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          Woodland Hills, California. 6:30 p.m.

        

      

    

    
      Johnny B. was frustrated.

      All he wanted was a Philly steak sandwich with no cheese and a Diet Coke with a slice of lemon to go. As orders went, he thought it was a no-brainer. Even in his stubborn mind, he couldn’t imagine how the simple request had turned into a hang-up.

      “Thirteen-inch Philly steak,” Johnny B. repeated to the Asian woman behind the counter. Korean Nazi, the teen complained to himself. For him it was like hitting the reset button on one of his video games. He tried to sound polite, but understood that what felt polite coming out of his mouth sometimes didn’t come off that way. “No cheese ’cause I don’t like cheese. A large Diet Coke with a slice of lemon. And that’s to go, puh-lease.”

      “I got all that,” annoyed the sub shop’s co-owner and manager. She was half Johnny Boy’s size—barely a hundred pounds under her white shirt and apron. Her face was as wrinkled as a dried fruit. “But I say to you, ‘No lemon for Diet Coke.’”

      “But the man before—he got a lemon with his iced tea,” argued Johnny B. without a tinker’s clue concerning the line of diners queuing up behind him. The line was out the door of the tiny takeout shop that was little more than a counter and an old, yellowed backlit menu board hanging over a one-man kitchen.

      “I say no lemon for Diet Coke,” repeated the old woman.

      “If I order iced tea do I get a lemon slice?” clarified Johnny B.

      “You want ice tea now? You just say you want Diet Coke.”

      “I want Diet Coke. Just need a lemon to go with my Diet Coke.”

      “No lemon for Diet Coke.” The old woman punched up the order on the cash register. “Twelve dollar, twenty-six.”

      “How about I order a small iced tea with a lemon slice? Plus the Diet Coke. Plus the Philly steak.”

      “You change your order now?”

      “If it gets me a lemon slice.”

      The old woman stiffened, arms akimbo, her sagging skin jiggling where her biceps should’ve been. Her face was screwed into a churlish question mark.

      “Why you like lemon with Diet Coke?” she persisted.

      “I dunno,” said Johnny B., too tense to shrug. “’Cause it tastes good?”

      “Well, that’s your mouth!” she accused.

      “Philly steak,” began Johnny B. again.

      “There’s a line, you know?” sounded a heavyset voice two customers behind Johnny B.

      The eighteen-year-old heard the man, gauged the voice as someone much older, with some authority, and probably unafraid to get physical. Violent, even. Johnny B. hated being touched. Without his special cocktail of psych meds, he might scream out loud if anybody pressed into him for anything longer than a brushed back or an “excuse me” while in line at an amusement park like Six Flags Magic Mountain. But Johnny B. wouldn’t—or couldn’t—even half turn to acknowledge the impatient people behind him. If he did he might lose his place, or his patience, or his sketchy temper.

      “Philly steak,” repeated Johnny B., peeling off a twenty-dollar bill from his rubber-banded roll of bills. “Thirteen-inch. No cheese. Small iced tea with a lemon slice. Large Diet Coke.”

      “I no care no more,” mumbled the old woman. She cleared the order, re-added the total, and handed the change to her blockish customer. “Takeout order wait over there, okay?”

      “It’s ’cause I’m Armenian,” stated Johnny Boy. “I’m not stupid. Nobody likes the Armos.”

      “Next customer, please,” ignored the old woman.

      Johnny B.—a.k.a. Johnny Boy—or John Bartholomew Kasabian, as it read on his driver’s license—sidestepped from the counter and stood uncomfortably against a round metal pillar, holding his receipt in both hands and focusing on his calm place. His face felt hot and flushed. Though that could’ve been from spending the day at Zuma Beach. He thought perhaps he’d stood out like a sore toe, not having thought to bring beachwear. In his black Wranglers and black T-shirt, Johnny B. was always comfortable. His redundancy in clothing was both his trademark and his armor. His mother called it his daily superhero outfit. On his feet were always a pair of Converse Chuck Taylors and his hair was a monthly Supercuts dark brown spaz of ethnic pride. With that, his stocky build and walk, and the freshly inked Armenian Power cross on his right forearm, anybody who knew Johnny B. could see him coming from a mile.

      People know ’n’ respect me ’cause I’m known and I’m a certified Armo badass.

      From behind the cooktop swerved a Korean man, equally slight as his co-owner wife, only inches taller with a drawn face under a disposable paper chef’s cap. He spoke in a foggy whisper while handing Johnny B. the to-go sack.

      “Wife not happy since hysterectomy,” croaked the old man. “Sorry about lemon slice. I give you extra inside bag.”

      Nodding an expression-free thanks, Johnny B. accepted the bag and both drink cups before dumping the iced tea into the garbage bin next to the side exit. He was hungry; his stomach had been grumbling since it had long ago digested his usual morning meal of a Starbucks frap and two apple fritters. Passing three more storefronts until he reached the street corner, Johnny B. stood at the stoplight and repeatedly rabbit-punched the crosswalk button. With every strike it beeped for nonexistent blind pedestrians. The Ventura Boulevard traffic washed past, the flow of cars and trucks hustling east and west in an ear-throbbing crush of Los Angeles white noise. For the moment, the ubiquitous sound drowned out his gastric bombast.

      The sun had just dropped below the horizon, leaving the boulevard in shadow and the October sky with streaks of pink and vanilla. Opposite Johnny B. was the Walk/Don’t Walk display. It appeared permanently stuck on its red-letter denial. On the side street across from the Chevron station waited Johnny B.’s ride, a black Ford Shelby Mustang so damned new it still bore the dealer’s stickers.

      And this badass can’t wait to stink up the new leather with a hot Philly steak.

      Johnny B. could smell the sub through both the foil wrap and the bag. His eating instincts—sometimes described by his two siblings as those of a starved coyote—invited him to chew right through the paper sack and sink his incisors into the hot sandwich. He was eighteen, though. A legal adult. With that he’d nearly learned to delay his gratification. While traffic hauled past and the Don’t Walk sign continued its electronic indifference, Johnny B. chose to give himself a tease. Unrolling the top of the bag, he lowered his nose into the cavity and inhaled fully.

      His nose curled in autonomic disgust.

      Cheese!

      “Korean bitch!” he screeched.

