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        For our Mia

A penny to share

your thoughts, we add another

to make art from dreams,

and a third placed between those

for all the rest of your days
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            ONE

         

         MY HOUSE WAS NOTHING but bones. A rigid lumber frame of two stories and an attic, the windows defined by perfect squares and the doorways tall rectangles. Sky and only sky between every line, like the drawing of a small and painstaking child.

         I was balanced at the peak. The carpenters and I had completed the trusses earlier in the day, and I wanted to check the joists against the house plan before the sun finished its dive below the horizon. The house was set on a rise at the top of the block. It was the tallest thing for a quarter mile, if you ignored the evergreen trees. So when the black Nissan Altima paused in its slow drift in front of the property, I was looking almost straight down on the car from sixty feet off street level.

         The Nissan pulled in to the curb and the driver stepped out. He looked up the stone steps that followed the rise, up the framework of the house, up to me. He raised a hand in tentative greeting.

         “This the Shaw place?” he called.

         “More or less,” I said.

         The man was a little older and a lot smaller than the national average. He wore a black watch cap and a jean jacket still stiff from the factory, and  gray Carhartt dungarees over bright white sneakers. His smile flashed a full allotment of teeth. A white barcode sticker was visible through the Nissan’s spotless windshield.

         “You’re looking for Dono,” I said.

         “Yeah.”

         “Come on up.”

         The small man walked quickly around the car to the stone steps. I unclipped the safety tether and clambered down to hang by my fingers, and dropped with a boom onto the plywood sheeting that formed the rudiments of a second floor. The whole structure smelled of cut pine and sap, pleasantly heavy in the July heat.

         I hadn’t built subflooring on the first story yet. When I climbed down I was standing on a bare concrete foundation. My visitor came to the top of the stone steps and halted. He had nowhere to go. The steps used to meet the porch of the old house, and would again someday. But for now they ended in midair, like one side of a small Aztec pyramid. We looked across the six-foot gap at each other.

         “Dono died,” I said. “Early last year.”

         His broad smile vanished in a wink. “Christ.”

         “You knew him?”

         “I did.” His gaze shifted quickly past the scars on my face—everybody’s first stop—to my black hair and black eyes, which were a match for Dono’s. “I know you, too, though we ain’t met. Dono’s grandson, yeah? I’m Mickey O’Hasson. Maybe he mentioned me?”

         “Sorry. I don’t recall.”

         “A long time back.” Up close, O’Hasson’s blue eyes were lively and clear, belying about six decades of hard living on his face. He stood barely over five feet tall and the cap and sneakers made up a full inch of that. The good-humored smile crept softly back onto his wide freckled face, like beaming was his natural expression.

         He inspected the edges of the steps, where scorch marks stood out fresh and bold against the pitted stone.

         “What happened here?” he said.

         “This year hasn’t been much better.” 

         “And so you’re rebuilding. Good. It was a real nice place.”

         Nice might have been pushing it. But it had been home, once. “When did you last see Dono?”

         “Thirteen, fourteen years.”

         “You just get out?” I said.

         O’Hasson stared at me. Then the intricate lines around his eyes crackled in squinty amusement. “How’d you figure?”

         “Your jacket’s brand-new. Pants and shoes, too. The car’s a rental, and it’s fresh washed. Straight from the airport, maybe.”

         “Near enough.” He shook his head. “I remember Dono saying you were a real terror. He meant it good.”

         I hadn’t needed the clothes or the car to make O’Hasson as one of Dono’s crowd. My grandfather had been a thief, a robber, and in his younger days the kind of terror that nobody would call good. If this little guy was an acquaintance, then he had probably been an accomplice, too.

         “You come to Seattle just to find Dono?” I said.

         “Not just that. But he was high on my list.” He glanced around at the empty yard. “No roof material yet? I guess you have to get the drying-in done pretty quick.”

         “You know construction.”

         “I know it rains a lot in Seattle. You can’t leave framing out in the weather like this forever.”

         “I’m gambling on a dry summer.”

         “While you come up with the dough?” Those bright blueberry eyes narrowed in calculation, before he shrugged and nodded at the lapsing sun. “Quitting time. It’s Van, right? Same name as your granddad, Donovan, but people call you that?”

         “Good memory.”

         “Well, if you’ll let me bend your ear a little, I’ll buy the suds. ’Less you got somewhere else to be.”

         I didn’t. Hadn’t for a few months, not since Luce Boylan and I had broken up. I spent half of each day in one of the part-time jobs I’d managed to scrounge up, and the other half working on the house. Which  was no longer an option, until I could afford the rest of the construction. The bones would stay bare.

         And I had to admit, O’Hasson had me curious why a man would seek out my grandfather, first thing after tasting the air outside.

         “Might as well,” I said.

