardwick lives well.


Still, that’s not the reason I love it so much. A house’s soul doesn’t rest in how it looks or how much it cost, but in how it makes you feel. Just like Luther (rest his soul) said in his song,A house is not a home. But mine is. Maybe it’s the first home I’ve ever had.


That’s why it pissed me off so much that my father had never come to visit me—sight unseen, he decided the house was the result of “ill-gotten gains.” Yes, that’s really how he talks. Hell, maybe he was right. But although some people may consider it ill-gotten that I started out as a house-sitter and never paid a cent to buy it, 5450 Gleason Street had been mine free and clear for four years.


The mailbox was overflowing, but I didn’t bother checking it. Nothing but junk. I lived without a permanent address for so long that I never took up the habit of receiving mail at the house. Anyone who needed to find me could use the PO Box listed on my card, the same one I’d had for a decade. I like the idea that most people don’t know where to find me.


My short walkway is flanked by cactuses, which, like me, don’t invite touching and don’t need a lot of fussing and tending.


Anyone who’s determined can look up the old real estate records, but I don’t divulge the name of the previous owner. I have my faults, but lack of discretion isn’t one of them. Let’s call her Alice. I met Alice a long time ago, toward the end of her career and the beginning of mine, soon after I met Serena. Alice was an actress; not the kind whose name and face got her good tables or invitations to preen on red carpets, but she worked steady for thirty-five years and survived Hollywood, which makes her a hero in my book. Like her house, she made it through all the earthquakes. Alice was older when she sought me out because she had an ego and her pride to maintain, and most men can’t see that a woman’s eyes are her most beautiful feature. At sixty, Alice’s hypnotic eyes fluttered like she was twenty-five, with thick lashes and a playful gleam. She was still a knockout, her Bikram yoga-toned body stubbornly refusing to sag and wither in the places you might expect. But when I think of Alice, I remember her eyes.


The front doorway is barely six feet high, custom-built to suit Alice’s tiny five-foot frame, but I haven’t changed it even though the top of my head brushes it when I walk through. And if I had to guess how much of everything in the house is Alice’s and how much is mine, it’s probably seventy-thirty Alice. Maybe eighty-twenty. She’s everywhere.


Sometimes I feel like I’m still house-sitting for her while she’s off on another adventure to Rome or Cairo, and her weathered voice will surprise me on the other end of a telephone one day:“Well, dear heart, I don’t know how you expect me to drink this cheap Chianti without your perfectly beautiful face to help me wash it down. It’s so thoughtless of you not to have surprised me at my hotel by now. But I trust you’re keeping an eye on the place and sleeping in my bed alone. I’ll be heartbroken if I come back and I find you’ve soiled my sheets with a stranger. You know I’m old-fashioned that way, sugar.” I can still hear Alice in my head.


I hadn’t seen Alice in two years when a certified letter told me that pneumonia had silenced that husky voice, leaving me her house and everything in it. Alice doesn’t live here anymore, but at the same time she always will. Most actresses have pictures of themselves prominently displayed everywhere, but Alice never did. I had to hunt to find any pictures of her, and the only one I found was from her run inRaisin in the Sun on Broadway in the 1960s, the performance she told me she was most proud of. She was more handsome than pretty; stocky, with smooth skin, a strong jaw, and those unchanged eyes. I keep that picture on my bedroom nightstand, and a curious visitor might ask me one day if the fiery woman in the picture is my mother. That was a common misconception when we traveled together, and it always made Alice peal with bad-girl laughter.


The rest of the house is crammed ceiling to floor with kitsch and show-business memorabilia, every inch covered with the footprints of successful careers. Alice was a race woman, so she rescued mammy dolls and old-school advertisements featuring fat-lipped coons whenever she found them in antique stores—“That’s a part of our history, too, honey,” she always said—but most of her shrine was to the people who followed her path beneath the stage lights. In the foyer, she hung her most precious possessions: signed movie posters fromA Raisin in the Sun, Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner, andIn the Heat of the Night. Alice was a huge Poitier fan—but then again, who wasn’t?