      Without a thought or intent beyond his momentary expression, Johnny B. balled the sack between his meaty hands and sidearm-chucked his dinner. In that instant, he saw little more than red, yet seemed to feel the million slights he’d suffered since he could first remember. The sandwich was an afterthought. No more. And his mind would have instantly switched to some other flavor of fast-food satisfaction if it hadn’t been for the piercing pitch of squealing tires and gnashing metal annoying his hypersensitive ears.

      The Philly steak sandwich, balled into a projectile, had blindly sailed across three lanes of traffic before exploding in a red meat and mayo smear across the windshield of an eastbound Hyundai Accent. The startled driver, a cosmetician and part-time coed at nearby Pierce Community College, recoiled in shock. When she reflexively stomped on her brakes, her skidding car drifted left and into an oncoming Mercedes S-Class coupe. The heavier German car practically swallowed the Korean compact. Despite the imparting g-forces, the deployed airbags should have saved both drivers. Only the Hyundai’s roof sheered and released like a horizontal guillotine. The sheet metal and carbon fiber Frisbee cut through the Mercedes’s windshield and neatly decapitated the Malibu Barbie mom behind the wheel in an eyeblink.

      Johnny B. had witnessed every slow-motion frame of it. And the shock of sound to his ears was closer to that of a grand piano dropped from ten stories than of two cars colliding in an ugly spray of metal and shattered safety glass. The smell, though—that puke-worthy cheese and meat mélange was replaced by burnt rubber and gasoline. It fouled his senses and nearly blinded the bulky teen.

      With traffic stalled and both drivers and passengers in shock or counting their lucky stars or hopping from their cars to rubberneck or call 911, a scared Johnny B. took the opportunity to run across the street. His stride lacked the coordinated grace of most eighteen-year-olds. He edged between stalled cars and past the smoking rear of the wrecked Mercedes until he had a clear path to his hot black Mustang. There, he shut himself inside with a distinctive Detroit thunk and waited for the change in air pressure to equalize his nerves. The silence of the interior calmed him. The new car perfume soon replaced the odor of the street horror he would leave behind. Johnny B. push-buttoned the ignition, geared the Ford into drive, and slung the vehicle east and onto Ventura Boulevard. Miles ahead was Glendale and his bedroom in his parents’ 1920s Spanish hacienda. The safety of home beckoned along with his PlayStation and turntable. But first, a fast-food drive-thru to temporarily distract his guilt as well as satisfy his gastronomic pangs. Perhaps an In-N-Out burger—double meat, animal style, and please-oh-please, no goddamn cheese.
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          Pasadena. 7:32 p.m.

        

      

    

    
      From Lucky Dey’s perspective, Los Angeles and thereabouts were suffering from an overpopulation of headshrinkers. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d visited any form of an office tower of three stories or higher that didn’t sport at least a dozen psychotherapists on the legend. The Los Angeles sheriff’s deputy had turned it into a bad habit bordering on superstition or OCD. He’d enter the lobby of a random building and, even if he knew exactly which floor he was visiting, check the resident list and search for initialisms following a name. PhD, LCSW, CCMHC, MEd-LPC-CDVD. Most of the titles left him without a glimmer of whatever psychology degree they represented. A simple detective’s deduction might conclude that there were too many post-graduate programs punching out too many degrees for too many couch-friendly analysts.

      “You were saying?” cued Dr. Anna Sandalwood from her soft perch.

      “Not sure I was saying anything,” replied Lucky, wondering if he’d lost his place while staring out the eighth-floor window. The picture-frame pane revealed the final streaks of what had been a bluebird day. The late-October Santa Ana winds had blown hotter than usual—from across the desert—leaving cotton-ball clouds bearing little moisture hanging low, their fading shadows still dotting the San Gabriel Mountains in ever-moving spots.

      “Think it was my turn,” said Gonzo, sharing the corduroy couch with her live-in lover, common-law husband, and emotional codependent, Lucky Dey. The space between the pair wasn’t nearly as wide as the gaping divide in their relationship.

      “Okay,” shifted Sandalwood, moving one of her leggy limbs underneath herself. It left one of her favorite heels empty on the floor.

      The redheaded psychoanalyst, a former volleyball spiker from Cal State Fullerton, was every bit as tall as Gonzo. It made Lucky wonder why women tipping six feet felt the need to add even more stilt to their already towering frames. Had they been so used to intimidating boys that the fashionable four inches added by their designer footwear gave them an exponential advantage?

      “I feel like we’re static,” revealed Gonzo. “Not moving forward or backward.”

      “Like you’re stuck?” asked Sandalwood.

      “I like progress,” said Gonzo. “Something quantifiable beyond days or months.”

      “Commitment,” clarified the doc.

      “Not like he needs to put a ring on it,” said Gonzo. “We’re supposed to be a family. But it feels like we’re all just really good roommates.”

      Family.

      Lucky had a love/hate conflict with the word. He had no trouble using the word as a reference. He shared their Altadena bungalow—the former rental they’d finally bit the bullet and purchased—with Gonzo, her fifteen-year-old son, Travis, and Lucky’s emancipated charge, seventeen-year-old Karrie Kaarlsen. But in his stubborn mind, Lucky still saw the family as something ad hoc. Made up. Did that make the family only something between temporary and for real? Or was it just Lucky holding Lucky back?

      Lucky didn’t dare offer that terrible tidbit in that, their third couple’s therapy session. He was still sussing out the therapist’s office trappings as if he were investigating something. To Dr. Sandalwood’s right was a small built-in desk, on top of which was a large computer running a screen-saver slideshow of pastoral photographs. To her left was a bookshelf unit stacked with books on far-ranging subjects—from criminal sociology to climbing Mount Everest. Haphazardly strung in and around the bookcase was an electric garland of friendly ghosts and jack-o’-lanterns. It was a reminder that Halloween was fast approaching, and also that Dr. Sandalwood’s practice wasn’t for couples or adults only. Children had played in that room, on that same couch. Traumatized. Troubled. And, like Lucky, itching to bolt for the door.

      “Bought the house,” deadpanned Lucky. “That’s a commitment.”

      “And it was practically a deal-breaker,” shot Gonzo. “Like you and rehab. You did it only because I threatened to leave.”