         I locked up the tools in the big backyard shed, which had somehow survived the blaze, and changed into a t-shirt that was a couple of stains cleaner than the one I’d been wearing to monkey around the sap-covered lumber. O’Hasson followed my clattering Dodge pickup down to Madison and farther east, to a tavern called Lloyd’s Own. It wasn’t a dive—the neighborhood was too upscale for that—but it was away from the foot traffic and I could sit and think in peace.

         O’Hasson and I settled into a booth at the back, away from the handful of patrons staining their lips with buffalo wings. He kept his cap on. Pem, the skinny hipster kid who worked the two-to-eight shift, drifted over and asked if I wanted a Guinness, like usual. I did. O’Hasson ordered the same. He glanced around at the walls, which were laden with County Cork landscapes, and then at Pem.

         “A black boy pulling the taps in a mick bar,” he said.

         I looked at him.

         He waved a hand hastily. “Just a long time since I been anyplace where people didn’t stick to their own. Since I been anyplace at all. It’s an okay thing, is what I mean.” His left hand kneaded at the bicep muscle of his right arm. Across the room, Pem set the half-full pints of stout on the bar to settle.

         O’Hasson nodded. “They pour it right in this place. ’S why you like it, yeah?”

         “And no one gives a rip if I’m covered in sawdust.”

         “You do that work professional? Making houses?”

         “Real contractors do the heavy lifting. I just pitch in with what Dono taught me.”

         “Right, he was a builder. I’d forgotten that.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose sheepishly. “He taught you other stuff, too.”

         A statement instead of a question. I waited. 

         O’Hasson gave his arm one last squeeze. A tiny scab crested one of the veins on the back of his bony hand. I’d had a few scabs like that myself, left by IV needles.

         “I’m not prying,” he said. “Dono mentioned some things, while we were in Nogales, last time I saw him. You remember him making that trip?”

         I did, now that O’Hasson mentioned it. Most of the thieving I’d done as a kid had been with Dono. But not all of his jobs had included me. Occasionally he’d cut out for another area of the country, leave me with cash for food, and come back in a week or two. Open-ended. I sometimes knew where he was, and rarely knew exactly when he’d be back.

         It had always pissed me off, being left behind. The Nogales job had been one of those. I’d been about sixteen years old. Dono had come back with fifty grand.

         “You set that job up?” I said.

         “Yeah. He tell you about it?”

         “Not so you’d notice.”

         “Well, it was solid. Very solid.”

         Pem brought our pints, placing them dead center on cardboard coasters. A cell phone burred from somewhere in O’Hasson’s stiff jacket. He fished it out—an Ericsson four or five gens old—and looked at the screen. He hesitated a beat before muting its ring and setting it on the table.

         “Dono did the box work in Arizona,” he said once Pem had left. “Faster than anybody I ever saw.”

         I’d once watched as Dono opened a Sentry combination dial just by feel, and that was near impossible for any boxes built in the last three decades. The days of stethoscopes and dexterity were long past.

         “He was good,” I said.

         “Damn good. Always figured I’d set up another job with him someday. But time passed, I had other work, somebody dropped on me for a different thing, and that’s when I started my seven-year vacation. That doesn’t matter.” 

         O’Hasson leaned in so suddenly he was in danger of knocking over his pint glass.

         “What matters is why I’m here. It’s very big. I thought Dono might want a piece.”

         “Moot now.”

         “And I’m damn sorry for that. Here’s to him, and those we’ve lost.” We took a pull on our glasses. I always liked the first sip, when I got some of the foam with the beer. O’Hasson grasped his arm and gazed mournfully into space for a respectfully slow count of three before hitting me with the question I knew was coming.

         “You keep up with it?” he said.

         “No.”

         “Not regular?”

         “Not at all.”

         Which wasn’t the whole truth. Recent events had given me reason to knock some rust off, greasing alarm systems and finding myself in places people didn’t want other people to go. I still had the touch. Just not the same motives as when I’d been my grandfather’s apprentice.

         “This is serious work,” said O’Hasson. “A small fortune for each of us. Even better, it’s practically clean.”

         “Practically.”

         “I mean the ownership of what we’re talking about is—well, nobody’s laid eyes on it in something like twenty years. It’s forgotten.”

         I drank my beer.

         “So tell me what you think,” he said.

         “I think nobody forgets a fortune. Small or not.”

         O’Hasson smiled and drummed his hands lightly on the tabletop. “Not if they’re in their right mind. But our guy isn’t.” He glanced around to make sure no one had moved within earshot during the last ten seconds.

         “I spent the last three years of my time in Lancaster. You know it?” he said.

         “Near L.A. Maximum sec.”

         “Yeah. Shithole. They’re all shitholes, I figure. Anyway, I got myself  a job as an infirmary attendant. It’s an easy pull. Lotsa downtime. You get to talking. One of the other attendants, he tells me about this patient he looked after before I came along. Alzheimer’s got its hooks into the unlucky prick.”

