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​Chapter One

 


​ Bright lights…a babble of
voices…desperate, sick pounding in my head…

“He’s coming around.”

“He took one hell of a fall,” another voice
said.

“Sean?” A third voice—closer—was saying my name over
and over. “Sean, can you hear me? Are you all right?”

His voice seemed to echo down a tunnel. It hurt my
ears. I tried to focus. Blond…white face…worried… I knew that face.
Knew…

“Where’s Dan?” I asked. My voice sounded funny.

“Who’s Dan?” asked still-another someone out of my
range of vision. Who were all these people and why were they
in my bedroom?

The face I thought I knew wavered close to
mine…blurred, underwater features…blue eyes reminding me of Dan…but
not Dan.

“His boyfriend in the States. But…I didn’t think…
I’m not sure they’re still together.”

The throbbing in my head grew worse—a fierce,
stabbing pain knifing through everything else. Cold sweat broke out
over my body. I half rolled onto my side and threw up acid
blood.

You would have thought so, anyway, from the yells of
dismay. Would have thought acid was eating through shoes and the
wooden floor, burning and dripping down through dusty floorboards
to the cellar and the wet, dank earth below, sizzling the
worms…

Wooden floor? What the hell was I doing lying
on a wooden floor?

“Sean?” one of the voices said loudly—too loudly.
“We’re going to lift you now. Don’t try to move. Let the paramedics
do all the work.”

“I want Dan,” I gasped out. “Where is he?”

 


Easier to face if I distanced myself from it. Turn
it into a story like Dr. Schoenbaum taught me… How long ago was it
now? A story about me. About Sean…

* * * * *

It was after midnight. The house was ablaze with
lights, and through the open windows he could see into every
room—like a stage set. An empty stage set. There was no one
inside.

The front door was unlocked. There wasn’t anything
in that. Even now he forgot to turn lights off; he forgot to lock
doors, and he was beat after a long day of filming on the set of
Winchester 2010—a movie he hadn’t wanted to do, although it
was turning out to be more fun than he’d expected. And if Steve was
right—and he usually was—very good for the career. So he was tired
but relaxed—in a good mood—not really paying attention. He opened
the door and walked in.

Someone had made breakfast—and left the pan with
eggs hardening on the stove. That gave him a moment’s pause. He was
forgetful, but he wasn’t that forgetful, and it had been
weeks since he had been home to fix himself breakfast.

Curiously, he went through to the dining room. The
chandelier glittered above the oval table. A bottle of Chateau Ste.
Michelle’s Meritage sat uncorked. One empty wineglass stood beside
it. The corkscrew had been tossed down and there was a tiny gouge
in the glossy veneer of the table.

Perhaps because of his fatigue, the episode took on
a dreamlike quality. He walked through the living room and the
stereo system was silent, lights blinking, CDs cases scattered over
the hardwood floor. The faces of Ella Fitzgerald, Stan Getz, Miles
Davis gazed enigmatically up. His vintage record albums were
stacked in a giant tower on the low coffee table. He stared at the
crooked tower, blinking tiredly, trying to make sense of it.

Steve…?

No. Steve had a key and came and went as he pleased,
but Steve didn’t share his taste in music, wouldn’t stack his
records like this, wouldn’t throw CDs on the floor or leave the
stereo on.

The French doors off the living room were standing
open, beckoning him on. He walked out onto the back deck. The pale
blue lights strung through the vines of the pergola sparkled
through the greenery. From this vantage point he could see the
stars shining far above and the city lights twinkling far below. He
walked down the long deck, and the night was rich with the scent of
the flowers spilling from their irons tubs, honeysuckle and
jasmine—and the wilder fragrance of the hills of Laurel Canyon,
mustard and mallow. The chirp of crickets and the sound of the hot
tub bubbling filled the lonely silence as he reached the end of the
deck.

There was a man sitting in the hot tub—big, blond,
beefy. He was a stranger. He held a wineglass, which he raised as
he called cheerfully, “There you are! You’re late.”

And Sean answered automatically, “We film till ten
most nights.”

Standing on the edge of the hot tub, he looked down
at this stranger—he was a stranger, right? He met a lot of
people and he didn’t always remember them all.

“Are you coming in?” the blond man asked. He was
staring at Sean curiously, as though it were Sean behaving oddly.
Then he said, “You’re taller than I thought.”

“I am?”

“Skinnier too.” He qualified that rudeness. “But
buff.”

And Sean said what he should have said to begin
with. “Do I know you?”