      “Is that true?” asked Dr. Sandalwood.

      “Probably,” said Lucky.

      “Lucky,” pressed the therapist. “Do you need to be pushed in order for you to feel something?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Threatened,” clarified Sandalwood. “Pressured. Do you require ultimatums for you to reach down and find your emotional self?”

      “I don’t really know,” said Lucky. “Not on the street or the job.”

      “You know,” said Sandalwood. “You’re not the first police officer who’s been on that couch.”

      “She’s a cop too,” deflected Lucky. “We’re a cop couple. You’ve seen many of those?”

      “No,” Sandalwood replied. “You’re my first. But where I was going had to do with something I’ve seen in other police officers. They’re guarded. What’s that stuff you wear to protect you from bullets? Bulletproof Teflon—”

      “Kevlar,” corrected Lucky.

      “Kevlar,” she repeated. “That’s right. Cops are often covered in Kevlar. Not just on the job, but once they step across the threshold of their homes. Their families find it hard to get through to them.”

      Lucky gave a half exhale and faced Gonzo.

      “Do you have trouble getting through to me?” asked Lucky.

      “I want to go on a vacation,” said Gonzo. “And two nights in Vegas isn’t what I’m talking about.”

      “You said that was fun,” reminded Lucky. “I remember you saying—”

      “You. Me. Travis. Karrie,” Gonzo counted off on her fingers. “The four of us. Far away. Anyplace we can’t drive to in a day. A cabin. Anything. With no TV and cell phones. I want quiet and board games.”

      “Bored games,” Lucky joked. “And Travis hates ’em.”

      “So do you,” argued Gonzo. “And don’t use Travis as your excuse. That’s not cool at all.”

      “Travis thinks I’m plenty cool,” segued Lucky.

      Gonzo twisted away, arms crossed and shaking her head as if to punctuate her point.

      “I believe what Lydia is saying—”

      “She’s Gonzo,” corrected Lucky. “We all call her Gonzo.”

      Gonzo agreed with an annoyed nod. Having been called Gonzo by nearly everybody but the Department of Motor Vehicles since grade five, Lydia Maria Gonzalez, her birth name, might as well have been someone else’s official moniker.

      “What she’s saying,” continued Dr. Sandalwood, “is that she needs a connection. Your family needs to connect. All of you to each other. Board games. Hikes. Anything analog you all could do together—as family—might lend itself to repairing those bonds.”

      “And if the bonds are already okay-fine?” asked Lucky.

      “They can always be made stronger,” suggested the therapist.

      “My daughter,” Lucky switched before turning to Gonzo as if to prove something. “You see. I said daughter. Karrie. She’s got a lawyer because she wants to legally take my last name. Does that count as a bond?”

      If there were answers from the therapist or Gonzo they would have to wait until the following week. The leggy shrink had already slipped back into her empty pump and stood for the session-ending cross to her desk. Though it was only the third appointment, Lucky had already clocked some of the therapist’s physical cues, the most obvious being her way of lowering a curtain on the appointment. Instead of the de rigueur “That’s all the time we have for today” employed by so many psychologists, the ex-volleyballer would simply rise and pivot to her desktop, where she summoned an electronic calendar.

      “Next week?” confirmed Sandalwood.

      The cop couple walked in silence to the eighth-floor elevators, both with their emotional skin rubbed slightly raw.

      “Where we going with this?” ventured Lucky.

      “It’s not supposed to be easy,” shouldered Gonzo. “Just show up, okay? Go with it.”

      “Go where?”

      “Wherever!” annoyed Gonzo. “It’s a process.”

      “Feels more like a train headed over a cliff,” deadpanned Lucky. He triple-tapped the down elevator button again.

      “You wanna keep this going?” reminded Gonzo. “You and me? This is what it’s gonna take.”

      “Forgive me if I don’t get how peeling off each other’s skin helps anybody but Dr. Ka-ching back there.” The reference was to the shrink’s hourly fee.

      “Know what?” stalled Gonzo. “I’m not up for this shit. You keep the car. I’m gonna Uber back to the house.”

      “Suit yourself,” shrugged Lucky, both trying and succeeding to appear as if he didn’t give a rip—defensively indifferent to a fault.

      No sooner had Gonzo turned her back and swerved toward the stairwell than the lift mechanism dinged a familiar signal.

      “Elevator’s here!” Lucky called out.

      Gonzo’s response was no more than the sound of the stairwell fire door automatically sealing shut with a secure kuh-shunk.
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          Little Armenia. 10:03 p.m.

        

      

    

    
      “Don’t trip over the bodies.” The voice, coming from just inside the crime scene perimeter, had a penetrating strain. Male—a cop, most likely. Senior in stature. Uniformed and instructing. The de facto on-the-job authority. CSI Amy, as her social media friends called her, had a little chuckle to herself.

      No shit, Sherlock.

      Hours earlier, the bodies—seven in all—had been living, breathing human beings. Teenagers mostly, they had been attending a house party so large it had spilled out onto the street. The dead were evenly spread across the mostly concrete front yard. The two-story, mid-century stucco, pock-marked with fresh bullet holes, was flanked and spotlighted with gas-operated construction arrays on loan from the Department of Water and Power. The white-hot lights were so blistering that, to the naked eye, the blood appeared like rivers of coagulating crude oil. The slight pitch, designed to drain rainwater into the street, gutters, and storm drains, acted like an autopsy table, funneling fluids away from the corpses. The non-mortally injured, seventeen in total, had long since been ambulanced to three nearby hospitals. The blood they left behind mingled with that of the dead. Sections of the surrounding white-painted wrought iron were flecked pink with arterial spray.

      This was East Hollywood. And CSI Amy Cho was an ardent fan of the zip code and its lurid history.

      She referred to her interest as Hollywood Fringe History. From the wannabe starlets who’d shed their morality for a shot at immortality to the gumshoes who plied their trade for cash, investigating the dirty secrets of the natives who had piled up on every storied street corner. Since age twelve, Amy had read or watched everything about the topic she could glue her eyeballs to, the sleazier the better.

      If only these streets could talk to me.

      The thirty-year-old LAPD CSI thought of herself as a lucky girl who adored her job. But that love would elevate into pure goosebumps affection whenever an assignment landed her inside a rope of fluttering crime scene tape anywhere near Hollywood. East. West. Koreatown. Thai Town . . .