         “Why didn’t they let him out?”

         “Who the fuck knows. Maybe that was in the plan before he croaked. Or maybe being senile made him more dangerous than ever. Point is that the geezer was off his nut. Especially at night, when he got tired. He thought my buddy was his cellmate from half a lifetime ago. He mumbled about everything. Jobs he’d pulled, scores that other people pulled, and he started talking to my attendant friend about a safe.”

         “Your friend have a name?”

         O’Hasson tilted his head. “Let’s keep that—what is it?—need-to-know. Just like I didn’t tell him I’d be talking to Dono. Safer for everybody, yeah?”

         The little man’s grin stretched wide enough to make his eyes squeeze tight. “This nutjob used to be the prime West Coast runner, when heroin was making its latest comeback. Supermodels looking like junkies. Whole new generation.”

         “Runner for who?” I was getting caught up in the story, despite myself.

         “The big man in Los Angeles. Karl Ekby. You know who he was?”

         “I do not.”

         “Doesn’t matter, he checked out a long time ago. But he was the heaviest. Any horse that flew into Seattle from the Golden Triangle, the nutjob would be right there with Ekby’s cash. Back and forth, twice a month, regular as Amtrak. He had a cover business here and everything. And every trip, he’d skim a little. Expected, really. Hazard pay.”

         “Let me guess. The runner saved all that cash in his safe.”

         “Naw. He was even smarter than that. He bought gold. Kilobars, you know, the thin ones? A fucking investment. Those he put in the safe.”

         “So he had a pot of gold,” I said. “And his cover business was named Rainbow Incorporated.” 

         “You’re joking.”

         “And you’re not, which is the craziest part of this whole fairy tale.”

         “Hey, I figured it was bullshit myself. But my buddy had enough real facts that we could check it out. Taking our time so nobody notices, right? The building where the runner had his office is still here in Seattle. I’ll bet anything that his safe is still hidden under the floor, right where he said. Shit, if the building owners ever came across a pile of fucking gold, it’d have been big news, right?”

         “If there was ever any pile of gold to be found.”

         “Well, it’s worth a look, isn’t it?”

         I finished my glass. Pem saw it from across the room and tilted his head in a question. I waved him off. Story time was about over.

         O’Hasson’s phone rang again. His hand reached for it automatically before pausing.

         “Go ahead,” I said. “I’m gonna hit the latrine.”

         When I came out, O’Hasson was still talking on the phone, leaning against the wall of the booth with his shoulders relaxed from the hunched urgency of our conversation. His wolfish grin had softened. He nodded along with whatever the speaker was saying. A wife, or a girlfriend, I guessed.

         He hung up and pocketed the phone as I approached.

         “I’ve never cracked a safe,” he said. “I need a sure bet, somebody I know.”

         “You don’t know me.”

         “I know you enough if you’re Dono Shaw’s family. Come on.” He licked his lips. “We go in, we tear up the floor. If the safe’s there, we open it.”

         “And then?”

         “Whatever’s there, we split three ways.”

         “Your buddy is a generous guy,” I said.

         “The clock’s ticking. That building’s due to be torn down. And a third of a score is a shitload better than having all of nothing.” O’Hasson shrugged like it was obvious. “I’ll hang on to his share until he gets out in a few weeks.” 

         “Damn trusting, too.”

         “I’m not crossing him.”

         He meant it. Whoever O’Hasson’s unnamed buddy was, he’d put some fear into the bargain.

         I shook my head. “It’s not for me.”

         “You’ll get your end. Right there on the spot,” he said.

         “No.”

         O’Hasson’s face twitched, struggling to shore up his habitual grin. The effort failed.

         “Where’d you get that?” He thrust a finger at the left side of my face. “During a job? That why you’re so gunshy?”

         “In Iraq,” I said.

         “So you served. All the more reason life owes you a little something.”

         I pointed at his black cap, mimicking his jab. “Your turn. Unless you want to stick with that bullshit about working in the infirmary.”

         He glared at me a moment before reaching up to remove the cap. What steel-wool hair he had was high and tight, not much different than the standard Ranger cut. He turned to show me his right side. A surgical scar made a smooth curve from the top of his ear to the base of his skull. It was fresh enough that I could see pockmarks where stitches had been.

         “Gli-o-ma,” he said, stretching out the syllables. “A tumor.”

         “That why they let you out? To get treatment?”

         O’Hasson grunted. “No treatment. Not this time. They opened me up, took one look, and that was enough. Shit’s all around the blood vessels.”

         “You seem to get around all right.”

         “Not much to it, not yet. My arm gets numb.” He pressed a hand into his bicep. “Face and neck, too, lately.”

         He was right. The clock was ticking fast.

         “So if you were the one in the infirmary, who was your generous friend?” I said.

