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In memory of my great-grandfather,
“Mr. Movies”
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Kiley McCann

“You are just so … white,” Jorge Valdez teased as Kiley McCann chewed her first bite of huevos rancheros con camarones—fried eggs on floury tortillas, with chiles and sautéed Pacific shrimp—definitely the most interesting thing she'd ever had for breakfast. It was so far afield from her usual Cream of Wheat or a toasted English muffin with jelly.

“I'm what?” Kiley managed to sputter through her mouthful of eggs.

“You should see your face,” Jorge went on, grinning. “It's priceless. Like a little girl on Christmas morning who just got a pony.”

“A little white girl,” Kiley corrected, sipping some orange juice and digging in for another bite. She knew he was teasing her, and didn't really mind at all. “What can I tell you? It's the best thing I ever tasted.”

Kiley sipped her coffee and looked around Bettina's Café, which, according to Jorge, was the best breakfast joint in all of Echo Park. This Los Angeles neighborhood was known for its high crime rate, gangs, and drive-by shootings. Español was the lingua franca, and Kiley was the only white person in the place.

Bettina's might as well have been ten thousand light-years from Kiley's birthplace of La Crosse, Wisconsin—home of the world's largest six-pack. Her father worked at the La Crosse Brewery and drank too much. Her mother was a waitress who was prone to panic attacks. The closest they'd ever come in their gustatory experience to what she was experiencing at the moment was the Taco Bell next to the La Crosse Wal-Mart.

“So, it's good, eh?” Jorge sat across from Kiley in one of Bettina's utilitarian orange plastic chairs. He was seventeen, just like Kiley. Skinny, of medium height with surprisingly broad shoulders, Jorge had very high cheekbones and amazing deep-set eyes the color of light just before dawn. They shone with intelligence and kindness. He had certainly been kind to Kiley, considering he barely knew her. In fact, she'd met him for the first time the night before.

Now she was living with him.

Kinda.

To make matters even more surreal, her maybe-in-the-process-of-becoming-boyfriend, Tom Chappelle, had been the one who dropped her off at Jorge's house. Tom had seemed to size Jorge up, as if Jorge could turn out to be a romantic rival. Or maybe that was all Kiley's imagination; the way she wanted things to be. Tom was a freaking model, for God's sake. A famous model. And she was plain old Kiley McCann from Wisconsin. Pretty much on a daily basis she asked herself why Tom was dating her. His former girlfriend, she knew, was a supermodel like him.

From the moment Kiley had met Tom at the Hotel Bel-Air, all she could think of was Brad Pitt in Thelma and Louise, a movie from the eighties that she and her mother loved to rent and watch together. Brad Pitt in that movie was the sexiest guy on the planet. That was one of the few things upon which she and her mom agreed.

Tom's face and torso were currently gracing dozens of billboards all over Los Angeles, including a fifty-foot one directly above Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood, where he wore nothing but Calvin Klein boxers and an “I want you” look on his chiseled face. Thousands—hundreds of thousands!—of Los Angelenas were currently lusting after the blond-haired billboard guy in the blue boxers. That makeup-free, not-exactly-skinny Kiley McCann from La Crosse, Wisconsin, was with him was bizarre. That Tom would consider any other guy competition was insane.

It has to be all in my imagination, Kiley decided.

Her eyes went to Jorge as she swallowed a bite of shrimp. He wasn't nearly in Tom's league in the looks department. Still, there was just something about this guy. A presence. A stillness in the midst of the chaotic restaurant. She could definitely see why girls would be attracted to him. Not her, of course.

“You're looking at me like you're about to eat me for breakfast,” he commented.

Kiley blushed. “Oh, sorry. Lost in thought.” She took another bite of huevos rancheros. “This is so good. Can we come back for lunch?”