In the living room, there’s a three-sheet of Lena Horne fromThe Bronze Venus, a five-sheet of Dorothy Dandridge inCarmen Jones, and a cool poster for a movie I’ve never seen,The Decks Ran Red, with Dandridge and James Mason. “The true story of one girl on a crime ship!” it screams, over the image of a white sailor pawing at a beautiful woman. The woman looks pretty white, but I figure the studio execs were just keeping their race cards close to their narrow little chests.


I would need a catalogue to keep track of the posters, dolls, figurines, photographs, and movie programs that make up the treasure stashed inside 5450 Gleason. I keep promising myself I’ll start compiling one on a rainy afternoon.


That night, when I walked into my house, I thought,Serena would love my crib.


I never have visitors in my house, but suddenly I wanted to bring one.


At ten o’clock, after I ate the last of the paella I’d made over the weekend, I sat in the family room sipping a Corona. The platinum-gold lights of the San Fernando Valley streamed through my picture window while Sarah Vaughn sang on a crackling LP from Alice’s collection. I remember wondering what Serena Johnston was doing that very moment. I used to wonder the same thing about Alice across the sea.


Something floating in the wall-wide tropical tank beneath aHarlem Rides the Range poster caught my eye. I walked over to the tank, and in the bluish light saw two corpses: a neon and a tetra, bobbing in the filter bubbles.Damn, I thought, fishing them out with the little wire net. When I was house-sitting for Alice, I’d been great with the fish. Now that they were mine, they died off like summer sitcoms.


Burial at sea, then a return to my paella, which had cooled off and lost its flavor.


I couldn’t have picked a worse night to be alone.









THREE






HOPE REHABILITATIONCenter in West Covina wasn’t a hospital, with occasional curing to break up the monotony of misery; and it wasn’t a hospice, where the business of dying is up-front. Hope was a collection of beds in closet-sized rooms for people who weren’t likely to get better, whether they knew it or not. Whether they werecapable of knowing or not. And that’s where Dad had been sent after his stroke, to undergo physical therapy and lie in bed for endless hours to think about how much he hated what was left of his life.


On Tuesday, the day after Serena reappeared, I went to see Dad. The visits had started out daily, but by now they were stretching to every third day. Dad’s roster of retired LAPD buddies who dropped by to see him had shrunk fast after the first two weeks, so I knew I was the only visitor he was likely to get. Even with the bonus that Dad couldn’t mouth off at me—at least not yet—those visits were rough. I loaded up on Excedrin just to walk through Hope’s automatic doors.


I once worked for an A-list actress with two Pomeranians, and she used to send me with them to the vet whenever they got a sniffle or snagged a nail. Let’s just say that the staff at Wilshire Veterinary gave more of a collective shit about the welfare of Fluffy the cat or Tweetie the canary than I’d been able to detect from most of the staff at Hope Rehabilitation Center. They’re not bad people; just overworked, underpaid, and unwilling to invest themselves in a bunch of old people who would be dead by Christmas. I know there are better facilities out there, but this wasn’t one of them.


There are two systems you want to avoid at all costs: lock-up and long-term medical care. All in all, I’d rather be in jail.


“Good morning, beautiful,” I said to Marcela, one of Dad’s nurses, as I passed her in the hall. The statement was a lie start to finish—Marcela’s mustache was almost as coarse as mine—but I figured a little flirting might keep Dad from being overmedicated or outright forgotten.


“He’s doing great today,” Marcela said, leering at me with coffee-stained teeth.


I took that for what it was worth. Dad’s first roommate was “doing great” the day before he died, or so they told his daughter. The place is called Hope, after all.


I stopped in front of Dad’s door, room 106, and bowed my head with my ritual silent prayer that I would wake up from this nightmare. Then, I went inside.


Richard Allen Hardwick was alone in his semiprivate room, having outlived two roommates in fifteen days. His walls were the color of old oatmeal, and his television set was perpetually set toJudge Judy or anybody else with a black robe and a gavel. His only joy anymore was in the dispensing of justice, even trite justice. The remote control never left his clawlike hand, and his King James Bible on the nightstand was always open to the Book of Proverbs. The only things that changed were whether he was asleep or awake, whether he smelled like piss or didn’t, whether he looked at me or pretended I wasn’t there. I think Dad resented my coming by as much as I resented being there.