“I’m Paul Hammond.” He grinned as he said it, as
though the name should mean something. He gazed up at Sean, head
cocked to one side. But the name meant nothing to Sean. Hammond’s
face was tanned and heavily pockmarked; the tips of his pale,
shaggy hair were wet and dripping. He had powerful shoulders; he
looked like someone who worked a physically demanding job.
Real-life muscles, not the Bowflex kind.

Hammond said jovially, “I’m your new best
friend!”

Sean smiled too, though he didn’t get the joke and
he was starting to think maybe the fault wasn’t his—maybe he didn’t
know this guy and maybe this wasn’t right, and maybe he should be
thinking of getting help.

Then Hammond said, “I want a job.”

“Yeah?” Sean returned politely. “Doing what?”

“Whatever you need doing.”

“I don’t…” He broke off, taking a step back as
Hammond rose suddenly and climbed out of the hot tub. Hammond was
not as tall as him, but he sure as hell was bigger. His body
carried an assortment of scars and tattoos.

Hammond said, “I lost my old job a month ago, and I
was thinking today… Sean can fix that.” And he
smiled—trustingly. Picking up a towel—he must have carried half of
Sean’s linen cupboard outside—from the stack spilling over the
stone bench that looked over the hillside, he began drying off
vigorously.

Sean looked around the deck, looked at the open
French doors…if he could get inside and lock the doors…but there
were all those open windows, and even if he could get to every one
of them in time, all this guy had to do was throw one of the iron
patio chairs through the glass doors. French doors were not much
security; he remembered Steve warning him about that—and what a
time to be thinking of it. Anyway, Hammond didn’t seem dangerously
deranged. Safer not to make him angry, right?

Hammond moved over to the nearest lounge chair and
lay down, tilting his head up to stare at the milky pollen of
scattered stars. “It is really nice here. You’ve got a nice thing
going on.”

“Yes,” Sean said. “I’ve been lucky.” He sat down on
the low stone wall that edged the yard and overlooked the hills
below. He could vault it if he had to and disappear into the jungle
of chaparral and scrub oak that covered the hillside behind the
house, but it seemed so…extreme. No need to panic yet, right?
Everything was still under control. Weird but under control. He
asked, “How did you lose your job?”

“I was laid off. There’s a recession going on, you
know. Fucking politicians.”

Sean nodded.

“What kind of jobs do you have?”

“I don’t know. I’m not…” Sean said carefully, “I’m
not a big movie star. I just…act in a few things.”

Hammond waved dismissively, “I know. I’ve seen all
your movies. I’ve seen everything you ever did. I saw Barefoot
in the Park when you performed at Glendale Center Theater. I
saw it nine times.”

“That was a long time ago.” Four years. It had been
his first real break.

“Yep.” Hammond was smiling. “I’m your biggest
fan.”

Sean smiled back. He was scared shitless by now, but
actors acted, and so he beamed with all the charm and warmth at his
command. “Thanks,” he said. “What did you do? Before you got laid
off, I mean?”

“I’ve done everything,” Hammond assured him. “I’ve
worked for the phone company and a landscaping company. I worked in
a zoo for a while—that ought to come in useful, huh?”

He laughed and Sean laughed too.

Then Hammond looked around the quiet yard—the
nearest house was several yards down the hillside and hidden behind
a barricade of sycamores. “Well, you’ve already got a gardener and
a maid. And that Kreiger guy manages you, right? Maybe I could
drive you. Be your chauffeur. That’s a cool set of wheels you’ve
got. That BMW M5.”

The hair on the nape of Sean’s neck prickled. How
much else about him did Hammond know? “Thanks,” he said. “It’s kind
of fun to drive myself, to tell you the truth.”

Hammond shrugged. He was nothing if not easygoing.
“Then maybe I could be your PA.”

“My PA?” Sean asked like he’d never heard of such a
thing.

“Personal assistant.”

Sean said carefully, “I don’t know if I’d have
enough work to keep a personal assistant busy. I’m pretty
small-time.”

“You won’t be for long.” Hammond’s face changed, and
he said, “Hey, that’s not true what those fucking papers say about
you, is it? You’re not queer, right?”

Sean swallowed hard. “Is that what they’re saying
about me?”

Hammond nodded grimly. “I knew that was fucking
bullshit. You should sue them.”

“If you sue them, it just brings more attention to
what they’re saying.”

Hammond shrugged, neither agreeing nor disagreeing;
then he said, “When you were in Silver Pennies, what was
that like—working with Jennifer Aniston?”

 


For three and a half hours Sean talked to Paul
Hammond, during which time he learned that Hammond lived on Larch
Avenue, and that he was working at a motorcycle shop in
Hollywood—not laid off after all, just “seeking new challenges”—and
that he was divorced with no kids and hailed originally from
Oklahoma. Sean learned a lot, but none of it explained why Hammond
had fastened on Sean as the answer to his prayers.