She was gratified when he nodded. She looked around the restaurant. The place was small—no more than ten tables—and seemed even smaller because of how jammed it was. The digital Dos Equis clock read 10:30 a.m., but an overflow crowd was enjoying a late breakfast. There were lots of families and couples, their flirting and joking a loud Spanish counterpart to the salsa-format radio station piped through the sound system. As for the décor, Bettina's decorations were unlike any that Kiley had ever seen in an eating establishment: the walls were plastered with posters for soccer teams like Real Madrid, while twinkling Christmas lights hung at uneven intervals across the pale green walls.

Kiley had a sudden realization: she and Jorge were the only two people in the place speaking English. Jorge seemed to pick up on her thoughts.

“So you're a gringa.” He shrugged and took a sip of horchata— a delicious cold rice-based drink he'd made Kiley taste. “They do let white people in here,” he said with a straight face. “Then we beat the hell out of them and rob them.”

Kiley gulped. With her auburn hair in a messy ponytail and her fresh-scrubbed face, no-name jeans, and a La Crosse High School T-shirt, she knew that she was conspicuous. As a girl, she was an easy mark. Not that she had anything for anyone to steal.

“Hey, I'm teasing you,” Jorge said. “Don't worry so much.”

“I wasn't,” Kiley fibbed.

How she had come to this moment seemed dreamlike, since three weeks ago she had been an ordinary girl in ordinary La Crosse, Wisconsin.

Things started to change when she entered a reality-TV show competition to become the live-in nanny for rock superstar Platinum's three kids. She had no real interest in the job, or in becoming a reality-show celebrity but she did have a huge motivation to become a California resident. It was the first step in a master plan that would allow her to apply to the Scripps Institution of Oceanography and be eligible for in-state tuition. Scripps was her dream school, but the cost if you were out of state was out of sight. As for a college fund, Kiley had none. Neither of her parents had attended college, and they hadn't given much thought to planning for Kiley.

The miracle was, Kiley had actually ended up as nanny to Platinum's three kids.

Her dad always said that if something seemed too good to be true it probably was, and the disintegration of Kiley's dreams had begun twelve hours ago. Platinum, her boss, had been arrested. Her crime had been to leave drugs in a place where her children could get to them … and they had. Not only had Platinum been jailed for drug possession and child endangerment, but the kids—Serenity (age seven), Sid (age nine), and Bruce (age fourteen)—had been removed from the home by the California Department of Social Services. Calling the children's dad wasn't an option. Each had been fathered by a different guy; Platinum stayed absolutely mum about their identities. For that matter, so did the fathers. Almost as bad as the arrest itself was that Platinum's entire Bel Air estate had been declared a crime scene. Kiley had been given fifteen minutes to gather her belongings and get out.

It was only by the luckiest of breaks that one of Kiley's new friends in Los Angeles, another nanny named Esme Castaneda, had found a temporary place for Kiley to stay … back in Esme's old neighborhood of Echo Park, in the bungalow-style home of Esme's best friend, Jorge, and his family. Which was how Kiley had come to live with Jorge. Well, in Jorge's house, anyway.

She was overwhelmingly grateful to Jorge's parents, but still she knew she was living on borrowed time. It was only with great reluctance that Jeanne McCann had permitted Kiley to take the job with Platinum. If and when Mrs. McCann heard the news about Platinum, news that would surely be in the papers and on TV she would demand that Kiley return to Wisconsin. And that, Kiley knew, would be that.

No California. No Scripps. Adiós and hasta luego.

Kiley had tried to head off the inevitable—even mailed a letter home that morning full of lies about how she was still living in Platinum's guesthouse and how Platinum would be home soon, begging her mother not to believe everything that was reported on TV Now, with her head cleared by Bettina's strong coffee, Kiley realized what a feeble effort that had been. Her mom might not be highly educated, but she wasn't stupid.

Jorge swiped a napkin across his mouth. “It'll be okay Kiley,” he reassured her, then rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I know. Think of yourself as an exchange student.”

She laughed—a bit of gallows humor. “Stranger in a strange land, more like.”

“Get used to it. If we're going to find you a job at La Verdad, you're going to have to. And bone up on your Spanish.”

