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6 a.m. Tuesday, February 9, 1971

North Hollywood, California

W

e were surprised Tommy Aku’s Little Grass Shack didn’t collapse into a pile of soggy rubble when the earthquake struck. 

We’d had ten days of nonstop rain, and the little fragment of shrapnel near the base of my spine kept sending out those damp-weather shiver-alerts. They always seem to foretell trouble. 

I should have listened more closely.

I’d left the steam tables to unlock the big wicker-covered double doors when the shaker hit us. The floor shifted and rolled and bucked. The door jerked away from my hand. The walls rippled. Tommy, on a ladder hanging pink paper hearts and little silver cupids from the ceiling, tumbled down. I heard the ladder crash, and Tommy hollering wordlessly all the way to the floor. I’d been through several earthquakes, but this one took the prize. 

Everyone who grows up in California knows to step into a doorway, where the framework of the building is stronger. Every little kid learns about it in grade school. Of course, that wasn’t what I did. I checked on Tommy. He was spread-eagled on his back, the wind knocked out of him. He didn’t fall far, but he wasn’t a young man. I was concerned. 

The old tavern kept shaking itself apart. Bottles clanged against each other and toppled onto the concrete floor behind the bar, shattering like bombs. Vodka, boom! Bourbon, boom! Gin, scotch, rum, boom, boom, boom! I cringed as Tommy’s brand-new color TV walked itself off the shelf and crashed into a puddle of wasted booze. 

Fighting for balance, I took two steps toward Tommy to help him up when the shaking suddenly stopped. After a long, still moment of eerie silence, the entire building shivered and groaned. The roof creaked and sprang several leaks at once. Then it gave way, dumping a ton of filthy water into the place. Tommy’s imitation-thatched roof was actually flat, Los Angeles style, and rainwater must have collected up there for days. Now Tommy splashed in six inches of muddy goo, sputtering and flailing like a turtle on its back. 

I helped him to his feet. I should’ve known what his reaction would be. 

He worried about me. “You okay, Chuck?” 

“I didn’t fall. You did.” 

“Ainokea, brudda.” No problem, brother.

Tommy stood soaking wet with his fists on his hips in the middle of the old tavern, water over his ankles. He turned in a long, slow circle, appraising the damage. “See if the phone works.”

Within an hour, the parking lot filled with pickup trucks and the bar with Hawaiians, all carrying tools. A generator ran in the alley, and the cleanup of Tommy Aku’s Little Grass Shack was underway. Tommy’s relatives swabbed the place out and buffed the floors. Half of them were on the roof, making repairs, even as the rain continued. 

Several of Tommy’s regulars, working cops, came by to check on us but moved on quickly when they realized we didn’t need their help. Plenty of people certainly did. 

Four hours and a few aftershocks later, Tommy’s wife, Mona, burst through the double doors in a giant floral-print muumuu and flip-flops. She hugged a portable television, the cord dangling behind her. Mona put the black and white TV on the bar and handed me the plug. 

“Might as well get some news and find out how bad it is. By the way, Chuck, you look like hell.” She gave me a gap-toothed smile and went off to a family reunion of sorts with the crew. 

I turned to the mirror over the bar, which, for some miraculous reason, never even cracked. I saw what she meant. My work uniform, a blue floral Hawaiian shirt and white polyester pants, was streaked with mud and tar from the roof. My hair fell across my forehead into my eyes, and when I pushed it back, I looked at the tired, dirty face of a man who seemed far older than 51. A middle-aged, wet, rumpled mess.

The first television station I tried didn’t have news, only cartoons. I twisted the dial and found KNBC, where local news anchor Tom Brokaw sat on a stool in the rain in front of the Burbank studios, delivering damage reports. Tommy and his cousins gathered around the little set to learn the details of the disaster. 

The earthquake registered six point six on the Richter scale, and lasted all of twelve seconds. The epicenter was in Sylmar, only a dozen miles north of us. A little farther to the north, the Van Norman Dam already showed signs of breaking down, threatening to dump millions of gallons of reservoir water into the heavily populated San Fernando Valley. The endless rain only increased the danger. County officials were already talking about evacuation plans, which could involve as many as eighty thousand people. 

The San Fernando Veteran’s Hospital crumbled into a pile of broken bricks. So far, they’d counted nine dead and expected many more. The brand-new Olive View Hospital also took a major hit, leaving precious few places to take injured victims. An overpass collapsed and fell onto Interstate 5, killing an unknown number of people and blocking the roadway. Drivers were advised to stay away from all overpasses until their safety could be verified. 