      . . . Little Armenia.

      For the Kenmore Avenue crime scene, the entire block had been shut down from Fountain to Lexington. LAPD units had the street corked at both ends. The murder scene’s fronting asphalt was littered with brass. Shiny, ejected bullet casings appeared as if spilled by the bag-load. When Amy’s criminalist supervisor was doling out the scene assignments, Amy had volunteered for the painstaking job of cataloging the discarded cartridges. This required first recording a digital series of photographs. Then assigning each discarded shell casing a designated number. Each number corresponded to a readable black digit on a five-inch-tall neon green cone. South to north, Amy placed a single cone next to every discharged cartridge, a count of 116 in total.

      Arms wide, she stood a few feet back in her hooded white coveralls, rubber gloves, and shoe covers, every inch of it disposable. The paper suit concealed a willowy frame of five and a half feet, her goggles turning her already wide brown eyes into comical orbs. After admiring her work, the geometry of numbered cones appearing like a constellation atop the blacktop, the kid-in-the-candy-store side of her wanted to skip and slalom through the evidence field. Instead, she took a few admiring selfies before recording her work with her camera phone. Next she began the painstaking chore of bagging and cataloging each individual piece of brass. The activity—marking and signing a single evidence bag for every expelled cartridge—might normally have been dull, but protocol was protocol. And ever since the famed O. J. Simpson trial, the LAPD Crime Lab had tried to keep itself institutionally zealous in all its criminalists’ record-keeping in the all-important chain of custody.

      Amy, though, had a trick to keeping the grunt work interesting. Magic. Sleight of hand. The age-old art of prestidigitation honed from years of practice. While more popular high schoolers had been partying hard or studying for their college boards, once seventeen-year-old Amy was upstairs, above her parents’ Koreatown bakery and grocery mart, she was gorging on pulpy Hollywood history and learning how to palm poker-sized playing cards with her impossibly petite hands. Amy had become so skilled with her close-up magic she’d recently auditioned and earned a card-carrying membership to Hollywood’s famed private club for magicians, the Magic Castle.

      Of the 116 expended cartridges, Amy had counted twenty-three 9mm, forty-seven 5.56 x 45—standard ammunition for an AR-15 semi-automatic rifle—thirty-five .45-caliber ACPs, and eleven .40-caliber. Most likely four weapons, she guessed, operated by four shooters in two passing cars. But that wasn’t in Amy’s job description. She wasn’t a detective. She was a professional technician—a criminalist—and her vocation was to soldier the simple gathering and preservation of evidence.

      Then why am I planting evidence?

      Amy’s heart purred, accelerating to 120 beats per minute. Inside her Microguard coveralls, she was sweating out every concealed pore. Yet on the outside, she was performing her magic act of replacing eight of the ubiquitous 9mm casings with nearly identical brass. It had taken some hardworking off-hours to rehearse and perfect the moves while wearing latex gloves. Baggie. New casing. Palm. Switch. Box. Repeat. So efficient and effortless was Amy that should there have been a video camera capturing her every maneuver, nobody could have caught her. The exchanged brass would be secretly stored while the planted casings remained locked up in the LAPD’s evidence hold awaiting ballistics matches and the inevitable pairing to a weapon in the possession of a designated bad guy.

      The performance was so flawless Amy felt it deserved a bow. Which was what she did once out of view of the stacked TV cameras, crews, and local news reporters looking to capitalize on the bloody scene for their respective live broadcasts. Once Amy had finished with her private moment of acclamation, she curtain-called herself back onto the crime scene in search of her next CSI chore. All the while, on the inside she was tingly, warm, and wet at the thought of how proud Miles would be. She couldn’t wait for Miles to reward her for what a fine magician she was. Once back at her Koreatown apartment, she’d be counting the hours like sheep until he knocked.

      The anticipation was palpable.
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          Downtown Los Angeles

        

      

    

    
      After the counseling session, Lucky couldn’t stomach an immediate return home. Gonzo had been steaming mad when they’d parted. Following her home felt as if he were being lured into a conflict trap.

      Though it was a school night, both teenagers were away for the evening due to a recently instituted citywide grading day, ostensibly a workday for teachers without the actual teaching of students. Added to that was Monday and Halloween. The sum of which made for a four-day weekend to be enjoyed by his pair of high schoolers.

      Yeah, thought Lucky. As if cops got a paid day off not to chase criminals. From Lucky’s perspective, teachers clearly belonged to a more influential union than cops. And for his kids, the weekend had started early. Thus, Gonzo’s boy Travis was staying over at a friend’s on a video-gamers’ all-nighter, while Lucky’s legally emancipated adoptee, the soon-to-be seventeen-year-old Karrie Dey, was in Lake Arrowhead on an overnight with her church group. Normally, that would have meant some much-needed private time for the common-law couple. Only Lucky feared that any privacy following the contentious conclusion of their therapy session would lead to more fighting. Only louder and for which Lucky had no worthwhile answers to Gonzo’s arguments.

      So, instead of turning his ’99 Crown Vic toward the Altadena bungalow they shared, Lucky pointed the vehicle toward downtown and the Temple Street headquarters of the Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department. Waiting for him there was his desk in the Major Crimes Bureau. It was a recent assignment following his tour of duty as a training officer at LASD’s Compton Station. When Lucky wasn’t digging through a seemingly bottomless pit of current investigations, he was playing catch-up on a pile of unsolved case files that might benefit from a fresh pair of eyeballs.

      To save on after-hours electricity, the windowless office space, painted in the desolate shades of civil service and divvied up into cubicle slices, was only half illuminated by overhead fluorescents. Sharing the stale air and lousy light while listening to her own mix of vintage hip-hop was Detective Zadeh Raad. The always ponytailed pixie, imagining she’d have the office to herself, appeared genuinely startled when Lucky walked up from behind and asked her for help deciphering a pair of identical case codes on non-identical crimes.