Kiley sighed. “I took French.”

“Moi aussi,” Jorge said, grinning. “But it's no use to either one of us around here.” He sipped his drink again. “After this, we'll go see Geraldo, okay?”

Geraldo was the manager of La Verdad coffeehouse, a place that served coffee and horchata all day and light meals in the evening. Jorge and his group, the Latin Kings, sometimes performed there. If Kiley was going to stay in Los Angeles, she'd need a job, and that job was obviously not going to be as Platinum's nanny. Waitressing seemed her best and—in this town where eating out was an art form—possibly only option.

Kiley stirred her coffee. “I don't know why you're being so nice to me.”

He draped an arm over the back of his chair and gave her a bemused look. “Why, people usually treat you like crap?”

She flushed. “No, it's just…Jorge, you barely know me.”

“You're Esme's friend. Esme is my homegirl,” he said simply. “Well, she used to be, anyway.”

Something flitted across his face that Kiley couldn't quite read. Anger? Irritation? Disappointment?

“Are you mad at her for taking the nanny job in Bel Air?”

“She's smart and hardheaded and does what she wants to do.” He sucked down the last of his horchata. “But this …” He swept his hand around the room. “These are her people. She doesn't have to give that up to make it out of the Echo.”

“Is that what you think she's doing by working for the Gold-hagens?” Kiley asked, surprised. “Giving it up?”

“You know her for what? Two weeks?” He wiped off his hands and tossed the blue paper napkin onto the table. “I don't expect you to understand, Kiley,” he said, not unkindly. “It's not your world.”

Well, that much was certainly true. Her world was—had been—as boring and colorless as a cold Wisconsin day when the snow was three days old and covered with a fine layer of soot. Still, she could understand a little about a person wanting to leave something behind. With every fiber of her girl-next-door being, Kiley did not want to go back to her old world.

Kiley studied Jorge for a moment. Interesting. Something about the way he said Esme's name, the syllables melting on his tongue like something delicious—chocolate, maybe. She wondered if Jorge loved Esme. If he did, she also wondered why Esme didn't love Jorge back. Surely his quiet self-confidence, brains, charm and—yes—sexiness couldn't be lost on her when they were so obvious to Kiley.

Of course, if Esme did see Jorge that way, it would complicate an already ridiculously complex situation. Not only did Esme have a boyfriend, a guy named Junior who was a gangbanger-turned-paramedic; she also had a secret boyfriend—Jonathan Goldhagen, the extremely hot son of her extremely rich and famous employer.

“Esme is my best friend,” Jorge went on, as if reading Kiley's mind. “You know about Junior?”

Kiley nodded. She'd even met him.

“Junior is decent,” Jorge continued, “I can't say he isn't. But he isn't good for Esme. All his status, everything he is, is tied up in the life.”

“The life?” Kiley echoed.

“Gang life,” Jorge clarified. “I know he's not a banger anymore. But still—”

“¿Jorge, que hay, flaco? ¿Qué pasa contigo?”

A pretty girl with a glistening waterfall of inky hair, who was wearing an orange halter top, orange miniskirt, and matching high-heeled orange pleather boots leaned a hip against their table. Her eyes flicked to Kiley.

“No mucho, guapa,” Jorge replied in Spanish at least as fluent as his English. “Escuchas, quiero presentarte a una amiga, Kiley.”

“Mucho gusto, Kiley,” the girl intoned, coolly looking Kiley over. “Soy Blanca.”

Even Kiley could understand that she'd just been introduced, and that the girl's name was Blanca.

“Hi,” Kiley said.

Blanca's eyes flicked over Kiley again, then went back to Jorge. “You coming to Brenda's party tonight, Jorge?” This was in English, presumably for Kiley's benefit.

“I might,” Jorge replied.

She leaned over, giving Jorge a full view of what Kiley could see was a burnt orange silk push-up bra. “I see you there, ese.” Kiley caught the promise of something more in her voice. Blanca straightened up, licked her lips, then swung her way out of the restaurant.