         “An attendant, like I said. I told you, I checked it out. Everything jibes with what the senile old fuck told him. Look.” He reached out and grabbed my wrist. “I didn’t want you to think I couldn’t hack it, okay?  It’s no problem. There’s a fucking fortune, believe me, I can do whatever it takes.”

         “To spend your last months like a maharajah,” I said. “Live rich, die broke.”

         He withdrew his hand. “Not the sympathetic type, are ya?”

         “At least you get a warning bell. I’ve known a lot of guys who didn’t.”

         The grin was back. I could feel the aggression that fueled it now. “’Scuse me if I don’t feel fucking fortunate.”

         He threw back the last of his stout and fished a crumpled fast-food receipt out of his chest pocket. He scribbled on it. “Here’s my number. Just think about it, right? I’ll be around.”

         O’Hasson stood, all five feet of him, and marched out of the bar. I’d be damned if his step didn’t have a spring in it.

      

   


   
      
         

            TWO

         

         GIRIDHARI MATTU, PH.D., HAD an office on the ground floor of the small professional building that his firm shared with two dentists and a chiropractor. A junior partner like Mattu rated just enough square footage for a rosewood desk and two Eames knockoff chairs. The single blank wall was given over to a framed Rothko print and Mattu’s diplomas. U of O undergrad, U-Dub doctorate. They were positioned behind the desk where a seated patient would always have them in view. I could have drawn them with my eyes closed after the first few visits.

         “How much have you been drinking, Van?” he said.

         “Not much.”

         “Coffee, other stimulants?” He pointed to the travel mug I’d brought with me. In a previous session Mattu had noted that I brought it every time, and we’d gone on a tangent about whether I was a creature of habit, edging into more pointed questions to see if I was showing obsessive tendencies.

         “A lot of coffee,” I said. “No meth this week.”

         Jokes never got a reaction out of Mattu. I made the jokes anyway. Maybe it was obsessive. 

         “Do you feel the coffee might be adding to your sleep troubles?” he said.

         “No.”

         “But you’re still waking in the middle of the night.”

         “Less than before. The new dosage is right.”

         “Spell out ‘right’ for me.” Mattu had thick bristles of brown hair and a boyish plumpness to his face and body. A casual observer might guess he was still in his twenties. He liked wearing corduroys and high-end hiking boots and sweaters, until the Seattle summer finally warmed up enough to force him to switch to denim shirts. On our first meeting, he had shaken my hand and drawn me in for a hug.

         “I wake up once every two or three nights,” I said. “Usually after a dream.”

         “A nightmare.”

         When I woke I was inevitably drenched, my heart hammering, but strangely calm despite that. I considered that a win.

         “I don’t recall the dreams much,” I said. “It’s not the same one on repeat. Not anymore.”

         “That’s good. Social engagements? Have you spent time with company?”

         “Nothing lately.”

         “What about your friend Leo Pak?” He didn’t have to glance at his notes to remember the name.

         “He’s at home in Utah. Reconnecting with family.”

         “After his inpatient program. Do you feel that program was beneficial for him?”

         “Yes.”

         “I haven’t recommended similar treatment for you.” Leaving the question hanging.

         “I don’t need it. Leo’s issues are more severe.”

         Mattu nodded and tugged with satisfaction at his denim cuff. Leo was setting a fine example.

         “Have you been dating?” he said.

         “No.”

         “And the rebuilding of your house?” 

         “It might have to go on hold.”

         “Because of your finances. Are you still working security?” What Mattu called bouncing.

         “I’m still pulling a couple nights a week. And … there might be other work coming. More profitable work.”

         My hesitation hadn’t gone unnoticed. “Is that good?”

         “I’m not sure I want it.”

         “Why is that?”

         “It’s not the kind of job I want to do,” I said.

         “You realize that’s a circular argument.”

         “But accurate.”

         He ran through the few remaining questions from his greatest hits list, making careful notes as he proceeded. The official form would be turned in to the VA, as confirmation that Mattu’s firm was donating pro bono time toward PTSD treatment. The VA would get their biweekly paperwork, and I’d get my prescriptions refilled.

         He glanced over at the brass clock on his desk. Neither of us needed to look at its spidery hands to know we had two minutes left. But it was Mattu’s unconscious way of signaling that time was getting short and he was about to launch into his summation.

         “I’m not terribly concerned with the decision you have to make about this job,” he said. “Whether you choose a steady income over your preference of work, either way could be the right path. I am concerned about the large block of time that will be available when you can’t work on your house. That has been a focus for you, Van. Maybe overmuch.”

         “You’re saying I need structure.”

         “In the military your time was extremely regimented.” Mattu had made a pun, but I wasn’t sure he knew it. “You’ve adjusted to civilian life very well, after so many years and many intense cycles of activity. Your family house has been at the center of your thoughts. Be careful when that center cannot hold.”

         We stood up. He shook my one hand in both of his, three pumps. Habit.

