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Canary

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
New L.A. Woman

         
         Her favorite time, her favorite place. Nighttime on Sunset—the vibe, the opportunists, the neon signs throwing dreamy color.
            Everything about it made her feel alive. And at twenty-four, Kitty wanted to feel alive. It was why she had moved here.
         

         
         She put her skateboard beneath her and rolled, breathing warm, tainted air. A smile—as wide and sweet as a slice of orange—broke
            across her face. She smelled exhaust, peppered steak, vape perfumes, a blend of colognes. A street performer played “What
            a Fool Believes” and high-fived her between chord changes. Her wheels thumped off the sidewalk.
         

         
         Kitty Rae had been in Los Angeles four months. It still moved her, and her heart still made a hopeful, tinkling sound when
            she walked. She’d gone from waiting tables to bartending to selling Jell-O shots at Spearmint Rhino, all within a space of
            eleven weeks, then Kris “Sly Boy” Streeter had discovered her. Sly Boy was not the talent scout she’d been hoping for, but
            he lined her pockets in exchange for easy work. It was a start.
         

         
         It also allowed her to move out of shared lodgings in MacArthur Park to a smaller—but all hers!—apartment in Silver Lake. It was several steps shy of the L.A. residence she’d imagined for herself, but she loved being on the third floor, where the rugged, hypnotically moving tops of the fan palms were at eye level. Even better was
            the way the setting sun caught her street and splashed the buildings with mauves and oranges. Passion Hour, she called it,
            even though it lasted only minutes, seven at the most.
         

         
         Where I live, she’d posted on Instagram, beneath a photograph of her street draped in those rich colors. Her friends back in Louisville
            had commented: OMFG!! and, Sweeeeeet!! and, Yo still Kentucky bitch. Her mama—whose cheekbones Kitty had inherited, as well as her propensity to dream—had added, So beautiful babygurl but have U met any CELEBRITIES yet??

         
         Well . . .

         
         She’d seen Caitlyn Jenner at a photo shoot at the Getty, and Ezra Faustino arguing with a valet attendant outside a restaurant
            in North Hollywood (“I will fuck the fuck out of your shit!” Mr. Faustino had screamed). All that was lit, but what was totally lit was the fact that she lived opposite—opposite—Luke Kingsley.
         

         
         Mama: Who?

         
         Luke Kingsley, the troubled star of Ventura Knights and A Bullet Affair. Kitty told her mama this but Mama didn’t know those movies, so Kitty told her what Luke Kingsley was really famous for.
         

         
         Mama: Oh shit!

         
         He’d gone from a beautiful house in Sherman Oaks to a two-bedroom mission revival in Silver Lake. Kitty could stand at her
            window and look down into Luke’s living room—could see him watching TV in his boxers and eating Cap’n Crunch right out of
            the box. And okay, it wasn’t as cool as smoking weed with Seth Rogen or bumping beautifuls with Jamie Foxx, but—like working
            for Kris “Sly Boy” Streeter—it was a start.
         

         
          

         Kitty picked up the goods from the trunk of a Cadillac parked in Norma Triangle (same Caddy every time, different location), then took a bus to East Hollywood and went to work. Twenty minutes in, she made Angelo’s drop: an ounce of crystal packed into the false bottom of a Starbucks cup, tossed into a trash can outside Slick’s Coin-Op Laundry on Melrose. Angelo’s boy arrived moments later. He dug through the trash can and removed the drop. Kitty snapped a photo from across the street—making like she was taking a selfie, although there was no reason for her, or anyone, to take a selfie in this neighborhood. She needed the photo, though, as proof the pickup had been made. Kitty had no dealings
            with the money side of things. She delivered the goods, that was all. She supposed Ruben—Sly Boy’s muscle, a man-shaped iron
            girder—collected, and God help the cranker who didn’t pay.
         

         
         Kitty pocketed her phone, put her board beneath her, and skated away. She’d pushed once—rolled maybe ten feet—when Angelo
            stepped out from the doorway of Gray’s Marketplace, right in front of her, and she would’ve taken a spill if he hadn’t grabbed
            her upper arm.
         

         
         She flipped the front of her board up, caught it in her right palm while trying to pull her left arm loose. But Angelo dug
            his fingers in and grinned.
         

         
         “You gotta be more careful, girl.”

         
         His real name was Salvador Gallo, but he had earned the nickname Angelo because of his soft black curls and doll-like good
            looks. He’d appeared in commercials for Gap and Tommy Hilfiger in the early 2000s, and was a semi-regular on the short-lived
            ABC sitcom Almost Always. Then his drug usage went from recreational to obscene, and that was the end of his career. Now his curls were laced with
            dirt and he had black grooves between his teeth. There was a canker on the side of his nose that never healed.
         

         
         “Hands off, Angelo.”

         
         “Or what?”

         
         Sly Boy had warned her not to engage with the buyers. “Every degree of separation is a degree that will keep you out of prison,” he’d said. “You don’t want these people getting to know you. They will fuck you over if they get the chance.” Most of Kitty’s drops were clean. No contact. But a buyer would surface on occasion, assuming their presence was welcome. 

         
         Angelo, for example: “Why you always so quick to be gone? Don’t you know we could have a good time, me and you? We could take
            in the city. Do it all.”
         

         
         She pulled her arm, but he held on.

         
         “I know a man can get that face on the cover of a magazine. You want that, girl?” The lesion on his nose looked wet and sore
            in streetlight. “Your face on the cover of a magazine?”
         

         
         “Just get your dirty fucking—”

         
         Angelo suddenly let go, his hands raised like someone had pointed a .45 at him. It had nothing to do with Kitty struggling
            to free her arm, or anything she said, and everything to do with the sage-green Mustang—vintage Detroit muscle—cruising toward
            them. It slowed as it approached. The passenger window buzzed down and Kitty saw the Viking for the first time. He was comfortably
            into his twenties, ugly-handsome, with a crooked nose and narrow forehead. His long beard was fashioned into two points, a
            darker shade of blond than the hair that fell to his shoulders.
         

         
         Kitty heard Angelo say, “Shit,” under his breath, then he turned and ran—bumped into an older lady, who called him a son of
            a bitch in Spanish and swiped at him with her purse. Angelo was out of range, though, scooting along Melrose with his dirty
            curls bouncing.
         

         
         The Mustang voiced an oily, predatory snarl and rumbled on. Kitty watched its taillights for a moment, then skated to her next drop. And that should have been that. End of scene. Fade to black. Except she saw the Mustang again not forty minutes later, at a red light on Beverly. Kitty put it down to coincidence, but logged it. She made her delivery (an eight-ball stuffed into a Taco Bell wrapper) at a nearby bus stop, photographed the pickup, and checked her backpack. Three drops remaining, then home. 

         
         A third sighting of the Mustang—on Sunset this time, ten minutes from her apartment—put her on alert, which developed into
            a deeper concern when the vehicle started following, then drew alongside her. It matched her speed for fifty yards, give or
            take, with Kitty looking dead ahead, playing it cool. Maybe the driver would get bored and floor it if she didn’t react. Instead,
            the passenger window rolled down and the Viking’s voice rose above the engine’s steady rumble.
         

         
         “You can really shift on that thing.”

         
         Kitty ignored him. She zigzagged between pedestrians, lithe as a ribbon. Farther along Sunset, a siren whooped three times,
            like the call of some exotic bird, and acoustic music strummed from a late-night café.
         

         
         “I’d like to talk to you,” the Viking said. “If you have a moment.”