“She likes you,” Kiley commented.

“She's sixteen, has a two-year-old daughter, and her ex-boyfriend is a banger. I don't have that much of a savior complex.”

She had had her baby at age fourteen, Kiley mused. That sort of thing happened in La Crosse too, of course. But still, it seemed shocking. Kiley had enough trouble just trying to be a good nanny. She couldn't imagine actually being a mother.

“Anyway I'm busy tonight,” Jorge went on. “There's a rap slam at La Verdad. You'll be there training with one of the other waitresses.”

“How do you know I'll get the job?”

Jorge shrugged. “Not a problem. Don't worry, I'll be your bodyguard.”

Kiley laughed. “Have you always been this sweet?”

“Oh, my evil twin comes out now and then.”

Kiley was about to say how much she doubted that when her cell vibrated in her pocket. “Excuse me,” she told him, and dug it out. “Hello?”

“Kiley? It's Mom.”

Mom. Who sounded anxious as hell.

“Hi, Mom!” Kiley tried to sound as upbeat and perky as possible. “How's everything at home?”

“I didn't call you to talk about home, Kiley. I called to talk about you.”

Kiley swallowed hard. How much did her mom know? “Really?” she asked, hoping to buy herself some time.

“Don't play the innocent young lady. I raised you to be a lot of things, but a liar isn't one of them.”

Kiley flinched. This was bad. Very, very bad. Obviously, her mom knew everything.
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Esme Castaneda

“Hello, Junior?”

Esme lay back on her bed in the Goldhagens' guesthouse, her cell pressed against her right ear. She'd barely slept, so many thoughts running into other thoughts that it was impossible to calm her mind. At first her dreams had been weird; then they'd turned scary. She dreamed that Junior had died. When she awoke in a cold sweat, she was crying … until she remembered that Junior was going to be fine, that the drive-by bullet had only wounded his shoulder. He would be released from County General that day, if there were no complications.

It's guilt that made me have that dream, she thought. Guilt over being with Jonathan behind Junior's back.

She had Junior's hospital room number on some paper in her pocket. She dialed and got his extension.

“Yeah, baby?” His voice was strong, so much stronger than the night before when she'd visited him.

“How you doin'? You sounding better, ese.”

Funny, how easily she fell into the speech patterns of her youth, her barrio, when she talked to Junior. It was as if the girl who now lived in the guesthouse of a Bel Air estate had never left Echo Park.

“Hey, why wouldn't I be better?” Junior joked. “Lots of food, pretty nurses. The deputy mayor of L.A. had breakfast with me.” She heard him chuckle. “He said I'm some kinda hero for taking that nine-one-one call for the gangs. Shit, if people like him did right, ain't no need for no gangs.”

“You didn't tell him that!” she exclaimed.

“When you think I turned into a fool, chica?” he teased. She knew how he prided himself on being willing to take his ambulance to places that would make most paramedics—cops, too, for that matter—cringe. Whenever there was a gang shooting, or a horrific traffic accident in which kids were involved, or anything involving anyone identified as HIV-positive, Junior tried to be the first one on the scene.

“Anyway, chica, I'm good. Know the best part?”

“No. What?”

He chuckled. “Disability! I won't have to work until Christmas, I bet. Can fix up that Chevelle I bought from Victor, make it nice. Maybe you and me can go on a little trip. Las Vegas, maybe. Win us some major dinero.”

“Maybe,” Esme told him, not wanting to commit to anything more.

“We talk about it later. I got a little linda nurse standing over my bed. Tell you what, I'll call you from my crib tonight, sound good?”

Esme nodded, even though Junior couldn't see. “Sounds good.”

“Later, esa.”

“'Sta luego.”