      

   


   
      
         

            THREE

         

         HOLLIS BRANT WHACKED THE throttle with the heel of his broad hand. The Francesca, his fifty-foot Carver cruiser, responded with a mounting rumble and Hollis and I leaned forward to counterbalance as the bow rose from the water. He turned the wheel a few easy degrees, pointing us in a direct heading away from his marina at Shilshole.

         “Not so long ago, you’d have pissed all over the idea of cracking a safe,” Hollis said over the noise. “And maybe all over Mickey O’Hasson for suggesting it.”

         We stood on the flybridge at the top of the boat. The waters ahead were clear and about as flat as Puget Sound ever got. To our stern, a couple hundred vessels ranging from speedboats to schooners crowded the shoreline. Pleasure craft, hell-bent on enjoying the long Independence Day weekend. If half of their owners touched a helm more than twice a year, it would be a shock. Sailing close to land was like navigating a freeway crowded with student drivers. And no lanes. Hollis liked a little distance from the chaos.

         “Tell me about O’Hasson,” I said.

         Hollis’s bowed legs, about the same length as his apelike arms,  meant that he had to jump a little to reach the tall pilot’s seat. The wind pushed his tight orange-white curls to and fro. “Dono was never much for running his mouth. Look who I’m talking to. You know that. But he hadn’t worked with O’Hasson before. And Nogales was a long way from home.”

         “So who put them together?”

         “Jimmy. It’s why I invited him along this morning.” Jimmy Corcoran was down below, using the head. Probably as a receptacle for whatever he’d eaten for breakfast. Corcoran’s face had been paler than usual, even before I’d cast off the Francesca’s lines at the dock.

         “The job in Arizona, that I remember something about,” said Hollis. “Dono had to drive back to Seattle with a few paintings in his car, and he picked my brain about ways to hide them.”

         Hollis was a smuggler. Anything that seemed low-risk for moderate reward, which left out the kind of contraband that law enforcement declared wars against. To my knowledge, Hollis had never been arrested.

         He spun the seat around to reach for his coffee cup. “Dono told me afterwards that the job was so fast, he never bothered to stay overnight in Nogales. They drove in. The house was where and how O’Hasson said it would be. They took the paintings. That was that.”

         “So O’Hasson did all the casing? He was reliable?”

         “Dono was happy with the results, I can say that much.”

         The thump of the cabin door sliding open on the lower deck interrupted us. Under the thrum of the engine came an equally steady stream of curses.

         “Y’all right there, Jimmy?” said Hollis with a wink to me.

         “—can’t believe you talked me into—Yes, you shithead, I’m just great.” Corcoran came up the ladder to the flybridge, carefully taking each rung in turn. His hairless head and light eyes gave him the look of an especially pallid eel. An angry one, a moray ready to bite some careless skin diver’s hand off. Jimmy C. was brilliant with electronics. A virtuoso. Maybe all that talent had stolen bits from the rest of him, with charm and courtesy being the first to go.

         Corcoran pointed to the bottle of Baron Otard cognac that Hollis had used to strengthen his coffee. “Give me that.” 

         I didn’t question his choice of remedy. Corcoran snatched the bottle from me and downed a gulp large enough to distend his throat. He gasped.

         “Fucking ocean,” he said.

         “Talk quick and maybe Hollis will turn us around.”

         “It’s a good day,” Hollis protested. He spun the wheel and knocked the engines to idle. The Francesca settled into an easy drift. “Look, calm as a sleeping babe.”

         “Spare me,” said Corcoran. “What’s this shit with Mickey O’Hasson?”

         “He wants me in on a job,” I said.

         Corcoran’s eyebrows furrowed, and his characteristic sneer edged up to try to meet them. “Ha. Suddenly you’re not the white knight. What’s wrong, you burn through your pension from Uncle Sam?”

         The Army wouldn’t have handed me a pension unless I’d served a full twenty, and I guessed that Corcoran knew that. But he wouldn’t pass up a chance to needle me about my career choices. To Corcoran, any straight job was a sucker’s job.

         “Hollis says you vouched for O’Hasson with Dono, twelve or thirteen years ago,” I said.

         “Cutting right to it.” Corcoran eased himself down onto the all-weather vinyl cushions. He took another small swig. “I didn’t know O’Hasson, but I knew guys who’d worked with him. He was a house burglar, mostly. No tough-guy shit. You seen the man in person, yeah? Can’t blame anybody the size of a damn peanut for sticking with the soft approach.”

         “Was he any good?”

         “He had chops. You think I’d have spoken for him if I wasn’t sure of that much?”

         “Nobody’s calling you a liar, Jimmy,” said Hollis.

         I held up a hand against the glare off the water. We were a couple of miles out, closer to Bainbridge than Seattle. A freighter trundled past, two hundred yards off our starboard, pushing with deceptive speed south toward the piers. Business in progress, over long, long distances.

         “How did the connection start?” I said. “Who called who?”