         
         “I don’t.” Now Kitty looked over. “And stop following me.”

         
         Was he an undercover cop? Had he been watching her all night, or for weeks, and was now moving in for the bust? Kitty didn’t think so. She’d be more likely to get busted at the beginning of her route,
            with a backpack full of product. Or maybe they wanted to use her in a different way—to take down Sly Boy, perhaps. But even
            then, they would arrest her first, then turn up the heat.
         

         
         No, she wasn’t getting a cop vibe. The Viking image didn’t fit, nor the late sixties ride. And although Kitty couldn’t see
            the driver sitting beside him, she could see his hands on the wheel. They were covered in tattoos—too much visible ink for a cop, even one deeply undercover.
         

         
         “C’mon.” The Viking smiled. Maybe he didn’t mean to disarm her, but he did. He had a charming smile. “Two minutes. That’s all I need.”
         

         
         If he wasn’t a cop, then his business was on the other side of the thin blue line. A pusher, perhaps, or a pimp. A lawbreaker,
            for sure, and one of renown, judging by the way Angelo had taken to his heels.
         

         
         “Not interested,” Kitty said. The Micheltorena intersection was just ahead, where she’d usually turn right, skateboard partway
            up the hill, then hang a left onto her street. She wasn’t going to lead these goons to her apartment, though, which meant
            she had to lose them.
         

         
         “I don’t give up easily,” the Viking persisted. “Also, I’m not following, I’m scouting.”
         

         
         Two options: she could skate through a late-night store, exit via the back door, and shake them in the narrow residential
            streets north of Sunset. But even if she managed to give them the slip, how long before that old muscle car pulled alongside
            her again? They knew her face, after all . . . her route.
         

         
         Her second option—to put a serious scare on the motherfuckers—would be more effective.

         
         Kitty once saw Ruben Osterfeld take out three guys without losing a drop of sweat. She didn’t know him as well as she knew
            Sly Boy, but he’d passed along his number in case she ran into trouble on the streets. “You look like you can take care of
            yourself, but if you need some heavyweight backup . . .” Ruben was a former UFC contender who’d taken Prince Santana the distance
            in the Octagon, and Kitty was grateful—now more than ever—to have him listed in her contacts.
         

         
         She hopped off her board, pulled her phone from the back pocket of her jeans. The Mustang slowed to a crawl, then picked up
            speed and turned north on Micheltorena. The angry sound of its muffler faded into the Silver Lake ambience. It would return,
            though. Kitty was sure of it.
         

         
         No answer from Ruben. Voice mail.

         
         “Shit.”

         
         Fusion 44—Sly Boy’s jazz club—was a few blocks north of the lake in Echo Park. Kitty could be there in fifteen minutes. Sly Boy preferred his runners didn’t drop by unannounced (he didn’t do any business at the club; it was strictly for jazz) but that was where she’d likely find Ruben. And if not, Sly Boy would know
            how to handle the Viking.
         

         
         Kitty turned her board around and rolled down Sunset. She slowed where the pedestrian traffic was heavier, weaving between
            groups of people, sometimes hopping the curb and skating the bike lane. Her heart jumped. Small tears flashed from the corners
            of her eyes. Cool under pressure had always been one of her superpowers—the Coolest Kitty in the City, her girls back in Louisville
            always said—but this had set her on edge.
         

         
         The Mustang passed her, circled, then passed her again.

         
         “Motherfucker,” she hissed. “What is your problem?”
         

         
         Ten minutes of this, then she committed to the bike lane, blazing through every intersection. Traffic stopped for her—abruptly.
            She was nearly hit by a city bus at one point. It swerved across the bike lane to make its stop and she leaned a hard left,
            seeing nothing but the full-moon shine of its headlights. She ollied onto the sidewalk, caromed off a parking meter, and wiped
            out. Kitty knew how to fall, though, and how to get back up. She did so now, brushing grit from her grazed elbow, then retrieved
            her skateboard and ran the rest of the way.
         

         
         El Picador Avenue, seventy yards of blacktop edged with magnolia trees and trash, home to office and apartment buildings,
            a yoga studio called Nirvana Flow, and Fusion 44. Its peacock-blue awning reached over the sidewalk like a sheltering wing.
            Frankie, the bouncer, stood outside, impressive in stature, disinterested in demeanor. He barely looked at Kitty as she swept
            inside.
         

         
         The bar area was illuminated by soft yellow globes, but everywhere else was dipped in mood lighting. There were maybe twenty patrons sitting at tables in front of the stage, where a trio dressed in white suits played crime jazz. A half dozen more bodies propped up the bar. Kitty recognized Cal Schifrin, one of Sly Boy’s new hires. He took care of the books, but he could also take care of himself. 

         
         “Should you be here, Kitty?” he asked. “I didn’t see your name on the list.”

         
         “Looking for Ruben.” Kitty breathed heavily and wiped sweat from beneath her eyes. “I got some creep following me. I didn’t
            want to lead him to my apartment.”
         

         
         “Ruben’s with the boss. He’ll be down soon.”

         
         “I’ll wait.” And to the bartender: “Water, please. Lots of ice.”

         
         She was halfway through her drink when the Viking entered the club. He stood out, even in the gloom, a tall guy—six-two, easily—wrapped
            in lean muscle, an ornate tattoo on the left side of his neck. More dark ink decorated his forearms. He noticed Kitty and
            smiled, twisting the prongs of his beard.
         

         
         “Shit,” Kitty said. “That’s him.”

         
         “That fucking guy?”

         
         The Viking’s driver stood just behind and to the left of him. He was thick-bodied and looked dangerous, as if missing a critical
            element that made him all the way human. An animal—a jackal, maybe—that would eat his own young to stay alive.
         

         
         Cal put his drink down and got to his feet. “I’ll take care of this prick,” he said, striding past Kitty with his chest puffed
            out. Cal had once told Kitty that he used to train SWAT team members in close-quarters combat.
         

         
         He and the Viking met at the end of the bar. Kitty might have heard their brief conversation, had the band been between numbers.
            Not that she needed to hear anything. Cal gestured toward the door. You’re not welcome here. Kindly leave. The Viking twisted his beard and nodded toward Kitty. Not going anywhere. I want to talk to her. Cal said something else, puffing his chest out a little more. He prodded the Viking with his finger, which ended all dialogue. 

         
         The driver stepped forward and drove his fist into Cal’s face. It was a quick attack, and devastating. Cal’s nose broke open
            with a staccato pop. He wobbled on his heels and raised one hand, perhaps in some feeble attempt at defense, or to cry uncle.
            Whatever it was, it didn’t work. The driver grabbed him by the hair and introduced his face to the wall. Not once, but three
            times. The impacts were solid enough to halt the band. A flower of Cal’s blood bloomed on the rustic brickwork. One of his
            teeth hit the barroom floor and skated all the way to where Kitty was standing.
         

         
         “Ain’t that some unhappy shit,” the pianist grumbled into his microphone.

         
         The driver let go of Cal, who dropped into a loose heap, his days of eating solid food behind him, much like his days of training
            SWAT team members in close-quarters combat. His face was a broken mess.
         

         
         The Viking examined his fingernails—indifferent, cool—and tipped Kitty a wink. At that point, Sly Boy and Ruben appeared,
            bursting in from the back of the club where Sly Boy kept an office. Kitty wanted to vault the bar and hide. Shit was about
            to go down, and it wouldn’t just be unhappy. There would be guns. There would be bodies.
         

         
         Or so she thought.