But what could we do? We were all we had.


“How’s the therapy going?”


Dad didn’t blink, hanging on Judge Judy’s every word. Hecould talk if he wanted to, because I heard him spit out a few vulgarities at an orderly two weeks after his stroke. But his words were slurred, and the sound of his voice horrified him. I can’t say I blamed him, but the nurses told me his speech wouldn’t improve if he didn’t practice.


During my father’s willful silence, I studied his face and tried to remember what he used to look like. At seventy-five, his hale cheeks were deflated. His once-strong brow sagged with wrinkles, and the whites of his eyes were vein-webbed and yellowish. Somewhere in that drooping face resided the man who had retired as one of LAPD’s most decorated police captains—and he could have made chief somewhere else, if he’d been willing to leave LAPD politics behind. He had overseen more than three hundred men, had been responsible for more than seventeen square miles. Somewhere in that bed was the man who used to scare the hell out of me, and who might have kept me in line if he’d ever been at home.


Dad and I always had our problems—if someone had told him he’d have to raise his son alone, he’d rather I’d never come along, and we both knew it. Some people aren’t meant to raise children. For the record, I was a smart-assed, impossible kid who wanted no part of Dad’s disciplined way of life. But despite our differences, we might have been able to overlook them all if I hadn’t been locked up in ’99, booked at theHollywood precinct no less, his old command.


It’s a long story. Dad and I were running out of time to recover from that.


I watched TV with Dad a while, which was how I spent most of my visits. Sometimes it was almost painless. An hour, an hour and a half, and I could escape back to the world of people walking around on two legs—the temporarily abled,as Dad’s physical therapist liked to call us. Once I walked out of the doors, I could forget that Hope’s dour halls were killing my father. The stroke had only started the job.


But that day’s visit was going to be different. I’d made my decision, even if it took me a half-hour to actually say it. I was hoping I’d change my mind.


“OK, Dad, this is how it’s going to be,” I said when the next Verizon commercial came on, and my voice surprised him so much that his eyeballs shot my way. “This week, I’m getting you discharged and you’re coming to live with me at my place. Maybe tomorrow. On the days I can’t be around, you’ll have a nurse. I’m not going to hear any arguments. I won’t have you living in this shit-hole. You deserve better, man.”


His eyes went back to the TV. Dad liked to pretend his hearing was worse than it had been before the stroke, but he heard me. His index finger drummed the remote. When the next set of commercials came on, he reached for the pad beside his Bible.


He scrawled something with his left hand and tossed the pad my way. It took me a while to make out the words, since his writing was worse than his slur. Unfortunately for him, the stroke had messed up his right side, and he wasn’t a lefty.


Can’t afford,he’d said. A five-year-old’s scribble.


“You let me figure out what I can afford.”


Judge Judy ruled in favor of the plaintiff, and Dad changed the channel. Since he didn’t write me any other notes, it was settled. I didn’t know whether to be sad that he’d given in so easily or glad he was accepting my help.


I felt neither. Pissed was more like it. The situation made me mad as hell.


“OK, Dad, I’m out of here. I’ve got some calls to make.”


His eyes never left the TV. We’re a Hallmark card, Dad and me.


Still, I felt better leaving Hope Rehab Center than I had on any other visit. It wasn’t often that I got to do the right thing. It didn’t feel good, but it fit.


Until I got to 5450 Gleason and saw two guys who couldn’t be anything except plainclothes LAPD waiting outside my door, I thought I was having a decent day.


 


Here’s the thing about cops: I grew up around them. When my father had a barbecue or wanted to go to the beach, all the guys who came with their wives and kids were cops. In junior high, to make my dad happy, I joined the Future Police Officers’ Club. Hell, I got within two weeks of graduating from the police academy, but that’s another story from an earlier life. Maybe I didn’t really think I’d be driving around in a black-and-white one day—not on the good side of the mesh, anyway—but I know most cops are righteous. I’m not one of those people who secretly jabs cops the finger when one pulls up alongside me, and my foot doesn’t jam on the brakes when I see California Highway Patrol. Even after that run-in in ’99, when I could have been looking at a long stint behind bars on a bullshit beef, I’m not scared of cops.