      “Jeezus,” she’d exhaled before setting Lucky straight on the unit’s constant coding errors—a temporary nexus between the department’s switch from paper to digital. Neither deputy inquired as to the other’s rationale for the off-the-clock shift work. Nor did Zadeh politely ask if the volume of the music pouring from her computer’s external speakers bothered her cohabitant. She rightly reckoned that because she’d had the space to herself, it was her party to rock. Lucky figured the same, half enjoying the old-school tracks of nineties-era Dr. Dre, Wu-Tang Clan, and De La Soul. It sucked him back to high school and his bad boy days as a Santa Monica surf punk. Certain melodies or beats could even trip an olfactory memory to such a degree that he could smell the brine and mildew of his old wetsuit.

      Three hours and two Red Bulls into his case file catch-ups, Lucky’s phone buzzed with a text from his former sheriff’s trainee Shia St. George. After some teasing exchanges, he eventually agreed to meet her for beer and chips at Casa Vega, an old-school Valley haunt that was as famous for its Cadillac margaritas as it was for being a favorite retreat of the late Marlon Brando. Myth held that the Mexican restaurant had contributed mightily to the great one’s girth. It was difficult for some to wander into the joint without imagining Brando squeezed into one of the rear dining room booths alone, yet holding court with a lobster quesadilla, a pair of crab and shrimp enchiladas, flanked by plates of hot rice and frijoles.

      Lucky discovered Shia at a small corner table in a bar so dark the twenty-six-year-old deputy and her half-consumed bottle of Corona practically blended into the shadows. The tea candle at the bottom of a red triple-shot glass barely lit a face Lucky had from the beginning thought far too arresting for police work. Shia’s beauty was flat-out distracting. Flawless blue-black skin. Gleaming teeth and rosy lips spread beneath impossibly high cheekbones. The woman’s face and body seemed sculpted for fashion photographers rather than for putting the boot to the neck of guttersnipe bad guys.

      “So, this is your new hood, huh?” inquired Lucky in an awkward attempt at small talk. Chitchat was neither his forte nor conversational preference.

      “Close to everything,” replied Shia. “Especially the job.”

      “The job,” Lucky repeated with a nod. “And how’s that new duty treating you?”

      “Department J is my bitch,” she bragged with a broad smile. “Truth? I really got a sweet assignment. Great judge. She knows I’m interested in the law. She’s already writing letters to law schools.”

      “I’d toast you, but I’m dry so far.” Lucky mockingly held up an empty hand.

      Shia waved toward the bar, then pushed her bottle across to Lucky.

      “Share mine until you get yours?” she suggested.

      When Lucky sipped on the beer he could both taste her lipstick and smell the soap she’d washed with. In the seven-plus months he’d been her training officer—five in the patrol car plus the nine weeks of paid vacation they’d both received pending a shoot investigation—he could count on one hand how many times he’d seen her out of uniform. Without the baggy green slacks and her ballistic vest, she appeared twenty pounds lighter, lithe and poured into black jeans and a T-shirt. And the hair she normally kept in tight cornrows was a gentle spray of soft kink.

      “Working the court looks good on you,” said Lucky.

      “Like this is what I wear on the job.”

      “It’s not the street.”

      “By that you mean Luckyland?”

      He chuckled at that. She’d worked with him just long enough to see the street was where he thrived. In the gutter, he’d often said, was where the world made sense. There were no politics there and what was primal was all that mattered. Lucky had deemed it Luckyland, but gave credit to his deceased little brother.

      “So, Major Crimes,” she segued. “How you likin’ that? Or, more importantly, is it likin’ you?”

      Lucky shrugged, explaining how the downtown position was taking some getting used to. As usual, his reputation as a Lennox Reaper had preceded him: the rumor and innuendo of the rule-bending, civil-rights-shaving, and effective but dubious street policing that forever followed deputies inked with a Reaper tattoo. But for one other Major Crimes detective who had spent time on patrol out of the Lynwood station, none of the unit had worked patrol anywhere in the bang-bang neighborhoods of hardcore South Los Angeles.

      Two beers in, with the restaurant staff putting up chairs atop the dining room tables, Lucky kept steering the conversation back to Shia.

      “Okay,” she finally relented. “You really wanna talk about me?”

      “That a problem?” he teased.

      “Here’s my problem,” she leaned in, her lips inches from Lucky’s crooked nose, eyes locked on his as if trying to read his pupillary response. “When I was your trainee, why’d you never try to get in my pants?”

      The come-on line landed with unexpected force. Lucky’s resting heart rate, something Gonzo had once remarked resembled something close to a medical flatline, accidentally skipped.

      “Let me clarify,” she almost embarrassedly grinned. “My less than clinical research has led me to pretty much know that practically every male training officer eventually gets down with his female trainee. Or at least gives it the ol’ college try.”

      “And then there’s me?” quizzed Lucky.

      “You. Yeah.”

      “Had somethin’ at home,” Lucky explained. “You know that. Was tryin’ to make it work . . . Still tryin’.”

      “Hard times on the home front?”

      “Any other kind?”

      “So, that’s your answer? Home-lovin’ Lucky was trying to stay the course?”

      “Awful personal we’re getting at something after what? Shit. One in the morning.”

      “And you’re not home,” Shia clarified. “You’re here. With me.”

      “I’m not your training officer any more.”

      “That change things?” she half smiled.

      “What about your roommate?” asked Lucky, referring to Shia’s half-blind, disabled father.

      “Gone boat fishin’. Alaska. Back tomorrow.”

      “Right. Okay. So . . .” he segued. “Who told you about this mythical training officer rite?”

      “Asked around. My own private investigating.”

      “I think, though, the way it’s supposed to work involves the TO propositioning the trainee and the trainee wondering if what he’s askin’ is part of the training. Or is that just a man thing?”

      “Like you said. You’re not my TO no more. And maybe I got tired of waiting to be asked.”

      Lucky unconsciously rotated his beer bottle on the cocktail napkin coaster. Counterclockwise. As for Shia, she had a hard time reading if he was pondering her proposition. Or just pondering the way Lucky pondered. Lucky was hard that way. He didn’t give much away. Ever.

      “Guess I’m still tryin’ to make the family thing work,” suggested Lucky, not entirely convincing Shia, let alone himself.

      “Family is one thing. Not like you’re married.”

      “You know what I’m sayin’. And I may as well be.”

      “Like you’re ever gonna put a ring on it,” she said. Then her face slackened with sudden purpose. “Is it because I’m black?”

      “Wow. You really just go there?”