         
         Instead, Sly Boy adopted a cautious posture, his eyes peeled to full circles. “What the fuck, Johan?” he said, and uttered
            a nervous laugh. Even Ruben appeared reluctant to venture too far forward. He looked like a scared two-hundred-and-sixty-pound
            boy.
         

         
         “Kris,” Johan said calmly. “It’s been a while. You look good.”

         
         “Yeah, it’s been . . .” He shook his head, getting back on track. “What the fuck, man?”

         
         Johan—the Viking—gave his beard another twist, then pointed at Kitty. “Her.” He offered his disarming smile. “I want just a moment with her.” 

         
         All eyes on Kitty. She stood in the yellow light, her legs trembling. “I didn’t do shit.” She looked from Sly Boy to Johan,
            then back to Sly Boy. “I’ve never seen this guy before. He just started following me.”
         

         
         “Scouting,” Johan corrected her. “This is Los Angeles, after all, where fortune favors the ruthless.”

         
         An uncharacteristic hush descended on the club, broken only by creaking chairs and Cal’s tuneless wheezing. Some of the patrons
            had vacated, but most were old jazz guys. They’d seen this—and worse—before. They looked put out, if anything, that their
            evening’s entertainment had been interrupted.
         

         
         Sly Boy nodded at Kitty—more with his eyes than with his head. Kitty frowned, not certain she understood the gesture. He clarified.

         
         “Go,” he said.

         
         “Go?”

         
         “With him.”

         
         “No.” A coldness washed through her. It had the paradoxical effect of increasing her jitters, yet making her firmer inside.
            “I don’t want to.”
         

         
         Sly Boy turned his lips down. He swallowed hard, straightened his sleeves—impeccably arranged, as always. The eight-hundred-dollar
            haircut. The suit from the House of Bijan. It was all about outward appearance with Sly Boy, but was there anything inside?
         

         
         “It’s easier for everyone,” he whispered, “if you go willingly.”

         
         He had educated Kitty about not talking to the customers, distancing herself from trouble, maintaining the degrees of separation
            that would keep her out of prison. She had thought him savagely smart, but maybe he was just gutless. Either way, Kitty no
            longer felt protected by Sly Boy, or by Ruben “take my number” Osterfeld.
         

         
         She left the club with the Viking, feeling suddenly and overwhelmingly alone.

         
          

         Johan Fly exuded strength and confidence, and Kitty, to her surprise, felt safe in the short time they were together. They
            walked down to Sunset, then slowly east. Johan talked about how his father had crossed the ocean in 1977, from Denmark, and
            was now one of the wealthiest men in the city. He said that it had been that way with his people, his bloodline, for hundreds
            of years. They traveled to foreign lands. They took what they wanted. They prospered.
         

         
         “What about you, Kitty?”

         
         “What about me?”

         
         “What do you want?” Johan had stopped, framed in that moment by a towering ficus tree. He looked similarly robust, with his carved, narrow
            forehead and skewed nose. “Wait, no. Let me guess. You’re new to the city, flew in from—oh, that accent—somewhere in the South,
            but not too far south. Virginia, maybe. Or Kentucky. Mama’s back home, missing her little girl. But she’s proud of you, Kitty, chasing
            your dreams in L.A. And it could happen at any moment. That skin, those cheekbones. It’s just a matter of time before somebody
            discovers you. Then you’ll show everyone back in Jerkwater, Virginia, how high you can climb.”
         

         
         Kitty opened her mouth to respond, but a bubble of emotion had risen into her throat. She managed to breathe. Only breathe.

         
         “All those hopes and dreams.” Johan spread his arms, then drew them in slowly. “Yet here you are, with a backpack full of
            junk, skating from trash can to trash can.”
         

         
         His assessment was close, but it wasn’t that neat a trick. Clearly, he was familiar with the streets and the people who worked them so knew that she was fresh on the scene. Her accent had a southern flavor, but it wasn’t deep-fried. Virginia/Kentucky was an educated (or lucky) guess. And what pretty person didn’t arrive in Los Angeles without at least one eye on the stars? 

         
         Still, he’d evoked emotion, partly resentment at being packaged into such a trite little box, mainly a blue, singing disappointment
            in herself.
         

         
         “Is that what this is about?” she asked. “Why you followed me—stalked me—from Melrose Avenue? Why your boy put a hurting on Cal? Just so you could degrade me?”
         

         
         “Not at all.”

         
         “Oh right. You’re scouting me.”
         

         
         “I want to elevate you.” He twirled the prongs of his beard again. “Take you closer to where you want to be.”

         
         Kitty tried looking away from him, but her gaze kept snapping back, drawn by some illogical science. He must have recognized
            this, and wanted to test it, because he walked on, his shoulders arrogantly lifted. Kitty turned back the way they’d come.
            She saw the driver propped against the Mustang’s rear fender. He regarded her with his jackal eyes. Kitty sighed, then proved
            the science. She tucked her skateboard close and caught up to Johan.
         

         
         “Who are you, exactly?”

         
         “An entrepreneur, a social media sensation.” He shrugged, as if who he was defied explanation: a box without sides. “Look
            me up: the Cali Viking. My accounts are verified.”
         

         
         It was close to midnight but this stretch of Sunset was still lively. Music boomed from a neighborhood bar and from passing
            cars—hectic blasts of sound, a mosaic of genres. Ringtones chimed. A homeless woman screamed something about Jesus Christ.
            Kitty and Johan walked to the corner of Echo Park Avenue. A mural covered the exterior of the building across the street,
            amplifying the Latino vibe. Johan took out his phone and snapped a selfie with it. He uploaded it to one of his social platforms
            with a few deft clicks, then waited a beat, nodded, and slipped the phone into his pocket.
         

         
         “Five hundred likes already.”

         
         Kitty said, “What do you want from me?”

         
         “Presentation is everything,” Johan said, removing a strand of blond hair from his shirt and letting it float away into the
            night. “This skateboarding soul-diva vibe you’ve got going on: beautiful, strong, but with an appetite for fun . . . that’s
            exactly what I’m looking for. I’d like you to work for me.”
         

         
         Kitty recalled the solid thump of Cal Schifrin’s face meeting the brick wall at Fusion 44, and the way his bloody tooth had
            skated across the floor toward her.
         

         
         “No,” she said. “You’re too dangerous.”

         
         “Dangerous?” Johan mocked a frown, pretending to consider the adjective, before coming up with another. “I prefer persuasive.”
         

         
         “No,” Kitty said again.

         
         “Listen, I’m talking about you doing the same thing you do for Sly Boy.” He used his smile again. “No trash cans, though.
            A different product. A higher class of clientele.”
         

         
         Kitty opened her mouth to tell him that she wasn’t interested, but the words weren’t there. She stammered for a second, surprised
            at her hesitation.
         

         
         “They say Los Angeles is the city where dreams come true. You could be waiting tables one moment, walking the red carpet the
            next.” Johan made a camera out of his hands and mimed snapping her picture. “That does happen, Kitty. But not often. For every
            one dream that sparks to life, twenty thousand crash and burn. They should call this the City of Broken Dreams.”
         

         
         “Tell me something I don’t know.”

         
         “How long are you going to be scratching around for Sly Boy? How long before that brightness inside you fades, and you find
            yourself on a flight back to Jerkwater?”
         

         
         “I don’t quit easily.”

         
         “I can keep you dreaming.” He pointed northwest, at the Hollywood Hills perhaps, or at the few stars winking gamely through the light pollution. Then he pulled his cell phone from his pocket again and thumbed the screen. “Six-K likes.” 