Los Angeles would be a big mess for months to come.

I’d spent twenty-one years on the LAPD, first as a patrol cop then twelve years as a homicide detective. Even though I’d retired and now worked for Tommy as a bartender, I knew all too well what the police were up against on this day. It would be the most intense action since the Watts riots in sixty-five. Every able-bodied cop within a hundred miles would be pressed into service and put on twelve-hour shifts. Fire units and medical personnel from all over the west were already on the way to lend a hand. Hospitals would set up beds in hallways. High school gymnasiums would become shelters for families whose homes were suddenly not safe. 

News bulletins came fast, and Brokaw did a good job of pulling it all together, using his casual, reassuring style to make sense of the chaos. With the Burbank studios evacuated, he sat on his stool, now keeping dry under a beach umbrella. People handed him news items and he incorporated them into the big story. He reached out of the camera’s range to take a piece of paper from someone. “Some new developments. Officials have now decided the Los Angeles County Hall of Justice is not damaged severely enough to interfere with the penalty phase of the Charles Manson trial. Manson was found guilty of murder two weeks ago, and now it has to be decided if he will draw the death penalty or life in prison. 

“And this...” Brokaw looked off camera for a moment. “We don’t have any details, and we don’t yet know if it is related to the earthquake. Singer Vicki La Monica has been found dead in her home in the Hollywood Hills. We’ll get you more information as soon as we know more.”

My stomach rose into my throat. Did I hear him right? I went backward through the channels as fast as I could, searching for more news about my daughter’s reported death. Finally, there it was. Pinecrest Drive, Vicki’s street, lit up with flashing police and fire vehicles. A reporter stood on the sidewalk in front of her house, a house I’d been to many times, jabbering in the rain about—something, I couldn’t tell what—nothing made sense. 

Behind the reporter, policemen gathered on the porch to keep the rain off their heads. They stood in a huddle on the far side of the crime-scene tape, rubbing their hands together for warmth. 

Tommy came up beside me and put his hand on my shoulder. “Your Vicki, Chuck?”

“Wait, wait!” I waved him off, trying to concentrate on what the reporter was babbling about.

“This is indeed a sad day for the music world...”

My heart grabbed me by the throat. I choked on my own breath.

“...and especially for the fans of pop singer Vicki La Monica...”

“Oh, God!”

“...found dead this morning in her home in the Hollywood Hills...”

I didn’t hear any more. My knees gave out. Tommy and one of his cousins grabbed me by the arms, holding me upright.

Vicki? Dead?

It couldn’t be true. Somewhere, deep in my mind, I pictured her the way I’d seen her only a couple of months earlier. She sat on that same porch in the autumn sunshine, an acoustic guitar across her lap, singing me a song she’d recorded for her new album. Now the song’s title repeated over and over, the chorus playing in my head:

“Heartbreaker... Heartbreaker... Heartbreaker...”
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T

ommy Aku’s mustard yellow Volkswagen Microbus was a wimpy thing to drive in dry weather, but it was even worse when pitted against its natural enemies: rain, high winds, hills, and Los Angeles traffic. Every gust sent me swaying, and the moon roof leaked directly onto my lap, already soaking wet from the flood at Tommy’s. Even without the weather, traffic was a disaster because of the earthquake. Damage in the Hollywood Hills seemed to be hit-or-miss, a garage knocked down at one home, a neighbor’s house untouched. 

When the narrow, two-lane road through Coldwater Canyon curved steeply upward toward Vicki’s house, the VW’s motor whined loudly but couldn’t summon the guts to maintain speed on the big hill. I had to gear down, slowing other frustrated travelers to an impatient crawl. None of them could have been more impatient than me.

I leaned forward in the seat to ease the pain of the cold shrapnel in my back and thought about Vicki. After all the warnings about the shallowness of the music business, she’d gone after it anyway. She fortified her sensitive soul with a towering spirit and took it all to the stage, unarmed except for a guitar. She’d become a star within a year. 

I couldn’t have been more proud of her. 

The top of the hill where Coldwater Canyon meets Mulholland Drive is upholstered in jack pine, live oak, and eucalyptus trees. On this day, their twisted branches were drenched in grey-blue rainwater, giving them a look of tarnished silver in the filtered light of the storm. They shuddered and groaned and swayed in the wind. 

A black and white unit, backed against the curb, stuck out onto Pinecrest Drive far enough to inform drivers the street was closed to traffic. A cop in a yellow slicker stood at the center of the three-way intersection directing traffic in the rain. He waved me away, but I ignored his hand signals, drove up, and showed him my LAPD retirement ID card. 