      “Ha. Shoulda seen your face,” she grinned before abruptly changing the subject. “Hey. How’s America’s most kick-ass teenage girl?”

      “Karrie? She’s had, like, this late growth spurt. Tall as you now.”

      “Sixteen?”

      “Seventeen in a coupla weeks.”

      “Ever figure out what she was gonna do with all that money?”

      After seven months of the Sheriff’s Department’s tethering, there was little training officer or trainee didn’t know or hadn’t figured out about the other. Hard as Lucky was to read, when he did converse or offer up personal information, Shia could bank on it being the God’s honest truth. Thusly she’d heard all about Karrie’s tale as a runaway, losing both parents, and the millions of dollars left to her in a trust managed by Lucky’s billionaire consigliere, Conrad Ellis.

      “She doesn’t wanna touch it,” answered Lucky. “Like it’s kryptonite. Don’t blame her, really. Considering . . . After buying the car and the lifetime Muay Thai classes, she doesn’t even wanna think about it.”

      “Wow,” was all Shia could think to say. “Taking after you.”

      “She wants to legally change her last name.”

      “To yours? No shit. Gotta make you proud.”

      The sheepish smile was a new look on him. The warmth from Lucky’s face was contagious. Shia’s eyes lit up. And in that brief moment, instead of wanting Lucky in her bed, she realized she wanted him. Period. End of subject.

      Damn, girl.

      Shia had to catch herself. Her breath. Lucky was spoken for. And he wasn’t biting on her blunt invitation. The conversation devolved into something akin to superficial recitations. Rehearsed answers. Informational trades. When the bartender announced last call, the former training officer and trainee instinctively decided to call it a night.

      In Casa Vega’s valet parking lot there remained only two vehicles. Lucky’s ’99 Crown Vic and Shia’s pearl white Kia Optima.

      “Oh, if your little Korean car could talk,” joked Lucky, knowing that if evidence could somehow be culled from the compact sedan, neither he nor Shia would still have their badges.

      “Still finding dog hair,” she admitted. “And that’s not just ’cause I took Mr. Hank off you.”

      A year earlier, Lucky had come into the possession of four big street mutts, each having been named by their previous master after famous African Americans. Lucky had adopted one, convinced Shia to adopt another, while the remaining two were still serving as Compton Station guard dogs.

      “Speaking of that shit, how’s that working out with your allergies?”

      “It’s a whole thing. Take meds every morning and thirty minutes before I walk through the door. Gonzo Furminates her every week and the house is still one big Oprah hairball. Ten’ll getcha twenty she’s in bed with her right now.”

      “Brings new meaning to the word ‘rescue.’”

      “Hey. About that,” shifted Lucky. “I know you pulled some downtown chain to get me on Major Crimes. Suppose I owe you something more than thanks.”

      As if cued, Shia stepped up to him, cupped his stubble in her hands, and kissed him fully on the lips. Lucky neither resisted nor acted on the electric charge he felt to his bones. His arms wanted to wrap her up, carry her to his back seat, and finish things off like a hungry adolescent.

      “That’ll have to be thanks enough,” completed Shia, before retreating toward her car with a last-word tease. “At least for now.”

      Hands in pockets, Lucky remained and watched until Shia was safely locked in her Optima. Her taillights disappeared down a section of Ventura Boulevard that appeared striped in traffic lights all switched to green. Gone until next time.

      If there’d ever be a next time.

      A sinking feeling came over him—a pulling suction not unlike an ocean undertow. The first time he’d felt it he’d passed it off as grief for his departed younger brother. How long had it been? Three years? More? Despite the passage of time, the undertow had remained. Just beneath. Ready to drag him down. A battle that had begun with his slide back into Los Angeles when he’d chased killer Greg Beem all the way from his cushy Kern County detective’s gig back into the heart of darkness. Ever since, Lucky felt as if he’d been a loose pinball pinging in a washing machine. Sure, along the way he’d done some decent deeds. And good things had come to him. Gonzo. Travis. Karrie. Yet there’d also been too much action and too many dead bodies—both in and out of Los Angeles Sheriff’s policy. The gunfights alone, righteous or otherwise, should have been enough to flag his file and assign him to ride a desk until retirement beckoned. Were it not for Shia and that backdoor leg up into Major Crimes, odds were Lucky would’ve already been out the door, sheriff’s career in his rearview mirror.

      Was he good at his job? Sure. Valued? Perhaps. But in a world of body cameras and cell phone video feeding a twenty-four-hour news cycle, cops like Lucky Dey, who had a knack for the darker shades of police work, were fast becoming too great a liability to carry.

      Conclusion? Change, quit, or die.

      Exhausted, but without muster enough to drive home to Altadena and risk Gonzo smelling another woman on him, Lucky sought a quiet spot to park and sleep with little risk of disturbance. He climbed into his ’99, recently upgraded from primer gray to a low-budget black paint job, and pointed it up Coldwater Canyon. Two and a half miles up the hill, he pulled into the entrance to Coldwater Canyon’s TreePeople Park. The forty-five-acre hilltop expanse of mostly parking lot and hiking trails was a favorite place for Valley urbanites to catch some outdoor exercise and for paparazzi hoping to photograph makeup-free celebrities walking their dogs or being exercised themselves by personal trainers.

      The park’s yellow swing gate, open only during daylight hours, utilized a heavy chain and a padlock easily beat with paper clips and a multi-tool. Lucky made sure to re-secure the gate behind him before settling into a space with his headlights aimed north. Below, the entire San Fernando Valley twinkled like a carpet of wall-to-wall Christmas lights. He rummaged through his glove box and found a sheet of paper with a wrinkled, pre-scrawled note. He spit-glued it to a window:

      
        
        DO NOT DISTURB

        POLICE OFFICER ON THE JOB

        VIOLATORS MAY BE SHOT

      

      

      From the back seat, Lucky grabbed a pair of folding screens meant to cool and protect the car’s interior, fixed them to cover both the front windshield and driver’s and front passenger’s windows, and stretched what he could of himself across the bench seat, bunching up a musty sweatshirt for a pillow. The position practically guaranteed future spasms from his surgically repaired back. The best he could hope for was that the beers he’d consumed would turn to ethanol in his bloodstream and offer some natural muscle relaxant. He craved a pain pill, then bit on his tongue for slipping on his fifteen months of twelve-step work with those two cold cervezas. Lucky could only hope when he closed his eyes that sleep would overcome his conflict between lust for Shia and guilt for considering cheating on Gonzo, who, for all her conflict and complaints about Lucky, was lovely and loyal to a fault.