         Corcoran shrugged like it was obvious. “O’Hasson had reached out  to some people in Seattle. Asking if they knew a safecracker. They knew me and I knew Dono.”

         Hollis frowned. “Why would O’Hasson want a box man from all the way up here?”

         “Maybe every professional he knew in L.A. was connected,” I said. “Their bosses would want a big cut. Or just take it all.”

         “An outsider.” Corcoran nodded. “That’s the word I remember being kicked around.”

         Hollis took the bottle of cognac from Corcoran and poured half a shot into his mug. “So O’Hasson was an independent. Like Dono.”

         “I didn’t watch a fricking biography on the runt. He steals shit. I dunno who he steals it for, or why.”

         I had been wondering that myself. Why a dying man would spend his last days chasing dreams of gold.

         “Thanks for the background,” I said to Corcoran. “I owe you.”

         He snorted. It was apparently the wrong thing to do, because his face went the color of a hard-boiled egg left out in the sun. He lunged for the ladder, shouldering me aside in his haste.

         When the cabin door had slammed again, Hollis sighed. He stuck a finger in his coffee and stirred it absentmindedly.

         “You need money this bad?” he said.

         I had been granted a deferral on property taxes the previous year, after Dono’s death. Those were now due, and this year’s on top. On Friday, the assessor’s office had turned down my application for a second deferral. Plus there was the looming cost of rebuilding the house. A bank loan was out of the question. After ten years in the Army, most of it overseas with no real property to my name, my credit rating was low comedy.

         During the afternoon hours yesterday on my newest part-time gig, dull seasonal work packing boxes in the warehouse of an outdoor supply company, I’d run the numbers in my head. The taxes amounted to four months of earnings, assuming the work stayed steady. And if I didn’t need to pay rent. Or eat.

         My silence was enough answer for Hollis. “I could scratch up a few dollars, if it’ll keep the wolves away,” he said. 

         “Thanks. But no.”

         “I supposed not. You’ve made up your mind about O’Hasson, then?”

         “Six times in the last hour,” I said. “I didn’t think the house meant so much, until I saw the land without it. It looked like—it felt like—a tooth had been torn out at the root. That place was the last thing left of him. Of Dono.”

         “Except yourself.”

         “Not what I mean. He’s dead and gone. His bar belongs to somebody else. But our house—he left that to me. I lived in it for less than a month before it burned down, and all of his things with it.” I exhaled. “Dono didn’t give a shit about what he owned, I know. Every dollar he earned from a score, he’d sink fifty cents into setting up the next one.”

         “Your man cared more about having his own rules,” said Hollis.

         “And to hell with everyone else. Jesus, I heard that philosophy enough times.” I put the coffee mug down harder than I’d intended. It banged off the metal catch-rail and a chip broke from the base.

         “It’s nothing,” Hollis said before I could apologize.

         I turned my back to the sun and gazed at the city in the distance. Only the very tops of the tallest buildings were visible over the hills. As the Francesca bobbed on the water, rays of morning light would bounce off the glass and steel, giving the skyscrapers glittering crowns.

         “Screw it,” I said. “If I had the money, I’d rebuild. But I don’t, and I won’t steal to get it.”

         “You don’t need to convince me.”

         “I’m convincing myself, Hollis. I’ve broken a lot of laws since coming back home. Maybe this thing with O’Hasson is a kick in the ass to remind me where to draw the line.”

         Hollis picked up the shard of broken coffee mug from the dash and examined it. “I might not be the most impartial judge, but Lord knows you’ve had good reason to bend the rules.”

         “Better reasons than just paying my bills. Or wanting some last hurrah, which is what I suspect is driving O’Hasson.”

         “Could be that.”

         He began to clean under a fingernail with the sliver of ceramic. I looked at him. He remained intent on his inexpert manicure. 

         “You want to show whatever card you’re hiding up your sleeve?” I said.

         “Sorry.” He coughed. “Just making some decisions of my own.”

         He opened the chart locker and took out a slim manila folder. “I’ve a fellow who works for a private dick in Los Angeles. He’s not a bad sort, for a citizen. When you said you were looking for background on O’Hasson, I took the liberty and had my friend pull whatever public records he could on short notice.”

         I smiled as Hollis handed me the folder. “Have you got a friend in every town?”

         “And a lady in every port. Keeps me young.”

         I opened the file. Tightly spaced columns of text on the first two pages covered the long criminal history of Michael John O’Hasson, age fifty-eight. I’d taken him for older than that. Mileage outpacing the years. He’d been busted a lot for petty crap as a youth, less often as he gained experience and also spent a few idle seasons behind bars. O’Hasson’s latest stretch of seven years had been the result of a larceny conviction and an eight-to-twelve sentence. His third fall.