And Iknew the guys waiting there beside my cactus garden, or at least I knew their names. I’m good with names, a leftover skill from my former line of work. The tall, ruddy one was O’Keefe, who’d given such a heartfelt toast at Dad’s retirement dinner that I’d felt a sting in my throat, wishing I’d known the guy he was talking about—the guy you could come to with any problem, who always made time for you. The Latino guy with the mustache was called Arnaz, another man I’d met at the dinner, whose name I remembered because ofI Love Lucy —but believe me, with his stick-thin build and pockmarked face, he looked nothing like Desi. They were both detectives from Hollywood division, where my father had retired as captain after thirty-five years on the force. Practically family.


O’Keefe and Arnaz met me with mournful eyes. I hadn’t run into either of these guys at Hope yet, so I figured they didn’t have the stomach to see my father. Coming to see me instead was the coward’s way out, but I didn’t blame them.


“Hey, guys,” I said. We all shook hands.


“Tennyson.” O’Keefe’s voice was hoarse, so he cleared his throat behind his fist. “How’s Preach?” That was Dad’s nickname. If my father hadn’t followed his calling into law enforcement, he would have been a minister. Maybe he always had been.


“Just saw him. Still surly.” I stopped short of mentioning that I planned to move Dad in with me, since I wasn’t ready for even an unsteady stream of well-wishing cops knocking on my door. I decided to dress up my report with the promise of a happily-ever-after. “He seems to be getting better, though. Bit by bit.”


Both of them thanked Mother Mary and the saints and mumbled excuses about why they hadn’t made it to see him yet. I reached for my keys to unlock the door, and they stepped aside for me, ready to follow me in. Technically, Iinvited them inside, they could say. I made it easy for the SOBs.


“So…is Dad up for another commendation? Somebody naming a youth center after him?” I hoped no sarcasm bled into my voice. I’d already attended two functions on Dad’s behalf, and nothing made me feel like a bigger fraud.


The look O’Keefe and Arnaz gave each other as we walked into my living room was my first hint that I’d screwed up. Cold, invisible talons squeezed my temples.


If you don’t know already, here’s Rule Number One: Never invite a cop inside. Even if they ask with a winning smile, never say,Sure, officer, come on in. OrSure, officer, take a look inside my glove compartment, knock yourself out. Not unless they have a warrant. Unfair as it seems, you don’t win points for thinking you have nothing to hide. You never know what they’re searching for, and you might have something just like it. There is nothing more dangerous than a clear conscience.


I watched the way their eyes studied my family room, and they weren’t admiring the décor or Dorothy Dandridge’s heart-stopping face. They weresniffing. O’Keefe’s eyes stayed rooted to the shirt I’d been wearing yesterday, left across my sofa. I could almost hear his brain’s neurons firing, making connections.


“Hey, man, what’s this about?”


“A body turned up on Sunset this morning,” O’Keefe said in a bland voice. “We think it might be someone you know.”


“It’s probably on the news by now,” Arnaz said. “You watch the news, Tennyson?”


“Not if I can help it. Who died?”


While they stood there in a calculated silence considering their strategy, I felt myselfknow. It was like crashing toward a waterfall in a flimsy raft, with nowhere to go but a long, long way down.


“A rapper.” O’Keefe saidrapper like most people would saycockroach. “You know a girl named Serena Johnston? She went by the name Afrodite.”


Went by.Past tense.


I didn’t say anything. Couldn’t have if I wanted to. There aren’t any good ways to hear about the death of someone you care about, someone you were intimate with so recently you could still smell her mix of sweat and jasmine on your skin, but this way was so wrong it was unholy. My ears rang.


“Yeah, so she’s dead, Tennyson.” Arnaz might have been trying to sound gentle, but he missed by a mile. He whipped out a notepad. “When did you see her last?”


“Serena’s…dead?” I felt confused, light-headed. Maybe I’d heard wrong.


O’Keefe showed me a crime photo, and my heart cracked in two at the sight of it.


Serena lay open-eyed on a sidewalk, her head nestled by a crumpled Coke can, a black plastic bag pulled across her shoulders like a shawl. Her skin was leeched of color, ashen and gray. Her beautiful lips, so recently loving, cradled bloodied teeth. I had to look away.