      You’re such an asshole, Lucky.

      Despite the mental self-flogging, sleep overtook Lucky in seconds. He was unconscious and bothering nobody whatsoever with his ground-shaking snores, blissfully unaware that from downtown to Casa Vega to where he’d parked for slumber, he’d been carefully followed.

      From a distance of two hundred yards, Lucky’s parked ’99 was quietly stalked through a pair of Armasight binoculars. The night vision lenses gathered the faintest ambient light and magnified the live picture into a green, high-definition image wherever the wearer pointed them. The zoom function allowed the observer a chance to watch Lucky lock his car doors and block out his windows in preparation for his short night’s sleep. Each action and the time it occurred was recorded in a voice-to-text memo on a smartphone. The stalk was so acute and detailed that a recording had been made of the precise moment Lucky and Gonzo had left their Altadena house to the very last entry marking the early a.m. hour and minute the windows of the parked Crown Vic had begun to fog from Lucky’s snores. Once encrypted and transcribed into a digital file, it was safely emailed via a local cellular network with a trademarked whoosh. With that, the shadow-job had concluded for the night. The assigned stalker returned to the nondescript rental vehicle left at the park’s gate, turned over the electric engine, and silently disappeared into the night.
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      Lucky woke to the annoyance of his phone vibrating. First thinking it had slipped under his ribcage, he reached to find the grip of his .45 before rolling left and discovering the rapid pulsations were coming from his left breast shirt pocket. With his eyesight still somewhat blurred, he ignored the name on the screen and answered.

      “Yeah,” answered the sheriff’s detective.

      “Lucky,” said Gonzo over the phone, flat and clean. “I need you to very calmly wake up.”

      “Gonz?”

      “Open your eyes,” said Gonzo. “It’s after eight a.m. already.”

      “I’m okay,” he reflexively replied. As consciousness returned, he was remembering the night before in all its guilty color. He squinted at what pieces of day streaked past the over-sized sunshade.

      “Listen to me, Luck,” pressed Gonzo. “I need you to put your gun on the deck.”

      “What about my gun?”

      “I need you to be calm right now,” she practically pleaded. “Cool and cogent and doing everything I say.”

      “Jesus, Gonzo,” annoyed Lucky. “So what if I didn’t come home last night? You don’t gotta be so spooked.”

      “I’m perfectly calm. Are you calm?”

      “I’m barely awake,” he said. “How much calmer can I be than that?”

      “Do you know where you are?”

      “Same place I was when I turned off the lights.”

      “You’re at TreePeople,” said Gonzo. “Top of Coldwater. You put up that big sunscreen Karrie and Trav bought you with a note that said—”

      “Says ‘Violators will be shot.’ Yeah, I know. I wrote it. Did you follow me?”

      “I’m at five hundred feet and circling,” said Gonzo.

      It was as if his ear canals had only just drained. He heard the staccato thumping of helicopter rotors outside. His common-law wife slash LAPD chopper pilot was above and churning in tight circles. Lucky pried back the shade. The morning light scorched his pupils. In the five seconds it took for them to adjust he was able to catch the tail numbers of Gonzo’s whirlybird arcing clockwise against a baby blue sky.

      “Jesus,” pissed Lucky. “Why the fuck are you stalking me?”

      “Stalking you?” angered Gonzo. “I’m trying to keep your ass from getting killed right now. Please tell me your weapon is on the deck!”

      The unconscious calculations, momentarily backed up like a sewer line, suddenly came unglued. The helicopter. The location where he’d parked. The blacked-out windows . . .

      “LAPD?” he asked.

      “Some early morning hikers saw your car and your stupid-ass note, got spooked, and called nine-one-one.”

      Peeling away two inches of the screen on the driver’s side window, Lucky was able to glimpse only the edge of a brigade of LAPD black-and-whites that—once he peeked in the rearview mirror—were parked bumpers to grilles in a cordoned semicircle. Patrol officers in their blue-black uniforms were cocked and locked with pistols and shotguns trained at his ’99 Crown Vic.

      “You’d think somebody coulda knocked,” griped Lucky into his phone.

      “With a warning like that on your windshield?” Gonzo was no longer calm. “Lucky. I’ve talked to you about that!”

      “I’m obviously a lousy listener,” he deadpanned.

      “Are you listening now?”

      “Tell me how to play and I will.”

      “PD knows I’m on the phone with you. So, just pull down the screen, slowly crack the driver’s door, and show your hands.”

      “How about you tell ’em all that you know me and I live with you and to just fuck off and go?”

      “Didn’t you just tell me you’d play it my way?”

      “Yes, dear,” Lucky sarcastically droned. “Hanging up now. And popping my door.”

      As advised, Lucky pushed a shoulder into his driver’s door just enough to crack it six inches. He showed one empty hand and, in the other, his six-point Los Angeles Sheriff’s badge.

      “Hands in place,” sounded a voice over a loudspeaker. “Slowly step from the vehicle.”

      Lucky counted eight radio cars and eleven LAPD uniforms. After carefully exhuming himself from the newly painted car, he kept his hands and arms wide while facing the sky, just in case Gonzo could read the smirk on his face. With only one more half arc to fly, the chopper swiveled south and vanished over the ridgeline.

      “Trespassing. Loitering,” spoke the approaching sergeant, re-holstering his pistol. The bulky cop sported a full head of salt-and-pepper hair sculpted into a throwback flattop.

      “Gate was open when I parked,” fibbed Lucky. “We know each other?”

      “I think maybe,” answered the sergeant with a cryptic drip. “You Lennox boys mighta dropped a carload of Nutty Bloc Crips in Grammercy Park. Blood hood.”

      “Seventy-Seventh Street Division? That was you guys?” grinned Lucky.

      “Wasn’t so funny back then,” the sergeant said coldly. “But some of us ol’ hands mighta had a few laughs ’bout it since.”

      “Need me to apologize for causing this ruckus here?”