She hung up, nibbling anxiously on her bottom lip. She was so relieved that Junior was better. But once he was home, she couldn't put off telling him about Jonathan. Just the thought of it made her sick to her stomach. She wasn't the kind of girl to cheat on her man. In fact, it was the first time in her life she'd ever done such a thing. She'd tried to break it off with her employer's son because she hated being such a cliché: the poor brown girl who fell hopelessly in love with the rich gringo. Love. Was she really in love with Jonathan? Or was it just lust that would play itself out for both of them? How could she possibly know? It was maddening! Was she really willing to break Junior's heart when she wasn't sure?

The message was on Esme's voice mail when she came out of the shower, water drops plopping onto the burnished hardwood floor of the bedroom of her guesthouse on the enormous Bel Air estate that belonged to her bosses, Steven and Diane Goldhagen. She unwound her long, thick raven hair from one of the plush French terry towels the Goldhagens had thoughtfully provided for her bathroom, wrapped another towel around her curvy, ochre-skinned body, and pressed the message button.

“Esme, Diane.” Mrs. Goldhagen's voice was crisp and direct. “Please come up to the main house at ten-forty-five. Steven and I want to meet with you.”

That was it. No hello, no goodbye. In a way, Esme wasn't surprised. Diane and Steven were used to giving orders. Steven was one of the most powerful men in Hollywood, the creator of a dozen or more classic television dramas over his storied career, including three that were currently on the air. Aggressively casual, with a scruffy beard and the short haircut/baseball cap combo common to the balding Tinseltown elite, his usual jeans-and-T-shirt look belied a bank account that ventured high into nine figures. As for his wife, Diane, she was fifteen years younger, very thin, and quite pretty, with the sort of perfect blond hair that took tremendous upkeep at Raymond's salon to look as if it needed no upkeep at all.

The Goldhagens lived a life of opulence that Esme never could have imagined before she'd come to work for them. Their Bel Air home made the mansions she'd seen on TV look like bungalows in her old neighborhood of Echo Park. It had two guesthouses, a private tennis court, and a swimming pool, as well as a putting green. Their garage held eight vehicles—Steven had recently taken an interest in collecting sixties Chaparral race cars modified for street use, so there were three of those, plus a Hummer, a Lotus, a Beemer (Diane's chosen mode of transportation), an Audi (the car they usually asked Esme to drive), plus a new Prius that had been delivered only the day before. There was a driver on call from sunrise to three hours after sunset, though he generally was engaged with chauffeuring Steven from one production set to another.

Diane was Steven's second wife—they had met when she was a production assistant on one of his TV projects. According to Jonathan, Steven's son from his first marriage, Hollywood was full of couples like them. The town attracted great-looking women who married less-than-average-looking men whose money and success were more powerful aphrodisiacs than a perfect Kumamoto oyster. Now that Diane and Steven were married, she didn't work anymore, unless you counted her beauty upkeep (a full-time job in and of itself) or her charity work, which ranged from holding honorary positions at the Arthritis Foundation and the Los Angeles Jewish Federation to organizing the charity banquet aboard the Queen Mary steamship that had been the culmination of the L.A. Fashion Bash, aka FAB—the trendy Los Angeles equivalent of New York's Fashion Week.

As Esme quickly towel-dried her hair, her stomach coiled into a tight knot of trepidation. Diane had caught her with Jonathan, in her guesthouse, which was strictly against the rules. The only saving grace, from Esme's point of view, was that they were not actually in bed. Since that was where she and Jonathan spent most of their time, she knew how easily this could have happened.

Well, there was no way out. She looked around the guesthouse. It had been built in the 1930s and featured huge exposed beams, beautiful hardwood floors, and many built-in California redwood fixtures. The furnishings were in keeping with the rustic theme—there was even a cast-iron stove in one corner of the living room for chilly winter nights. Outside was a classic veranda with two white wooden rocking chairs, two orange trees that shaded the parking area, and a basketball hoop. Esme wanted to make her mind into a camera and take it all in: the tranquility, the orange and freesia blossoms, whose scents wafted in from the garden outside her bedroom window. Because she realized there was a good-to-excellent chance that she was about to get fired.
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