         
         He showed her: the Cali Viking in Echo Park. A filter emphasized the blackness of his tattoos and the brightness of the mural
            behind him. Kitty glanced at it, but only for a second. Her gaze snapped back to the man himself. To his blue eyes and slightly
            skewed face. She couldn’t look away. That illogical science.
         

         
         The snarl of a muffler did it. Kitty blinked and stumbled back a step, looking up to see the Mustang pull a U-turn and rumble
            up to the curb.
         

         
         “My ride,” Johan said, and brushed past Kitty. “Think about what I said.”

         
         “Sure, whatever,” she said, but her words were lost beneath the Mustang’s growl.

         
         “And don’t worry about trying to find me.” Johan dropped into the passenger seat, then closed the door and looked at her through
            the open window. “I’ll find you.”
         

         
         Another snarl, and the Mustang pulled away. It rumbled northwest on Sunset, out of sight before it was out of earshot. Kitty
            stood in one spot, swaying in a light breeze, only moving when a piece of trash tumbled across the sidewalk and got caught
            beneath her sneaker.
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Suicide

         
         Kitty got back to her apartment at 1:47 a.m., wanting only to sleep, to fall into a dreamless, concrete state and not wake until the date had changed.
         

         
         It had been a long night. And fierce. The Viking had gotten under her skin. She closed her eyes and he was there. I can keep you dreaming. So arrogant. So self-important. Of all the things he’d said—and the violence she’d seen—this was what bounced around her mind and kept her from sleeping (from
            dreaming, ironically).
         

         
         She lay in bed, watching the clock on her cell phone tick off the minutes: 2:28 . . . 2:29 . . . I can keep you dreaming . . . 2:30 . . . 2:31. A radio played in a neighboring apartment, at a volume she would never have picked up during the day, but
            in the still of night it came through clearly. She heard Young Thug and the Weeknd and Roddy Ricch. A breeze meandered through
            the urban hillside and shook the palms beyond her windows.
         

         
         2:55.

         
         I can keep you dreaming.

         
         3:16.

         
         “Get him out of your head, girl. Come on.”
         

         
         At 4:06, Kitty grabbed her phone, thinking she’d call her mama—7:06 in Louisville, Mama would be awake, making breakfast—but instead she found the Cali Viking on Instagram. Three-point-two million followers. She saw the selfie he’d taken with the Ricardo Mendoza mural in Echo Park, now up to 14K likes. There were hundreds of other photos: a gallery of vanity and entitlement. 

         
         She didn’t click “follow.”

         
         4:42. Kitty put her phone down. She’d decided not to call her mama, although she wanted to hear her voice more than anything.
            Kitty was too tired to make any sense, though, and Mama would only worry.
         

         
         The neighbor’s radio had been switched off. It was as quiet as it ever got in this part of the city. The palm trees rattled,
            the traffic rumbled and hissed. Kitty would prefer the roar of the Pacific, or the coyotes howling in the hills, but she could
            live with this for now.
         

         
         And eventually, yes, the ambience lulled her, and she slept, but not for long, because the sun had barely colored the horizon
            before she was woken by crashing and thumping sounds from across the street. Kitty rolled out of bed and staggered to the
            window, where she saw the actor Luke Kingsley, emptying his garage.
         

         
         “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”
         

         
         6:53.

         
         She longed for Kentucky.

         
          

         There was no orderliness to Luke’s process. He just threw shit onto his lawn. Boxes, flowerpots, recycling containers, a push
            mower, a faded yellow cooler. Kitty thought that, maybe, with times being hard, he was prepping for a garage sale. But when
            the framed Ventura Knights poster—signed by the whole cast, including Travolta—came crashing out, she knew he meant to kill himself.
         

         
          

         Kitty had revisited a couple of Luke Kingsley’s movies when she discovered he lived across the street from her. She’d also
            dug around online, and beyond all the vicious Reddit threads and bloodthirsty sensationalism, she found a 2018 HFPA red carpet
            interview, in which Sonny Mankowitz candidly asked Luke which beloved thing he would rescue first from his house in the event
            of a fire. “Wow, a fire?” Luke had replied, flashing the smile he’d purchased from Dr. Rick Glassman, dentist to the stars.
            “Not to tempt fate, but I’d have to say . . . yeah, I have a custom-framed one-sheet for Ventura Knights that’s probably my most prized possession. It’s signed by everyone—J.T., Emma, Reese, even Jimmy, the director. And sure,
            I own more expensive items, but Ventura holds a special place in my heart. Maybe because I had such a great time on the shoot. Maybe because it was my first big picture.”
            By big, Luke meant that it was his first movie with an eight-figure budget. Ventura Knights underwhelmed at the box office, though, marginally recouping its costs.
         

         
         The question was a setup, of course, because Hollywood dined on fresh meat, and Luke’s stormy relationship with his soul singer
            wife, Lisa Hayes, had recently furnished the gossip magazines. Having received the kind of reply he expected, Mankowitz followed
            with: “A poster? Really? Most people say their partner.”
         

         
         “Right,” Luke said, looking momentarily uncomfortable. “My wife. Yeah. Absolutely.” He rolled back on his heels and brandished
            Dr. Glassman’s smile again. “I’d probably grab her next.”
         

         
          

         The Ventura Knights poster exited the garage in spectacular fashion, bouncing off one corner, the glass exploding from the frame. It traveled
            end-over-end a couple of times before settling facedown on the lawn.
         

         
         At this point another neighbor blustered into the street, dressed in boxers and flip-flops, his face a struck match.

         
         “Hey, motherfucker. What the fuck?”
         

         
         A box torpedoed from the gloom. It hit the lawn and split open, spilling paperbacks and comics.

         
         “You want to quit with the goddamn noise?”
         

         
         Now Luke emerged from the garage, carrying an Adirondack chair in both arms. He was also dressed in boxers, but with a baggy
            Black Sabbath tee that dropped to his ass.
         

         
         “Almost there, muchacho,” Luke said, and launched the chair. It landed on top of the Ventura Knights poster. “One quick minute.”
         

         
         This exchange lasted another twenty seconds, give or take, with Luke and the neighbor snapping at each other like small dogs.
            Then the neighbor retreated to his poky little house and slammed the door. It would have been amusing at any other time—these
            two men sounding off in their underwear—but Kitty couldn’t get beyond the obvious: that this was the actor in the final moments
            of his life. Unless, by chance, the neighbor’s intervention had somehow derailed his plans.
         

         
         But no.

         
         Luke had thrown his belongings onto the lawn, and kept the driveway clear, so that he could drive his car—a dented Dodge Caliber,
            not the Tesla of yesteryear—into the garage. He did so now, buzzing the driver’s-side window down as he pulled forward. Kitty
            watched from her third-floor vantage point, one hand covering her mouth, as the Caliber rolled into the freshly cleared space.
         

         
         The brake lights flared briefly. The tailpipe trembled and fumed.

         
         Kitty imagined Luke reaching for the clicker clipped to the sun visor, activating the garage door, wiping tears from his cheeks
            with his other hand. The picture had no sooner entered her mind when the door started down on its tracks.
         

         
         “Oh man. This shit is happening.”
         

         
         The bottom of the garage door met the flagstone driveway, forming a near-perfect seal. Kitty pushed away from the window,
            still tired but decidedly not tired. Adrenaline for the win!
         

         
         “I can’t even,” she said, but she picked up her skateboard and went to him.