“I’m Vicki La Monica’s father.”

He looked me over and nodded. “Go ahead.”

I wondered why I got through so easily, without a radio call to the investigating officer. Maybe something in my eyes told him I was telling it straight. 

Then again, maybe anybody could have gotten past him. The road leading up to Vicki’s house looked like a traffic jam. An obstacle course of television trucks blocked my way, their cables snaking across lawns and thorny rosebushes. The noisy roar of their generators shattered the quiet of the little lane. 

I would have thought the collapse of the Veterans Hospital or the imminent evacuation of eighty thousand people who lived under a leaking dam would have been bigger stories. 

Of course, I was wrong. 

Reporters, all young and handsome or young and beautiful, each one grimly serious, stood in the rain, anxious to tell the world about the mysterious death of a famous celebrity. 

The big-money stars vacated this canyon long ago, pushing on to more secluded canyons in an expensive—and futile—quest for privacy. Vicki planned to join the exodus soon. Her first album and concert tour brought her more money than I will see in my lifetime. But even her early success wasn’t quite enough to get her into the ritzy real estate in this town—until she won all those Grammys.

The low California ranch house seemed undamaged from the quake. It sat comfortably back from the street among the live oak and pine trees. Any other time, it would have been a beautiful home, even in the rain. On this day, the day of my daughter’s death, it seemed dreary, empty. Even teeming with people, Vicki’s fabulous home looked cold and desolate to me. 

With no way to get the Microbus past all the video trucks, I parked down the block and walked up the hill in the rain. My legs were too heavy to pull my body along at the right speed. Gravity worked against me, and I struggled for breath. I saw my destination, right in front of me, but I couldn’t get there quickly enough. Shivering, I realized for the first time I should have grabbed a coat. I still wore my uniform from Tommy Aku’s Little Grass Shack, a soaking wet Hawaiian shirt and muddy, tar-streaked polyester slacks. 

I elbowed my way up the driveway through a crowd of gawking neighbors and reporters and showed my ID to the cop guarding the entrance to Vicki’s house. 

“Why is the crime scene tape way up here on the porch? These idiot reporters are all over the lawn! Don’t they teach you guys about evidence anymore?”

He shrugged and looked at his feet. It wasn’t his job, but I guess he didn’t want to confront an angry man. A voice came from behind me, a thin, soft-edged male voice, the kind you don’t forget once you’ve heard it.

“Chuck, we’ve been expecting you. Why don’t you come inside?”

The voice had a ring of gentle authority to it. Oddly relieved to know someone was in charge, it took some of the fire out of me, for the moment, at least.

Raul Luna had my old job in the North Hollywood Police Station. Years ago, we’d worked together briefly before he was transferred away. Back then, I thought of him as one of the new breed of hotshot detectives. The type who puts closing cases above everything else, like ascertaining all the facts. Truth is, I never thought of him as more than a second-rate investigator. I could only hope he’d matured into a better detective. 

Looking at him on this day, I had trouble imagining him as the young hotshot. In the five years since I’d seen him, Raul Luna had aged at least ten. He’d filled out, too, with a rounder face and a suit three or four sizes larger. He walked around me and stood in the drizzle. Droplets of rain spattered off his head, three inches above where his hairline used to be. He gave me a curious once-over, obviously taking note of my filthy, wet clothes, but he didn’t comment. Luna put one of his huge hands on my arm and gently guided me toward the open front door. Moving like my legs belonged to another person, I tripped over the door sill, but managed to go along. Inside, I knelt to untie my shoes, so I wouldn’t contaminate the scene. 

“No need, Chuck. You can leave your shoes on.” He led me through the entry into the large living room and motioned me toward a beige wing-back chair. Vicki’s chair. 

I shook my head. “I’ll ruin it. I’m all wet.”

“Yes, I see. What happened to you?”

“What happened here?”

“Nobody told you?”

“A guy on TV said Vicki’s dead. I don’t know any more. The story is on all the radio stations, but none of them have any real information.”

“I told dispatch to send a radio car to inform you. I guess they got sidetracked by the earthquake. I’m very sorry for your loss, Chuck. We all felt close to Vicki—”

The fire came back. My mouth went dry, but it didn’t stop me. “So why the hell aren’t you doing your goddamn job?” I paced, flailed my arms, and glared at him. “The uniform on the corner lets anyone with a heartbeat onto the street. There isn’t even a damn crime-scene tape across the lawn. People are throwing cigarette butts all over the place, and reporters are tramping on God-knows-what evidence!”