      “Shit, you kiddin’ me?” guffawed the sergeant. “Prolly made their day drawing bead on a sheriff’s.”

      Lucky’s phone buzzed in his pocket.

      “I’ll leave you to get that,” said the sergeant. “Maybe it’s your sky wife makin’ sure you’re not shot fulla holes.”

      “Thanks,” said Lucky without a lot of verve.

      “And no more trespassing in my park!” called back the sergeant. “Bust in here again, you might not like what you get.”

      As the LAPD throng retreated, Lucky answered his phone.

      “This is Lucky,” he stated, his eyes turning back to the view of the Valley.

      “Please hold for Assistant Sheriff Paul McGill,” said the secretary.

      The feeling of heat prickled the back of Lucky’s neck. Calls from the top floor were never good.

      Ever.
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          Glendale. 8:31 a.m.

        

      

    

    
      Johnny Boy had seen neither his bedroom nor an ounce of sleep in nearly two days. After his beach visit followed by the tragic Philly steak sandwich fail at the Woodland Hills sub shop, Johnny B. had slipped eastbound onto the Ventura Freeway and patiently put up with the bumper-to-bumper traffic until he had safely pulled off in the City of Glendale. He parked in his usual spot in the side motor court of his parents’ salmon-pink stucco turn-of-the-century Spanish manor. Only instead of checking in through the front or kitchen doors, Johnny B. detoured around the side of the house along the gated gravel path usually reserved for the pool man and gardeners. He followed the steps down to one of the old changing rooms he’d converted into his private discotheque. There was no dance floor or even enough space should anybody ever want to cut loose. He’d superglued acoustic ceiling tiles over the tiled walls to dampen the reverb. Inside the shower stall he’d erected an all-in-one DJ setup replete with dual turntables and a computerized lighting array. There were two padded stools, a computer screen for online game play, and a compact refrigerator stocked with Dad’s Root Beer, Mountain Dew, and packaged hard-boiled eggs.

      Despite Johnny B.’s feeling that the world in general was far too loud, bright, busy, and chaotic for him, when he could control his environs with ear-busting beats and tune the lights to fit the flashing in his brain, a strange calm would ensue. It wasn’t merely a form of molecular relaxation that developed within his overactive amygdala. The bass-heavy music was also guaranteed to numb his many fractured emotions.

      All that night and into the dawn, Johnny B. had rocked his underground house. When at last his ears began to ache, he shut off the noise and lights and lay down on the cooling tile holding cold cans of soda against the sides of his head. There, in the nearly pitch black, he closed his eyes, hoping the images of those crashing cars had been erased.

      Shit, shit, shit!

      The moving pictures remained—the swerving Hyundai impacting with the Mercedes coupe—the blast of metal, plastic, and shards of safety glass. Only the sounds weren’t there. It was as if Johnny B. had succeeded in only erasing the audio track of his bad sandwich-induced pileup.

      He heard voices outside. Familiar. Arguing. His mother, Tabitha, and his father, Vartan. The duo sounded roughly halfway between the sliding French doors of the family room and the eleven curving steps down to his rave cave. He pictured them standing only feet from the pool’s edge and wondered if one of them would get heated enough to shove the other into the salt-treated water. His mother, bleached-blonde, sturdy, and Armenian tanned, would have her hands on her hips, elbows bent, defiant in jeans and a silver spangled T-shirt. Johnny B.’s balding dad, affectionately called Vaz by nearly everybody but his three children, would tower nearly a foot above her, his dress shirt unbuttoned down to a proud sprout of ethnic chest hair decorated with a one-inch jewel-encrusted gold cross pendant.

      And the argument seemed always the same.

      Johnny B. needs to grow up, learn to be a man.

      He isn’t like normal boys. He needs our help.

      How much more help can we possibly give him? More therapy? More meds? More residential treatment? He costs more money than twenty young men his age.

      Johnny B. is our son. He has a mental illness.

      As the closet DJ focused his ears onto what seemed like the gazillionth marital clash about him, he was hard-pressed to disagree with any of it. After years of eavesdropping, he’d come to understand both sides of the parental pingpong match. Johnny B. saw himself as the net stretched across the table, with a perfect view and recognition of both opponents. All the same, as hard as his mom and dad tried to wrap their heads around the Johnny B. problem, they never quite grasped what was at the center of the teen’s being.

      Hopelessness.

      The self-loathing Johnny B. felt was marrow deep and malignant. Through his lens he would never be normal nor a real man in the truly cultural sense—at least not in his father’s Armenian eyes. Johnny B. wasn’t smart enough. He wasn’t athletic enough. He wasn’t tough enough. He would never be accepted into the family’s real business.

      In an atmospheric rush, the changing room door swung open. The white light of day flooded over Johnny B., still flat on his back on the tile floor, staring straight upward, his ears flanked by that pair of aluminum soda cans.

      “Get up,” demanded Vaz, sounding remarkably gentle despite the force of his words.

      “I’m too tired,” replied Johnny B. in a flat monotone.

      “We work today,” insisted Vaz. “And the sweat will help you sleep.”

      “But I’m not a good worker,” continued Johnny B. “You already said that.”

      “That wasn’t a good day for either of us. Let’s try again. New day. New job.”

      “What kind of job?” The teen knew himself well enough to know he’d almost always rise to an interesting carrot dangling from a stick.

      “We’ll figure it out when we get there.”

      “I don’t like the smell of hot asphalt,” Johnny B. argued, with good reason. He was especially sensitive to certain odors. They could trigger him with excitement—or repel—not unlike the melted cheddar that forced his better self into chucking his uneaten cheesesteak into surging traffic.

      “We’ll figure it out when we get there,” repeated Vaz. “C’mon. Breakfast first. Your mother made choreg and bishi.”

      “I need coffee.”

      “Sure about that?” asked the father. “How does the caffeine interact with your meds?”

      “I drink Coke. Mountain Dew. They got caffeine.”

      “Right, right.”

      The father offered a hand to the son. Which Johnny B. accepted, rising to his feet. Vaz wrapped both arms around his son, more bearish than warm. Yet it was a hug all the same. And despite his father not having a glimmer about the anger-induced car accident, in that morning moment Johnny B. felt nearly forgiven. Loved. A comfortable and worry-free interlude bracketed by a life filled mostly with fear and anxiety.
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