         
          

         Luke’s house in Sherman Oaks had an eight-foot steel gate with an intercom system, but here his driveway met the sidewalk
            like every other schmuck’s. Kitty took it at speed, bending her knees to absorb the uneven surface through the wheels of her
            skateboard, adjusting her balance to account for the slope. She hopped off at the bottom, kicked the tail of the board, and
            caught it beneath her arm. The garage door was windowless, buckled at the bottom where Luke had doubtless thumped his car
            into it. Kitty heard the Caliber’s poisonous engine grumbling on the other side.
         

         
         “I don’t need this shit, Luke,” she said.

         
         Although it occurred to her that maybe she did, because the Viking had been knocked off the top spot in her mind, and that was a good thing. She could take control again,
            get this day—her sense of self—back on track. Jesus, she might even sleep later.
         

         
         But first, she had to save this washed-up actor’s life.

         
          

         Kitty walked around the side and here was the door. It had a window in it, and she peered through to see Luke slouched behind
            the seat of the Caliber, his eyes closed. She tried the door. Locked, of course. Without hesitation, Kitty thrust the nose
            of her skateboard into the lowest part of the glass. Her first attempt put three deep cracks into the window but didn’t break
            it. Her second—a harder strike—did the trick. Kitty jumped back as the glass gave way. A large shard dropped like a guillotine
            blade, hit the ground, and shattered.

         
         The stink of carbon monoxide and other chemicals wafted out, and Kitty spluttered, reaching through the broken window to unlock the door. She pulled it open. Another hazy cloud of poison pushed past her. Kitty dropped her skateboard, covered her mouth and nose with her forearm, and ventured inside. She noticed the garage door opener on the wall and punched it with the side of her fist. The door rattled up on its tracks, an ugly but immensely satisfying sound. 

         
         Two long steps, and she was at the driver’s door. Luke’s head rolled loosely. His eyes fluttered. Still alive. Kitty yanked
            the door open, wondering if he would put up a fight. He certainly wouldn’t thank her. It was his decision to die, and she—a stranger—was taking that away from him, at least for now. But what else was she
            supposed to do? Luke had involved her from the moment he woke her up. Stupid jerk should have stuck his head in the oven . . .
            quietly.
         

         
         Kitty grabbed his upper arm and pulled. He flopped out a little way, but that was all. She adjusted her grip, pulled harder,
            and met the same resistance. Kitty then noticed the seat belt latched across Luke’s chest. A goddamn seat belt.

         
         “What kind of idiot—”

         
         Okay, buckling up was likely an automatic action. Muscle memory. But Kitty wondered if it was a subconscious thing. Perhaps,
            deep down, he didn’t want to die. Maybe, after the smoke had (literally) cleared, he would thank her, after all.
         

         
         His head rolled to the other side. He muttered something, then exhaled wheezily as Kitty leaned across him. She saw the keys
            hanging from the ignition and gave them a counterclockwise twist, shutting off the engine. She had Luke’s seat belt unclipped
            a second later. He slumped forward, allowing her to grab him beneath his armpits and pull.
         

         
         Luke had fallen on hard times, and the stress had obviously taken its toll on his body. He was a little north of six feet, and she’d seen him shirtless in movies. He had a good body for Hollywood. Not ripped, but lean and strong, like a young Eastwood or McQueen. Kitty expected to feel firm slabs of muscle beneath his T-shirt, and thought she’d have to put her own muscle into hauling him from the car and into the clean air outside the garage. But this wasn’t the case. Luke was thin—too thin—and Kitty moved him without difficulty. She dragged him alongside the car, avoiding the broken glass, and out through
            the main door.
         

         
         “Urrggh,” he groaned, opening his eyes wide, then screwing them closed again.

         
         Kitty lowered Luke gently and rolled him into the recovery position. She was about to slide her phone from her pocket and
            call for an ambulance when he sprang to his knees, crawled a short distance, and collapsed against one of the boxes he’d thrown
            from his garage. He wheezed something, flapping one hand at her, then whooped and hacked from the depths of his lungs. This
            was encouraging, Kitty thought. Coughing—clearing out the toxins—was a positive sign. She held off calling the ambulance.
            He likely didn’t have insurance anyway.
         

         
         Luke retched like he was going to puke, but produced only a sticky, grayish thread of bile. It hung from his lower lip, swinging
            in the breeze.
         

         
         “Gaaagh,” he said. He spat between his hands, then wiped his mouth and looked at Kitty through whirling eyes. “Who the fuck
            are you?”
         

         
         “I’m Kitty Rae,” she replied, and pointed. “I live across the street.”

         
         The Viking had called Los Angeles the City of Broken Dreams. A reasonable moniker, all things considered. But Kitty reflected
            on the past ten hours and some of the people she’d interacted with: Salvador “Angelo” Gallo (creepy meth-head), Kris “Sly
            Boy” Streeter (full of shit), the Mustang’s silent driver (would eat his young), Johan Fly himself (arrogant, dangerous). And now there was this guy, Luke Kingsley, in his dirty boxers and scruffy heavy metal T-shirt. Yeah, sure, Los Angeles was the City of Broken Dreams for some, the City of Angels for others, but Kitty thought a more accurate, encompassing epithet was the City of Fucked-Up Men. 

         
         “Right . . . right.” Luke nodded, spluttered again, then pushed himself to a sitting position. He looked at Kitty with a trembling
            smile. “How’re you doing, Kitty? I’m—”
         

         
         “I know who you are,” Kitty interjected. She planted her hands on her hips and curled her lip with disdain. “You’re the son of a
            bitch who killed his wife.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            3
Soul Man

         
         “Shit, dog. What were you thinking?”

         
         Floyd had taken a turn for the worse. His skin had faded, the whites of his eyes had a distinct yellow tint, and there was
            a fractional delay between his mouth working and the words coming out. For the first time since his diagnosis seven months
            prior, he was showing the advanced signs of his sickness.
         

         
         “Some days are harder than others,” Luke replied, tilting the bottle to his lips. The beer was cold and good. “Felt like the
            right thing to do at the time.”
         

         
         “Tsk-tsk.”
         

         
         “I’d been up half the night, looking at old photos. Then I watched the first ten minutes of Without Sin. Huge fucking mistake.” Without Sin was the big-budget Netflix original Luke had been signed to star in, only to be fired after the shitstorm hit. They gave his
            part to Walton Goggins. “It was all downhill from there.”
         

         
         “You said it.”

         
         Three p.m. on a Thursday afternoon. They were in the back corner of the Melody Bar & Grill, a cool, soulful establishment a stone’s throw from LAX. Luke considered it his local, even though he lived twenty miles away—never a quick drive in the Los Angeles traffic. It was worth every minute of the journey, though. Floyd Tallent was his best friend, perhaps his only friend. They’d been meeting at this joint every month for the past eleven years. Floyd had stood by Luke through all the
            trouble.
         

         
         “I can see you ain’t exactly on cloud nine,” Floyd said, pointing at the ceiling with one wavering forefinger. “But all things
            considered . . . you doing better?”
         

         
         “For now.” Luke shrugged and drank from his bottle. “Maybe cloud three.”

         
         “Well, shit, nobody ever wrote a song about cloud three,” Floyd said, and a dusty chuckle broke from his chest. “It ain’t
            so bad, though, and it’s sure as hell better than the morgue.”
         

         
         “I guess you’re right—”

         
         “You know I am. And someone cared enough to save your ass, so there’s that.”
         