“There is no murder here. We don’t need crime-scene tape. I put some around the porch to keep people out until we’re through. Believe me, the reporters won’t step on anything we need.” His thin voice came across as calming and patient, the way someone might talk to an upset two-year-old. But I couldn’t quite get his message. I continued to stare at him. 

The house went stone quiet while I waited for Luna to speak. 

Finally, he took a breath and told me the one thing I didn’t want to hear. “The maid found her in her bed.” He called for one of the other cops to bring something to him. A young detective in a polyester suit with wide lapels appeared from the back of the house, holding a large, clear plastic evidence bag. The bag contained another bag, a sandwich baggie filled with pills. I recognized them right away. The red ones were Seconal, sleeping pills. The little white ones were amphetamines, uppers, and a couple of “black beauties.” Most of them are relatively harmless, taken one at a time. Good for a nap or a little buzz. Taken together, they can be lethal. 

“All the signs indicate she died from a drug overdose sometime last night.”

Stunned, I sagged into the wing-back chair. Drugs. I couldn’t believe it. No. I wouldn’t believe it. Not my Vicki.

“The medical examiner will have to tell us the whole story, but on the surface, I don’t think we’re looking at a crime here, not one with suspects, anyway.” Luna gestured toward the front yard. “In view of what’s happening out there with the media, it would be best to close the case as quickly as possible and spare your family any more publicity. It’s already over as far as I’m concerned, and those cops outside have a citywide disaster calling out to them.”

I sat in Vicki’s chair, my eyes burning. Luna turned and self-consciously handed the bag back to the young detective, who left the room like it was on fire. 

I started to speak, and something caught in my throat. My voice went raspy. “Is she...is she still here?”

Hands in his pants pockets, shoulders slumped, Luna looked at the floor. “The medical examiner took her a few minutes ago. Margie went with her to the morgue. She was in the station when the call came in.”

Margie. I hadn’t given a single thought to poor Margie. It must have been terrible for her, working at the dispatch desk and taking a call like this on her own daughter. 

“How’s she holding up, Raul?”

“As you would expect. A lot of tears. She probably needs your help for a while.” 

I considered going to see Margie, but only for a moment. I needed to learn more about how Vicki died. Whatever information this house held could evaporate in an instant. This whole place might crumble to the ground in the next aftershock. I wouldn’t get much help from Luna. He clearly intended to wrap things up and move on. If I wanted to see it done right, I would have to check the house myself before I thought any more about Margie. “Yeah, I’ll give her a call. Mind if I look around?”

He hesitated. “C’mon, you don’t need this right now. Why don’t you go see Margie and the two of you can maybe try to get through this together? We can take care of things here, and I promise to keep you posted on any developments—”

I stood up and moved a step closer to Luna. “Don’t tell me what I need.” I looked him over. His posture showed uncertainty. He seemed nervous, unwilling to push the confrontation. “I have a right to be here, don’t I? After all, I am the victim’s next of kin.”

“Yes, but—”

I swept my arm around the room. “In fact, this might even be my house, now, am I right?”

“Chuck—”

“Right. So, I’ll take a damn look around.” I held his eyes with my own as I blew past him.

I headed toward the bedroom where she died. When I got to the hallway, my feet quit working. I’d have to go in there eventually, but the thought of entering the room where my baby girl had been found dead only a few hours ago stopped me. I sucked in a breath and detoured into the kitchen. Glancing over my shoulder, I caught Luna rocking back on his wide feet. He shouted after me.

“What do you think you’re looking for, Chuck?”

“Don’t know yet. That’s why I’m looking.” My voice wasn’t exactly right, and I had to clear my throat. “What time did...when did she die?”

I worked my way around the room, clockwise from the doorway. I didn’t see any apparent earthquake damage. I unlatched the dishwasher and looked inside. Dishes all done. Two wine glasses, two dinner plates, two forks, and four serving spoons, bright and shiny clean.

Luna stepped a little closer. “We think it must’ve been sometime between eight and eleven o’clock last night. The autopsy will give us a better estimate.”

Nothing in the sink. All the overhead cabinets were efficiently tended by the maid, everything stacked neatly. A tall cabinet next to the refrigerator held a broom, a dustpan, a mop, and a plastic bucket. 