After three and a half hours of it, Sean pointed out
that it was time for him to get ready to go back to the studio, and
Hammond rose, dressed, and left with a promise to be in touch.

Sean bade him a pleasant good night, locked the door
behind him, and tore through the house bolting doors, securing
windows, pulling blinds. He set the security system—and then he
slid down the wall of the living room and sat there numbly staring
at the stack of records on his living room table while the sky
outside bled out to a ghostly gray.

 


The first time I saw Lt. Daniel Moran was in his
office at LAPD’s Operations—West Bureau on Venice Boulevard. I
didn’t pay much attention at the time, but I remember now that the
building was crowded and busy, and the office was small and neat as
a military barrack. There were a couple of photographs on the wall
of Lt. Moran shaking hands with higher-ranking police officials or
celebrities. In every picture, Moran was the person you
noticed.

When you’re shy, people often mistake it for being
stuck-up, and I knew Lt. Moran probably thought I was stuck-up,
because I let Steve do all the talking while I slouched in my chair
and stared mostly at the tidy blotter on the lieutenant’s desk and
the stack of outgoing mail. He was not a guy who wasted time, and I
knew he thought we were wasting his.

I thought we were probably wasting his time
too—plus, after that first shocked meeting of eyes, I had trouble
holding Moran’s gaze. And I sure as hell didn’t know what to say. I
already felt stupid and incompetent for getting myself into this
situation, and he was so…good-looking. I mean really
good-looking. Like the hero in the kind of movies they don’t make
anymore, like the knight in an N.C. Wyeth illustration. He was
taller than me—and I’m six feet. He was lean and broad-shouldered,
his hair was dark and unruly, his eyes were blue as the Pacific
Ocean. He wore tailored slacks, a crisp white shirt, sleeves rolled
to reveal muscular, tanned forearms, and a navy tie with diagonal
red stripes. He did not wear a wedding ring.

I was thinking about that when his gaze moved from
Steve’s face to mine and our eyes locked. Hot color rushed up under
my skin. The corner of his mouth quirked a little—not a smile
exactly—and he tuned back into Steve. I stared at the celebrity
pictures on his walls. All of them were of people a lot more famous
than me, but that was how he’d got landed with this gig. When he
wasn’t serving and protecting, he was a technical consultant to the
studios. That, and he was, apparently, openly gay: as in the
official poster boy for the new and improved—read: sexually,
racially diverse—LAPD.

“There’s a security system,” Steve said, “but Sean
forgets to turn it on.”

And when I did remember to turn it on, I forgot to
turn it off and had a habit of triggering it when I opened the back
doors to the deck.

Moran’s eyes flicked back to me. This time he didn’t
even quirk his mouth. He was polite, but he obviously thought I was
a fucking idiot—and a double fucking idiot for not immediately
calling the cops, for waiting nearly a year before getting the
professionals in. Although, being a professional, he didn’t say
that in so many words.

He looked at the letters Steven had brought. Exhibit
A, just in case the cops thought this was some kind of publicity
stunt.

“How many letters all together?”

Steve, who had done most of the talking while Lt.
Moran listened and observed—and probably caught me stealing looks
at him—said now, “We’re not exactly sure. Sean threw them away at
first. I’m not sure he ever accurately kept track.”

“How many letters, Sean?” Moran asked me, and I
blinked. I’d been so used to being referred to as though I weren’t
present, it caught me off guard.

“Over two hundred letters and postcards,” I
said.

Steve sucked in a sharp breath at that, but Moran
didn’t blink.

“And the tone of these letters is…?”

Steve said, “It’s changed. At first they were
friendly. Creepy but friendly. Dude kept asking for a job or money
or gifts.”

“What kind of gifts?”

“He asked for an espresso machine and a BMW. We
ignored those. We ignored everything. But he got more aggressive.
The tone of the mail changed and he started approaching Sean in
public. Then he started threatening him.”

“What kind of threats?”

Steve gave me a quick, uncomfortable look like he’d
rather I didn’t hear this, which was a little pointless given that
Hammond had shouted right to my face he wanted me dead.

“He’s threatened to make Sean pay, that kind of
thing.”

Moran said patiently, “What kind of thing?”

“He’s threatened to kill him.”

Something altered in Moran’s posture, as though he
were loosening his shoulders, readying for a fight. “Okay. In that
case we can arrest him on making criminal threats and stalking. I
see he’s already violated the three-year restraining order you
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