         
         “Kitty,” Luke mumbled, and finished his beer. One bottle. That was all he’d allow himself. The cops in this city couldn’t
            slap a murder charge on him. He wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of a DUI. That single beer had gone down smoothly,
            though, and the company was good. The atmosphere was good, too. There was a feeling of neighborliness at the Melody Bar &
            Grill. The air buzzed with conversation and laughter. Soul classics pumped steadily from the sound system, appealing to the
            clientele, which, at this hour, was mostly older African Americans. Luke—forty-two and white—looked both out of place and
            entirely at home. It was a unique and heartening vibe.
         

         
         He pushed his empty across the table and motioned to Vernon, the bartender, who brought over an ice-cold glass of water, because
            Vernon knew.
         

         
         Jimmy Ruffin came on. “Gonna Give Her All the Love I’ve Got.” Luke sipped from his glass and gestured at the music.

         
         “You play on this?”

         
         “This is Motown,” Floyd replied, smiling and frowning simultaneously. “I was on the Atlantic side. You know . . . Aretha, Otis, Wilson Pickett. Shit, man, I told you that—”
         

         
         “Right, right—”

         
         “I knew some of those Motown cats, though. Benny Benjamin, Pistol Allen, Bongo Brown . . . most of the Funk Brothers. This”—Floyd
            touched his ear, indicating the music in a more intimate way—“is Jimmy Ruffin. I kicked around some with his little brother,
            David, and yeah, I played with him on one occasion; I happened to be in town when the Temptations were down a guitarist, so
            I grabbed my Gibson and stood in.”
         

         
         “Wait,” Luke said. A smile touched his face. “You were a Temptation?”

         
         “You should’ve seen me back in ’65, with my conk hairstyle and sequin jacket.” Floyd dropped a wink and looked, for one second,
            like his old self. “Man, I was always a temptation.”
         

         
          

         It didn’t last, though. Floyd got to coughing and tears trickled down his cheeks. Luke rubbed between his shoulder blades,
            which helped, but not as much as the booze. Floyd downed the remainder of his bourbon and wheezed for a time, then breathed
            easier. He wiped his mouth with a trembling hand and blinked his jaundiced eyes.
         

         
         “Well, shit.”

         
         “You okay, Floyd? You want water or something?” Luke proffered his glass.

         
         “Shit, no.”

         
         The doctors had been forthright with Floyd about the likelihood of chemotherapy being successful, and Floyd had been forthright in return. To hell with the chemo, he’d said to them. He’d lived longer than he had any right to, given his habits and transgressions, and considered himself blessed. He would live out his days not in a prison of drugs, but in the freedom of friends and music. Even so, Luke was about to ask if he needed to go home and rest when Floyd, with a single word, deflected the attention elsewhere. 

         
         “Kitty.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “That’s her name, huh?” Floyd’s chin quivered as he spoke. “The girl who saved your ass.”

         
         “Oh. Yeah.” Luke nodded, scratching the back of his head. “Kitty. Right. My neighbor.”

         
         Another soul classic fluttered from the speakers.

         
         “I played on this,” Floyd remarked, touching his ear again. “Now tell me about her.”

         
         Luke did. He thought it would take all of thirty seconds, but he kept finding more to say. “She’s been living across from
            me for . . . Jesus, I don’t know . . . for weeks, I guess.” He’d never noticed her, which surprised him, because she was easy to notice. “Young. Mid-twenties, I’d say. Beautiful.
            Kindhearted. I mean, she recognized me—everyone’s favorite wife-killer since O.J.—but wouldn’t leave my side until she knew
            I was okay. She even helped me pack my shit back into the garage.”
         

         
         Kitty had wanted to get him to a hospital. She’d pay for the Uber herself, she said, but Luke refused. He claimed to have
            a phobia of medical facilities and white coats in general. A lie, of course, and the frown on Kitty’s face said she knew it.
            What he really had a phobia of was paying thousands of dollars to be hooked up to a ventilator when he could get oxygen for free—albeit a
            smoggy, less concentrated form of oxygen—in his own front yard.
         

         
         So Kitty stayed with him while he inhaled deep lungfuls of air, gradually restoring the toxins in his blood to a manageable level. He coughed copiously to begin with, but this eased as the time ticked along. The fog in his head cleared, too, and the smoky taste in his mouth faded. Luke tried standing after twenty minutes or so, but his legs weren’t there and he sat down again hard. Kitty perched on a cooler at the edge of his driveway and said calming things to him. “It’s all good, man, just breathe . . . in and out . . . you’ve got this.” And having her there—having someone there—felt novel and lovely and possibly more than he deserved.
         

         
         She went into his house—a shithole; he hadn’t cleaned in three weeks—and returned with a cold, wet cloth that she drooped
            across his forehead. It was invigorating and he brightened immediately.
         

         
         “Thank you,” he croaked.

         
         His gratitude was sincere, not simply for the cold cloth, or the care, but for her having dragged him from the fumy precipice
            of death. Jesus, what had he been thinking? He couldn’t die yet, with so much left unresolved. And suicide was a damn good way of making himself look
            guilty. Or more guilty.
         

         
         Kitty swept up the glass from the broken window, backed his car out of the garage, and started to clear the items from his
            lawn. Luke—upright but still woozy—helped with some of the lighter things. She told him to rest but he assured her that he
            was feeling better, which was true; he only wobbled a little when he walked, and the nausea had mostly passed. If he’d been
            in that garage any longer, though . . .
         

         
         When only a few bits and pieces remained, including his ruined Ventura Knights one-sheet, Kitty picked up her skateboard and shuffled up the driveway. She turned back to him, hooking a thumb toward the
            block of apartments across the street.
         

         
         “I didn’t get much sleep last night,” she said. “So, I’m—”

         
         “Yeah. You go. I’m . . . yeah . . . it’s all good.”

         
         “You’re not going to try that shit again?”

         
         “Christ, no.” Luke still had the cloth pressed to his forehead. It was warm now, but it felt good. He wished he had pants
            on, though, which he supposed was another sign that he was feeling closer to his normal self. “It’s . . . I’m good. Really.
            Thank you.”
         

         
         Kitty nodded. She sidled past his car to the end of his driveway, dropped her board, and placed one colorful sneaker on top of it. Luke called after her. 

         
         “It was nice meeting you.” Standing there in his boxer shorts, like an asshole.

         
         “Right,” she said.

         
         And then Luke blurted something he hadn’t for at least two and a half years, because he was tired of saying it, and nobody
            believed him anyway.
         

         
         “I didn’t do it, you know.” He lowered the cloth and looked at her with tired, bloodshot eyes. “I didn’t.”

         
         Kitty nodded, then she was gone, just the sound of her wheels on the asphalt.

         
          

         “This was, what . . .” Floyd mumbled. Vernon had refreshed his bourbon and he took a sip now. “Two weeks ago?”

         
         Luke nodded. “Two, yeah . . . shit, nearly three weeks ago.”

         
         “You seen her since?”

         
         “It’s not like that, Floyd. Jesus, she’s young enough to be my daughter.”

         
         “That’s not what I meant.” Floyd reached across the table and clutched Luke’s bare forearm, his fingers still strong, despite
            his sickness—fingers that had glided up and down guitar necks in the company of Aretha Franklin and Ray Charles and Dr. Martin
            Luther King Jr. “I’m thinking you need more people in your life. More friends.”
         

         
         Luke shrugged. “I have you.”