On the top shelf, I found several bottles of French wine, lying on their sides to keep the corks from drying out. Vicki refused to buy California wine because of the grape boycott. The refrigerator held no food except for a partially-used carton of milk. The freezer told a different story, stuffed full of pre-packaged TV dinners, jammed into the compartment every which-way. Vicki’s handiwork. She hated to cook. If she couldn’t go out to a restaurant or have something delivered, she might not eat at all. She would have wasted away years ago except for canned soup and TV dinners. Of course, Luna and his shabby trainee would never know how to interpret these personal details. What else would they overlook? It might annoy them, but I had to stick around and make sure they didn’t miss anything.

On the tile countertop, a decorative rack held four more bottles of French wine, leaving one slot empty. Next to it, I found a small stack of mail, the envelopes gone, and a bright red plastic clothes pin clipping them together. A note on top said, in Vicki’s writing, “To Stuart.” I’d never heard of this Stuart, and I wondered about him as I sorted through the mail. A gas bill, a service invoice for the new Datsun 240Z, a Crocker-Anglo bank statement—nothing out of the ordinary on it—and a couple of department store charges. Bills made up the entire stack. This Stuart guy must be an accountant. Vicki would have kept him busy, the way she liked to shop.

Nothing of note in the cupboards, pots and pans, all neatly in place, hardly ever used. The kitchen garbage can was under the sink, next to a box of plastic trash can liner bags, but no liner found its way into the can. Empty and clean. I found the usual supply of cleaners and cleansers. Vicki wouldn’t know anything about that stuff. A pain shot through my back when I knelt to inspect the baseboards. Nothing.

Nothing in the dining room but simple, elegant furniture, a walnut and cut-glass table and matching chairs. I walked around them, then down the hall toward the bedrooms. 

“You find anything yet, Chuck?” Luna’s voice, still soft and patient, trailed behind me, but I sensed his patience eroding.

“Vicki didn’t take drugs, Raul. She never took drugs. Not ever in her whole life.”

Luna moved into the kitchen, looking where I’d looked. Maybe he’d learn something.

The hallway had a windowed wall to the back yard, and raindrops splattered into the pool, making little shimmering turquoise circles where water met water. I found the trophy alcove in the hallway opposite the paned glass windows. A wide indentation in the wall. Most people would put a telephone table or a hutch there. Vicki used it to display souvenirs. In the center at eye level, where it couldn’t be missed, the framed gold record for Earth Songs, hanging above an award for community service from the Wishing Well Foundation. 

The rest of the wall space featured photos and other mementos celebrating milestones on her road to success. First prize at the high school talent show, a pose with her guitar teacher, an early ad for an appearance at the Pasadena dinner house where she was discovered by a record company executive named Richard Dupris. 

A publicity picture showed Vicki, surrounded by a group of people displaying varying degrees of hipness, all smiling broadly while she signed her recording contract with Dupris Records, and another, clipped from the newspaper and framed, showing Vicki with Richard Dupris, his arm around her, both grinning and posing for the camera. 

There were more pictures of Vicki with rock and roll celebrities, pictures I’d seen before. I picked out Mick Jagger and Bob Dylan, but she had to identify James Taylor, Neil Young, and some guys called Three Dog Night, or I wouldn’t have had a clue. The rest of them were nothing more than a bunch of hairy strangers to me. 

Vicki’s Wall of Fame featured some new additions since my last visit to the house. Anchoring each end of the alcove stood a slender marble column, three-and-a-half feet high, topped with a square platform. Each platform had a Grammy award resting on top. One said Best New Artist—Vicki La Monica. The other said Best Female Vocalist—Earth Songs. I recalled the other two Grammys, one for Best Producer—Earth Songs and the other for Best Album—Earth Songs, were on display at Dupris Records. 

Near the bottom of the alcove, I found two personal photos from Vicki’s youth. Her cap-and-gown picture from high school, flanked by me and Margie. It might be the last time we were together in a picture. A snapshot stopped me cold. I’d taken it myself with a Brownie Starflash camera on Vicki’s first day of school. September is usually still hot in the valley, but we’d had a thunderstorm and some rain. The photo showed Vicki standing in the doorway, holding her lunch pail and wearing a rain slicker. Snapshots were black and white in those days, but I remembered the little red raincoat in full color. She didn’t want to go, and she needed to be very brave. Her eyes welled up, but she wouldn’t let the tears fall. 

In that moment, I knew that until the day my heart stops beating in my chest, this little girl is the Vicki I would cry for. 