I could hear her voice, so vivid she might have been standing behind me:It shouldn’t surprise me, but it does. There’s always somebody trying to pull you down.


“Not a pretty sight,” O’Keefe said. “We found her in a plastic bag next to a Dumpster. Split skull. We’re guessing blunt trauma to the back of the head.” He pulled a small plastic baggie out of his coat pocket and dangled it in front of my nose. Inside, I saw my business card held captive. “This was all she had in her pocket.”


“So you can see why we wanted to talk to you,” Arnaz said. “Could you tell us when you saw her last?”


I was reeling, dizzy. Bad news and worse news, in the space of a minute. Serena was dead, and the police thought I was wrapped up in it somehow. I hadn’t seen Serena in five years, but a room full of people had seen us together the day she died. I felt the ringing in my ears stop, and everything snapped into clarity. I was in trouble.


“I ran into her at Roscoe’s Monday, before noon. We exchanged cards.”


“Which Roscoe’s?” Arnaz said, taking notes.


“Hollywood.”


“On Sunset?” Arnaz said, as if he didn’t pass Roscoe’s on Gower and Sunset a dozen times a day. As if there was another Roscoe’s in Hollywood. Instead of answering, I only stared.


O’Keefe gave me a crooked half-smile. “I’ve seen you in that commercial. You hanging with all the big rappers and movie stars now, Tennyson?”


In my mind, I told these two guys to fuck off and get the hell out of my house. But instead, I heard myself speaking in a dutiful monotone. “We were friends before she hit it big. We knew each other a long time ago.”


“And that’s it?” Arnaz said. “You ran into your old friend. ‘Hey, here’s my card.’ Then what?”


“Then, nothing. She left, and I left.” My first lie, but discretion is a hard habit to break. Remembering Serena’s smile in her bedroom, then the horrible photo of her corpse and those bloody teeth, I felt sick to my stomach. “You guys need to go.”


“Can we ask the nature of your relationship, Tennyson?” O’Keefe said.


The thin line between love and hate is no joke—Dad’s only injuries on patrol were on domestic calls—so you don’t want to be the boyfriend or husband of a murdered woman. There’s no faster way to be anointed Number One Suspect.


I met O’Keefe’s gaze squarely in the gray eyes beneath his hefty brow, trying to find the space where we were just two men talking, like we did at Dad’s retirement dinner—two people who loved someone in common.Hey man, back off. I know you have a job to do, but you just knocked the wind out of me. Give me some time. “She had some acting work for me. She was a friend who’d made it. I was proud of her. We were supposed to have dinner Friday. I guess I’ll never know the nature of our relationship.”


It was more than I wanted to say, but the photo of Serena had knocked me off-balance, just as they’d intended. I don’t shed tears in front of anyone unless it’s for a part, but that day brought me the closest I’d come since I was ten. Only pure will kept my eyes dry. These were not people I could grieve with.


Yeah, so she’s dead, Tennyson. Ho-hum. Another dead rapper out with the trash.


Deadis a blunt, ugly word. Dad’s stroke was one kind of shock, but I’d been waiting for something to happen to him for years. Serena’s death cut harder and deeper. The world lost some of its sheen that day. Even the air tasted different; bitter and sour and heavy, a toxin I wished I didn’t have to bother breathing.


O’Keefe backed down, giving me his card in a flash of white. “Call me in the morning, first thing. We need you to come in and talk to us. Maybe you know more than you think you do.” Being Preach Hardwick’s son won me that much courtesy, at least.


“Every lead helps, Tennyson,” Arnaz said, winking.Just fucking with you, man.


I nodded.


O’Keefe squeezed my shoulder so hard that it hurt. “We’ll get the asshole who did this. Give our best to Preach.”


I almost took back my lie right then. Almost told them what was none of their business about Serena and me. Like I said, I grew up around cops. They think lies are like roaches; they see one, and they’re convinced they’ll uncover a nest of them. Anything else you say is a waste of breath; I learned that from Dad. I wanted to tell the truth.


But Serena was dead. Worse than dead: Somebody had killed her.


All my words were gone.
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