         
         “For now.” A frown ran all the way from Floyd’s eyebrows, over his bald and beautiful head, to the fuzz of silver hair at
            the back of his skull. “But we both know you’re going to want a more long-term arrangement.”
         

         
         This prompted a moment of silence between them, inescapably somber despite the joyous soul music on the sound system. Luke looked away from his friend, his gaze drawn to the posters tacked to the deep red walls, and the cheery faces punctuating both sides of the bar. This was where Luke had met Lisa. She’d been singing backup with a band called Generous Joe and the Breathers. Luke had approached her after the first set, told her he liked the sound of her voice, and that she could breathe for him anytime. Lisa raised one eyebrow in a way that was endearing then, but would irritate the living shit out of him in later years, and suggested he work on his pickup lines. She let him buy her a drink at the end of the night, though, and then take her to dinner at Taix French Restaurant the following week. And that—to sorely misquote the great Humphrey Bogart—was the beginning of an occasionally beautiful friendship. 

         
         This place had memories, many of them colored by alcohol, his fondest involving Floyd. He and Luke always sat together, and
            throughout the years had talked about everything: music, sports, politics, film, history, life and death, black and white.
            They shared stories about growing up in Macon, Georgia (Floyd), and Madison, Wisconsin (Luke). They talked about old dreams
            and new hopes. Most importantly, Floyd had offered a shoulder to cry on after Lisa went missing. He’d been there when every
            other face had turned away. They were solid friends, thirty-nine years apart in age, different colors, from different histories,
            but together they formed a perfect shape.
         

         
         And for every conversation, every smile, and every tear, there’d been music playing. Usually classic soul. Luke would never
            tire of the way Floyd’s eyes sparkled when some old hit came through the speakers, and he’d touch his ear delicately and say,
            I played on this.

         
         But now his eyes had lost their brightness, and his body—storied and ragged—was almost at an end.

         
         “Well?” Floyd asked, and again, his voice and the movement of his mouth were subtly out of synch. “You seen her since?”

         
         “Kitty?”

         
         “Yeah, Kitty. Shit, who else we talking about?”

         
         Another smile found Luke’s lips, but it was touched with sadness. He watched as Floyd let go of his forearm, withdrew his
            hand, and took another hit of bourbon. Elsewhere, a cop car flashed noisily down Sepulveda, and the music switched to Stevie
            Wonder singing “A Place in the Sun.”
         

         
         “Yeah, I’ve seen her.” Luke ran a hand across his face, not surprised to find his eyelashes were damp. “She checked on me
            later that afternoon, to see if I needed anything—”
         

         
         “And to make sure you weren’t hanging from a rope in the basement.”

         
         “Well, maybe. I’d actually spent the day cleaning the house, getting my shit together. I also lined up some voice work—another
            goddamn video game—and booked an appointment with my shrink.”
         

         
         “Good.”

         
         “Yeah. I’m on new meds now. They’re . . . working.” Luke drummed a finger off the side of his head. “Cloud three, brother.”

         
         “Better than the morgue.”

         
         “Anyway, as a thank-you, I took Kitty over a couple of tickets to the Egyptian Theatre—you know, that art-house place on Hollywood
            Boulevard. She thanked me, but didn’t seem too impressed.” Luke considered this for a second or two, then shrugged. “Maybe
            I should have got her an Amazon gift card.”
         

         
         Floyd rolled his eyes and chuckled.

         
         “We talked for a short time. Neighborly small talk. Then I saw her again earlier this week. I was heading to West Hollywood
            to audition for some Peacock animated thing. Kitty was meeting a friend in Fairfax, so I drove her.” Luke nodded and drank
            water. “It was nice. She’s a sweet girl—a sweet woman, I mean. Jesus.”
         

         
         “Well, that sweet woman must believe you didn’t kill Lisa,” Floyd said, slurring just a little. “Otherwise she’d never have
            gotten into that car with you.”
         

         
         “I thought the same thing.”

         
         “All right, then. Sounds promising.”

         
         “I don’t know,” Luke replied, and sighed. “I’ve lost a lot of friends recently, and I’m finding it hard to make new ones.
            Besides, she’s young. She doesn’t want to kick around with a middle-aged has-been like me.”
         

         
         “Age doesn’t matter when it comes to friendship,” Floyd said. He finished his drink and set the glass down with a shaky hand.
            “We’re proof of that.”
         

         
         “We are.” Luke nodded. “But this . . . shit, I don’t know . . .”

         
         “No excuses.” Another cough rumbled from Floyd’s thin chest. He covered his mouth, waited a second, and continued. “Whether
            it’s Kitty or someone else, you need to make new friends. What’s more, you need to rediscover your sense of purpose.”
         

         
         Purpose. The word ghosted through Luke’s mind, leaving a cold trail. Similar words followed: ambition . . . desire . . . motivation. These had all been in abundant supply when, at the age of twenty-two, Luke left Wisconsin for Hollywood. Tall, square jaw,
            great hair, he believed the roles would fall into his lap. This wasn’t the case. He auditioned for commercials, TV shows,
            music videos, voice-over work, TV movies, independent movies, and all-out blockbusters, working two jobs—washing cars and
            waiting tables—to keep a roof over his head. It took three years to score anything. His first acting gig was a commercial
            for Delta Air Lines. (He flashed a bleached-white grin while another actor, dressed as a flight attendant, handed him a fake
            magazine.) Commercials for Burger King and Head & Shoulders followed, then an under-five in the NBC family drama The Natural Way.

         
         His sense of purpose never faltered. That breakthrough role, he assured himself, was only an audition away. It finally came
            in 2012, ten years after landing in Hollywood: costarring in the acclaimed HBO thriller A Bullet Affair. Doors opened more readily after this. People knew his name. He was invited to parties and premieres. His agent went from calling him once every three months to twice a day. 

         
         More TV work, on notable shows: Reno and Down; Retribution Gulch; Chain Lightning. Then it was on to the big screen: Out of Midnight; Red Town; Ventura Knights; Never Always Comes. These pictures were not blockbusters—not even close—but Luke’s star power was bolstered, for better or worse, by his tumultuous
            marriage to soul singer Lisa Hayes.
         

         
         Everything changed after Lisa. Doors weren’t simply closed. They were slammed shut. His agent and his management team parted
            company with him, and he was scratched from two projects at the pre-production stage—both with the kind of A-list talent attached
            that would have propelled him to the next level.
         

         
         “Purpose,” Luke murmured, recalling the past three years in a series of deteriorating snapshots. “I hear you, Floyd. I do. But my life is in the shitter, and no one is giving me a chance to get out.”
         

         
         “You make your own chances,” Floyd said, forming a loose fist, thumping it once, lightly, off the tabletop.

         
         “Not that easy. I can’t land an audition for anything but low-end voice work. And I won’t score a big role without an agent.”

         
         “Purpose doesn’t need a goddamn agent,” Floyd snapped. “Start a charity, read to old folks, write a novel. Jesus Christ, do
            something.”
         

         
         Luke reached across the table and placed his hand on top of Floyd’s, signifying that the message had been received, and that
            he was grateful. Floyd’s reaction to Luke’s attempted suicide had been exactly what Luke needed, neither too damning nor overly
            mawkish.
         

         
         There was more to it, though. Luke looked at Floyd’s softly trembling mouth, then into his discolored eyes, and accepted the truth he’d been avoiding for the last hour or so—that this was their final afternoon together. Floyd’s discourse wasn’t just the wisdom of a man who’d been around the block a few times. It was a parting lesson. A loving goodbye. 