“You might as well have the picture if you want it.” Luna stood next to me. I’d been so lost in my thoughts I hadn’t heard him approach on the hardwood floor. When I tried to answer, the words backed up in my throat and I choked. I reached for the photo, but I was clumsy and knocked it to the floor. 

When I bent to pick it up, Luna asked, “Do you know this man?”

My eyes burned, and it took a second to focus. Luna held one of those drugstore photo booth snapshots, encased in a tiny heart-shaped frame. It showed Vicki squeezed into the little cubicle with a young man. His long, stringy hair covered parts of both their faces, but anyone could tell they were laughing. I turned the photograph over in my hands. I’d never seen it or the man in it before. “Who is he?”

“His name’s Eddie Bonner. He works for Dupris Records. The maid says he was due here for dinner last night.” 

If Vicki had a boyfriend, it couldn’t have been very serious, or I would have heard about him. Yet she’d put a picture of the two of them in a heart-shaped frame. I thought about the dishes in the dishwasher, two of everything. “Then you do have a suspect.”

“Not a suspect, Chuck, but we have a few questions for him.”

I didn’t need to say anything. I stared at Luna and waited.

He fidgeted. “We talked to a neighbor who remembers seeing his car in the driveway. A red Jeep with a canvas top. Pretty easy to spot. We think they had a party and it got out of hand.” Luna cleared his throat. “He should have called for help when Vicki got into trouble, and we want to ask him some questions about it.”

“And you think it’s only worth a few questions?”

“You know, it isn’t like it was when you were a detective. We do things a little differently now.”

My heartbeat quickened and I felt heat rising in the back of my neck. It took a major effort to keep my voice even. “Like not bothering to look for a suspect before you close a murder investigation? The only difference I see is you don’t have the balls to do your job.”

Luna stiffened. His lips tightened. He huffed a lungful of air through his nostrils, like a bull. But when he spoke, he almost whined. “It doesn’t look like a homicide. They took the drugs. Uppers and downers. I showed you the pills. Vicki got into trouble. This Bonner guy, we checked him out. He has a history of drug problems. We’re looking into it. He probably got scared and took off. I’ll bet he’s somewhere getting cleaned up so he can come in and either confess he was here or maybe try to act surprised. We only want to clear up the details.”

“Details.” I made a threatening face, pushed my shoulders forward and leaned into his space. “This bastard killed her, Luna. Vicki would never take drugs. Not on her own. You have to find him.”

He tried the calming voice again, put his big hand on my shoulder. “You’re thinking like a parent right now, and I understand. Once you’re in better shape and you’re able to think like the great policeman you always were, without all the emotions getting in your way, you’ll see this thing differently. There was no murder here. This was an accidental death. A tragedy, but—”

“Bullshit!” I couldn’t listen to this crap. I shrugged his hand off my shoulder and turned to go into Vicki’s bedroom. The young detective in the cheap suit I’d seen earlier looked up at me. He almost dropped his Polaroid camera and the metal clipboard he was using to take an inventory of the room. 

I glanced toward him. “Don’t worry, I won’t get in your way.”

I walked past him into the bathroom. Even though I wasn’t a cop anymore, and even though I thought these guys were doing a crappy job, I would never interfere with a detective’s search of a room after a homicide. 

I took a deep breath to focus my mind and searched the room clockwise from the bathroom door. Nothing in the tub. Clean and dry shower stall. I lifted the toilet seat and the top of the tank and looked inside. Nothing. The medicine cabinet held the usual Band-aids, aspirin, toothpaste, skin creams, and makeup. On the counter, where the young detective must have left it, sat another evidence bag containing two prescription pill bottles. I recognized them as Vicki’s asthma capsules, the same medicine she’d taken since she suffered an asthma attack around her ninth birthday. I found the rubber trash basket under the sink and pulled it out. Empty. Nothing in it or behind it. 

When I came out of the bathroom, I noticed Vicki’s bed. The covers were pulled back to show a perfect indentation of her body in the mattress, indicating she died soon after laying down. A live person tosses around in their sleep, leaving a larger, less perfect depression.

Searching the room, I fought against the guilty feeling that I was spying on Vicki. No father ever heard, “Thank you, Dad,” for going through his daughter’s most personal belongings. On the other hand, I somehow understood she’d want me to be the one to look for the truth about what happened to her in this room. Anyway, I was compelled to do it, because I knew there was only one detective in this house who wanted to know the truth about her death.

Dread filled my heart every time I stuck my hand into the pocket of a pair of jeans or pulled open a drawer. As much as I wanted it, I grew anxious about finding the overlooked clue, or worse, some personal item I wouldn’t be able to deal with. 