         Printed on the third page was a screen capture of a County of Los Angeles birth certificate. Cyndra Ann O’Hasson, born at Kaiser Bellflower. On the line for Full Name of Mother it read Lorelei Michelle Eaton. Michael O’Hasson was listed as the father.

         Cyn. Twelve years old, on her last birthday. She must have been about five when O’Hasson was put away.

         The next document I recognized instantly, before I’d read a word of it. It was the summary cover page from a foster child’s record of temporary guardianship. Cyndra Ann had gone into the system at age six. The following pages showed that she’d bounced around, four different families in three different towns. Her latest family was listed as the Tyners, in Reseda. There was no mention of what had happened to Cyndra’s mother.

         Dead center on the final page was a black-and-white photocopy of a color picture, two inches on each side, like a passport’s. Cyndra’s face, long and snub-nosed with big light-colored eyes. Blue, maybe, like her dad’s. She had straight brown bangs and the rest of her hair was pulled into a tight ponytail. The photo was out of date. Probably taken when she’d gone to the Tyners at age ten. She was pretty in the way that all kids are before adolescence starts to wreak havoc.

         “I considered tossing the pages to the seagulls,” said Hollis.

         Cyn’s expression in the photo was resigned, with a dash of hostility. Or maybe that was just me, projecting.

         “But I figured you’d want to know,” Hollis continued.

         I returned the papers to the folder and walked across the bridge to set them down on the dash. Much more deliberately than I had the coffee mug.

         “So,” I said. “We know why O’Hasson’s got a head of steam. He wants to leave something behind for the kid.”

         Hollis made a thoughtful hum. I glanced down at the folder. Caught myself before I picked it up again.

         “It explains the guy a little,” I said. “It doesn’t change anything.”

         We both drank some coffee and watched the water. Whenever the wind picked up an extra knot, the top of each gentle swell shimmered and rippled, like the wavelets were trying to break free.

         “Maybe this whole situation is a gift,” Hollis said, toasting me with his mug. “Whatever’s inside O’Hasson’s safe is just a penny lying on the sidewalk.”

         I made myself smile. “Finders keepers?”

         “It’s one perspective. I need a refresh. You?” I shook my head. He climbed down the ladder, agile as a gibbon, and disappeared into the cabin.

         I watched the boats and the water and thought about Cyndra O’Hasson. Twelve years old. County shelters and foster families for half of that. Her father in prison since she was in kindergarten. If she’d seen him at all since then, it had been in a visiting room.

         I knew exactly what that was like. No physical contact. Nothing passed between visitors and inmates. Even emotions were tamped down to the minimum.

         “Lucky penny,” I said to myself.

         

         

         AGE ELEVEN

         
            Granddad turned the key and nudged our front door open with his boot, and I swear the air rushing out made a sound like when they open the mummy tombs in movies. The door hinges even creaked a little.

            “Home,” he said.

            It was. I was so stoked to see it, I didn’t care how creepy it suddenly felt.

            The four digits Granddad tapped into the alarm keypad were the same code I remembered. Which made sense. Neither of us had been around to change it, or the clock on the glowing display. It read half past eleven, and for sure we’d passed midnight while having burgers at Beth’s.

            Daylight savings time, I realized. Since Granddad had gone to jail, there had been two falls back and only one spring forward.

            He walked down the dark hall just as if all of the lights were on. I peered into the shadowy foyer and the front room. They looked the same as when I’d last seen them. Didn’t smell the same. The air was hot and it stank like peat moss.

            “Damn that woman,” Granddad said from the kitchen. I guessed he meant Paula. Paula had been Granddad’s girlfriend or whatever when he’d been busted. I dropped my bag and his leather jacket—mine now, by rights, since I’d kept it the whole time he was away—and went to join him. After turning on the hallway light.

            He was hunkered down, looking at a white trash bin I didn’t recognize. I was still getting used to how much jail had changed Granddad. His chest and arms strained at his shirt now, because of all the weight lifting in jail. Mostly it was his beard, ashy black and unkempt, like one of the pirate captains he was always reading about. 

            I was still wrapping my head around everything tonight, really. Granddad had picked me up from the Rolfssons’ just a couple of hours ago. A complete surprise, I hadn’t even known he was out. The past couple hours felt a little like a dream I was going to wake up from and be bummed that it wasn’t real.

            A ragged hole had been gnawed through the corner of the trash can.

            “We’ve mice,” Granddad said. “Check your room for droppings.”

            Ugh. And also, cool. I could snag one as a pet. Never had a pet before, but maybe the rules had changed and I could keep a cage for it in my room.

            My room. Not just a place where I crashed every night, shared with other foster kids or even with babies put up by the same family. Mine.

            I ran upstairs.

            It was weird. The same, but weird. Maybe weird because it was the same. The square card table I used as a desk was covered in stuff, like little rocks, and a baseball I’d sawn in two to see if the inside really did have poisonous gunk in it, and a bunch of padlocks, two of which I had also taken apart—more carefully than the baseball—to check out how they worked. All of it looked just like I remembered. Except that I’d also forgotten about all of it while I was away. That was a strange feeling.