         
         An understanding passed between them. It came in silence, and Luke found comfort in it. He didn’t give voice to the many sorrows
            chasing through him. The only thing that mattered was that moment, and holding on to it, somehow.
         

         
         “To hell with it,” he said, his hand still placed on top of Floyd’s. “I’m going to get another drink. A real goddamn drink. You’re welcome to join me.”
         

         
         “Aw shit, I shouldn’t,” Floyd responded. “But this late in the day, what difference does it make?”

         
         Luke went to the washroom, using those few minutes away from Floyd to shed a few tears. On the way back, he ordered a pitcher
            of beer and two large bourbons—to hell with driving; he’d Uber home and pick up his car in the morning—and the two friends
            drank together until early evening, talking only about the things that complemented their shape.
         

         
         And as always, classic soul filled the background. Floyd’s eyes occasionally glossed over and he would gently touch his ear,
            indicating not just a top-ten hit or a musician, but a lifetime of harmony and achievements and love. The music of living.
         

         
         “I played on this.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            4
Making Moves

         
         “You lonely, baby girl? You can come home anytime.”

         
         She was two thousand miles from the people she loved, from the neighborhoods, the scenery, the comforts (and discomforts) she had known for all of her twenty-four years. Not a day went by when Kitty didn’t think about going home.
         

         
         “You hear me? Anytime.”
         

         
         “I hear you, Mama.”

         
         Kitty had gone from calling her mama once a week to every other day. Homesickness, that was all. But there was a reason she’d
            moved west. Louisville—for Kitty, at least—was a dreamless place. Going back, she would assume the role that had been scripted
            for her by the neighborhood she lived in, the name on her birth certificate, and the color of her skin. Her potential could
            be packed into a small box, whereas in L.A., there was no box.
         

         
         “There was a tornado in Bullitt County the day before yesterday,” her mama said, sensing Kitty’s emotion and kindly steering
            the conversation elsewhere. “Twister touched down.”
         

         
         “Yeah? Anybody hurt?”

         
         “No, but Muncel Stevens says she saw that mean ol’ thing and ran like her ass was on fire.”

         
         Kitty’s new life was large and intimidating, but it was hers to script, and whenever that felt like too much, she would remember
            the dreamlessness and the small box and, most importantly, the boy she had left behind.
         

         
          

         Kitty told her mama that she loved her and ended the call, then sat on the floor and gave in to a moment of self-pity. Mama
            had asked if she was lonely. Kitty wasn’t, but she often felt alone, and there was a difference. She’d met a few people, of course. The neighbor directly below—Sophia—was ten years older, an ER nurse originally
            from Tennessee, and far too busy for anything more than an occasional coffee. There were a couple of women at Kitty’s yoga
            class that she had friendly conversations with, but again, their busy lives had prevented them from getting together socially.
         

         
         Then there was Johan Fly. Kitty hadn’t seen him—or his Mustang—in the three weeks since their encounter, but he’d called her.
            She didn’t know how he got her number, but supposed he had no problem getting what he wanted.
         

         
         “You’re still working for Sly Boy,” he’d noted. It was the first thing he said when she answered. “Hopping between garbage
            cans. My little raccoon.”
         

         
         “I’m not your little anything,” Kitty responded, and then, as if she needed to explain herself: “It’s easy work. Good money.”
         

         
         “You deserve better.”

         
         “It’ll happen.”

         
         But would it? For all its life and color, Los Angeles was still the City of Broken Dreams. Kitty had pondered this notion since Johan had introduced it, and found it helped to approach it from a different angle: that dreams—all dreams, not just hers—were broken on arrival, and that only those with the tenacity to rebuild, one tiny piece at a time, would achieve success. Her resolve would be tested, but she had to believe, to trust.
         

         
         “I can do that,” Kitty whispered to herself.

         
         She got up from the floor, deciding that was all the self-pity she could handle for now, and crossed the room to the window.
            It was just after five, still a few hours from sunset, when her street would be struck with passion colors, which always filled
            her with warmth and appreciation. No passion now. An elderly neighbor was practicing kung fu forms in his front yard, and
            Luke Kingsley was sitting on his front step, eating a banana.
         

         
         She waved but he didn’t see her.

         
          

         Kitty had turned the internet over in the days following their eventful meeting. She read accounts and interviews, watched
            news stories, scoured forums, viewed countless photographs. The most haunting—and damning—was Luke’s shirt, splashed with
            his wife’s blood. Kitty recalled the depleted look in his eyes (although that may have had more to do with the carbon monoxide
            poisoning) after she’d dragged him from his garage. I didn’t do it, you know, he’d said, and there’d been such a sadness—such a desperate quality—to his voice that she wanted to believe him.
         

         
         Detective Tera Montecino of LAPD’s Missing Persons Unit had not been of the same mindset. “We’re following multiple leads,
            questioning witnesses,” she’d said during an intense and emotional press conference. “If Lisa Hayes is alive, we’ll find her.
            If she’s dead . . . we’ll find her. And then we’ll bring the guilty party to justice. I don’t care how many movies he’s made.”
         

         
         This was three years ago. So far, neither Detective Tera Montecino, nor anybody else in the LAPD, had found Lisa Hayes.

         
         But did Luke kill her?

         
         The sadness in his voice was one thing, but that bloodstained shirt was tough to overlook, not to mention the tabloid-fodder nature of Luke and Lisa’s relationship. They had argued constantly, colorfully, publicly. There was cell phone footage of them being ejected from Musso & Frank’s, with Lisa taking open-handed swipes at Luke while calling him a “small-dick motherfucker.” One night, Lisa called the police to their house in Sherman Oaks, claiming Luke had tried to drown her in the pool. Luke insisted he was trying to save her. Both were drunk off their asses.
         

         
         “He doesn’t look like the killing type,” Kitty said to Connie, her older sister, during one of their weekly Zoom chats.

         
         “They said that shit about Ted Bundy,” Connie replied. “Motherfucker was a killing machine.”
         

         
         “I know, but—”

         
         “Woman goes missing, you can bet your sweet ass her man is behind it,” Connie interjected fiercely. “Same when they’re killed.
            Ninety percent of the time it’s the husband or boyfriend. Maybe ninety-nine. That’s some factual shit.”
         

         
         Female homicides connected to a significant other were closer to fifty percent. Kitty had already looked it up.

         
         “You stay the fuck away from him, Kitty.”

         
         Her sister was not one of the world’s great sages, but Kitty thought this was good advice. She intended to heed it, too, yet
            found herself, just two days later, sitting in the passenger seat of Luke’s Caliber, en route to Fairfax. She’d told Luke
            she was meeting a friend for drinks, but was in fact going to collect six thousand dollars’ worth of crystal meth from the
            trunk of a parked Cadillac.
         

         
         The first several blocks were tense. Kitty sat rigidly, her skateboard across her lap, one hand on her phone’s screen, ready
            to dial 911. But it wasn’t long before she started to loosen up. Luke was relaxed and engaging. He asked where she was from,
            what she did for work (she told him she was a courier), then shared a few showbiz anecdotes that made her snort with laughter—physically
            snort, so that she had to cover her mouth and nose.
         

         
         Kitty had debated getting into the car with him, and asked herself later why she did. Maybe she was drawn to his celebrity, such as it was. Or maybe—and this was more likely—after saving his life, she felt he needed someone in his corner. 

         
         He’d dropped her at the intersection of Third and Fairfax. As she skateboarded to the Caddy, she thought how strange it was
            that, four and a half months into her life in L.A., Luke
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