But I found nothing out of the ordinary. 

I searched the rest of the house but it held nothing of interest. Luna gave me plenty of room as I went through, but he watched every move from a few steps behind. 

When I stepped out onto the porch, the reporters buzzed. Little red lights came on and heavy, boxy cameras swung my way on their wooden tripods. I turned to Luna, who’d followed me to the door, and kept my voice low so the reporters on the lawn couldn’t hear me. “I don’t want to hear anything on the news about drugs. It’s premature. You got it?”

“I have to tell them something, don’t I? I mean, you’ve been in this position. What would you say?”

I spoke through clenched teeth. “I’d tell them there won’t be any conclusive findings until the medical examiner releases the results of the autopsy. You don’t need to tell these bloodsuckers anything more.”

I didn’t wait for an answer. I turned and walked off the porch. When I got to the driveway, I spotted a guy by the garage with the lid off a garbage can. Bent at the waist, the top of his head was buried in the can, looking inside. 

“Hey! Get the hell away from there!” Before I had a chance to think about it, I covered the distance between us and grabbed him by the back of his shirt. I spun him around and slammed him into the garage. His head banged against the steel door. I had a good five inches in height on the little weasel and about a fifty-pound advantage. I held him off his feet and ground the back of him into the door. My blood boiled and the shrapnel in my back drilled into my spine.

“I was only lookin’, honest! I wasn’t gonna take anything.” His eyes bugged and his nostrils flared like a cornered animal, but he didn’t try to wiggle out of my grip. Instead, he looked over my shoulder toward the other reporters for help. He didn’t get it. 

“Don’t you have enough garbage to print without digging it out of this sweet girl’s trash can?”

“There isn’t even anything in there. It’s empty!” He’d blown snot onto his lip, his face was pale, and he sweated in the rain. He kept nodding toward the can to prove to me it was empty. As if it would make his violation less offensive. 

An aftershock suddenly shook the driveway. Startled, I loosened my grip enough to allow him to slide down onto his feet, but I didn’t let go. “Let’s see how you like picking driveway gravel out of your teeth you nosey little bastard!” I had him by the back of his collar and the waistband of his slacks, ready to pitch him forward when Luna came around the corner of the house with one of the uniforms. 

“Chuck! Knock it off! Let him go.”

The uniform took a threatening step toward me, and I backed off. I realized there would be no satisfaction in roughing this guy up. 

There would be no satisfaction in anything.

I gave the reporter a hard shove and he stumbled down the driveway. I called after him, “Private property, pal. Next time I’ll break your goddamn neck.”

When I looked around, the reporters were making the most of the photo opportunity. It seemed like every camera in Southern California was pointed right at me. Video recorders whirred, cameras clicked, and flashbulbs lit up the rain. I sputtered and stammered, reaching for the right words to tell these guys exactly what I thought of them. Luna stepped in front of me. He raised his arms to block their view and addressed them. 

“The gentleman is understandably upset. This is not news, guys. I have a statement for you over on the porch.” 

Luna turned his back to them and spoke to me, his lips stretched thin across his teeth, his voice a growl. “Get lost, Chuck. Get the hell out of here. Margie needs you. Go and see her!”
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ommy raised his voice to be heard over the humming of half a dozen electric fans, drying the floors. 

“Chuck...is it...was it really Vicki?”

“Yeah. She’s gone, Tommy.”

He promised to do whatever he could. But he couldn’t do anything. Nobody could. He thrust a handful of phone messages at me. 

“You need some time, brudda. Go home. Don’t worry about work.”

Work didn’t worry me. Margie did. The messages weren’t from her. The first one was from someone named Mr. Arliss. I didn’t know him, probably a reporter. I threw it away. My friend Riley called. I’d see him soon enough, and I threw that one away, too. Teri Preston wanted me to call her before eight PM. 

I put Teri’s message in my pocket and tried to call Margie from the bar. It rang and rang. No answer. 

I fast-walked two blocks down Lankershim in the rain to my apartment above Riley Johnson’s Garage. Riley hustled toward me, toweling his hands on a rag. 

“Chuck, I’m so sorry about Vicki.” He shifted from one foot to the other. “Are you all right, man? I been worried.”

Those words from anyone else might sound condescending, but Riley didn’t have an insincere bone in his skinny old body. 

“Thanks. I’ll be okay.”

Rainwater rolled off his wiry grey hair. “Margie’s upstairs. I hope you don’t mind I let her into your place. She’s a mess.”

“Thanks for looking out for her.” Normally, I’d take a little time to talk with him, but today I didn’t have the words. 

“Hey, you gonna need a car?” He fished around in his overalls, digging for keys. “Here, take the Caddy. I jus’ tuned it up. Runs like a dream.”

Riley has a big heart. He works in a neighborhood where people who need car repairs can’t always pay, so Riley holds the car until they can. If they don’t come back, he files a mechanic’s lien at the DMV to transfer the title. Then, because he has faith in people, he holds it a little longer. He must have had plenty of faith in the people who left the ’61 Cadillac. He’d held onto it for nearly eight years.

“You’re a true friend. I probably will need it, thanks.” I took the keys and started up the wooden stairs to my apartment.

“Chuck... uh.”

“Yeah?” I stopped on the steps, but he waited until I turned around before he spoke. 

“Please don’t never let none of my ex-wives in, okay?” 

Shadows covered his face, but I heard the smile in his voice. In spite of myself, I smiled back. “You’d better get in out of the rain, old man.”

She’d left the front door open a tiny crack. I heard water running, plates clattering. When I pushed the door open, Margie stood at the sink, washing dishes. Her pantsuit jacket hung over my one kitchen chair. She’d already swept up and tied the garbage in a neat plastic bag, ready to go downstairs.

When she turned, I noticed the tracks of her mascara had run down her face. I thought back to Margie as a young woman, when her high cheekbones highlighted her eyes and illuminated her beautiful smile. These same cheekbones showed up again a generation later whenever Vicki smiled. 

Margie must have been chewing on her lower lip all day. It looked red and swollen. She left the water running, dropped a dish into the sink and rushed toward me. 

“Oh, Chuck, this is terrible, just terr...” She broke into sobs and threw her arms around me. We stood there, Margie clinging, sobbing, water running in the sink.

I had to say something. “You didn’t have to clean. I do that on my day off.”

“I couldn’t sit and do nothing. Did you know you don’t have anything in your kitchen but Spaghetti-Os and Frosted Flakes?” She let go of me and paced, wringing her hands. “I don’t mind cleaning, really. You look awful. Why don’t you change out of those dirty clothes? Are you all right?” 

She left no time for answers. These weren’t real questions anyway. She grabbed the broom and went after a cobweb in a corner over the door. “I’m used to cleaning up after my two little piggies. At least Vicki has a maid...”

When she realized what she’d said, a sob tore out of her throat like a siren. She buried her face in her hands and shuddered.

I didn’t know what to say. All I could come up with was, “It’ll be tough on both of us for a while.”

Margie jerked her head up. Fire burned in her eyes and tears streamed down her cheeks. “Detective Luna thinks it was a drug overdose.” 

“That guy doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”

“Why did you have to give her a damned guitar?”

This again. Nothing I said would prevent the argument. When I didn’t answer, she glared at me. “You wanted her to be a musician. It was so important to you.”

Margie’s favorite fight. We’d beaten it into the ground over many years. Jumping into the same battle again wouldn’t do anybody any good, certainly not now. Still, I couldn’t stop myself from responding. “You’re talking about a grown woman. She made her own choices.”

“She only did it to please you.”

“You’re wrong there. She begged me to teach her Johnny B. Goode because she heard it on the radio. And Buddy Holly’s That’ll Be the Day. I’d never even heard those songs until she asked me to show her how to play the chords. She dragged me into her bedroom to play the records for me. Nobody twisted her arm to play rock and roll. She wanted it. She couldn’t get enough of it.”

“And now she’s dead from drugs.” She stamped her foot for emphasis.

I’d taken the bait again. Margie always blamed me for trying to corrupt our daughter with the evils of rock and roll. She was angrier than ever, and I’d walked right into the same old marriage-destroying argument. “Did you come here to start this all over again? You picked a hell of a day for it.”

She stared at me, her left eye twitching. “This never would have happened if you—”

“Enough! Take a breath.” 

I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and led her to my dumpy couch, then turned off the running water. For a while, only the pattering of the rain on the roof and Margie’s sniffling broke the silence. When the quiet became worse than the argument, I turned on the television. 

Once again, the press amazed me. In the middle of a disaster affecting seven million people, Vicki’s death remained the top story. A few miles from here, engineers worked feverishly to pump water out of a reservoir, trying to stay ahead of a crumbling earthen dam. If it failed, eighty thousand people would lose their homes in a devastating flood. Some neighborhoods were already under evacuation orders. One lonely newsman covered it from the scene. 
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