            We definitely had mice. The bottom edge of my Ken Griffey Jr. poster had been gnawed halfway into the words THE KID, which meant the rodents had been running around on my dresser.

            I opened the drawers to look for mouse crap or other damage. My clothes looked okay. Well, unchewed. But embarrassing. I still had an Animaniacs t-shirt, which I wouldn’t wear to school now for a thousand dollars.

            Speaking of. I pulled my chair over to the closet and  stood on it to loosen the bulb cover screws with my fingertips. The glass cover was dusty, but everything in the house was dusty, so who cared? I set the cover aside and reached up to find the wad of money in the hole in the ceiling. When I’d last been here, the woman from Social Services had been watching me like a dog on a pork chop, making sure I didn’t put any knives or guns or frickin’ TNT in my bag, whatever she was imagining. So the money had stayed. At least I had managed to pass off Granddad’s jacket as mine. I’d worn it almost every day, to keep it safe.

            Thirty-three bucks. Sweet.

            Downstairs, Granddad was probably checking his own hiding places. He had shown me how to open the one behind the shelves in the pantry—it was deliberately tricky—but there were others that I knew about, and I was pretty certain that Granddad didn’t know that I knew. Like behind the kitchen baseboard, where I once found a pump shotgun, and under the eaves outside, where he kept his burglary kit.

            “Strip the beds,” he called from downstairs. “Nobody’s touched the linens in a year.”

            “I thought Paula was looking after the house,” I hollered back.

            “She had been.”

            “Did she ever visit you?”

            “Get the sheets.” Which meant Don’t push it.

            I yanked my blue flannel bedclothes and the pillowcases off and dumped them by the stairs on my way to Granddad’s room.

            His room was the largest of four on the second floor, and the one in which I’d spent the least amount of time. I wasn’t allowed inside at all when I was a little kid. It still felt like I was committing a felony just stepping through the doorway, even though Granddad had just told me to.

            Not that his room was at all cool. In the spare rooms we had loads of tools and interesting junk that wouldn’t fit in the hobbit-hole garage carved out of the hillside below the house. Granddad’s room just had a wardrobe (kinda okay, but nothing in it but clothes) and a closet (more clothes and more junk) and a TV (channels preset to soccer—sorry, football—and news, same as he watched downstairs) and a stupid amount of books. Not like stories, but history and stuff. Some of the books were so old they were from when he was in school. I knew because he’d use them to show me how words were spelled in Irish, and then of course he’d quiz me.

            I guess part of the reason Granddad made me stay out was because of the pistol that was usually in his nightstand, but even as a kid I knew to stay far away from that, and he kept it unloaded anyways.

            Thumps of Granddad’s steps down in the front room, and musical scrapes of furniture being moved. Maybe he was settling into his favorite leather chair after so long away.

            It would be safe for me to have a quick look in the drawer. I inched it open.

            No gun. Good. Granddad had been busted—and jailed—for having a gun in our truck, which as a convicted felon he can’t do without catching some serious shit.

            The phone rang downstairs. It took me until the second ring to recognize the sound. We only had one phone, the green one hanging on the wall in the kitchen, and hardly anybody called us on a landline anymore.

            I slipped out to the top of the stairs to listen. The wooden planks had creaky spots, but I knew where to step. Crouched where I wouldn’t be visible from the ground floor. The springy phone cord was long enough that Granddad could walk as far as the foyer if he chose.

            “Yeah, I’m out,” I heard him say into the phone.

            I couldn’t tell whether the caller was a man or a woman.

            “No,” said Granddad. Then after another moment, “I don’t give a damn what he said.” 

            Now I could hear that the caller was a guy. I faded back an inch, thinking Granddad was coming closer. But no, the guy was just getting louder. Insistent.

            “You’re a fool,” Granddad said. Cold as anything. His Belfast accent came on stronger when he was mad, or especially pleased. He wasn’t pleased.

            The voice lowered—Granddad had that effect on people—but kept talking. I heard him pacing the kitchen and into the dining room.

            “Shut up,” Granddad finally said. The voice seemed to obey. “You won’t go there again. And you sure as God’s own hell won’t take him there. If there’s anything to be done, I’ll decide. You follow?”

            A very short moment of quiet. Maybe the guy on the other end of the line was holding his breath, just like I was.

            “Lose this number,” Granddad said.

            His footsteps traced a line to bang the phone back onto its hook, and then out the back door. I stayed very still.

            I had forgotten that during the past year and a half, too. Just how scary Granddad could be.

            Better get the sheets done. I gathered up the pillowcases from his room and brought the armful of linens downstairs. Our washer and dryer were in a closet behind the kitchen, so I had to tiptoe past the big window that looked out onto the backyard. Granddad stood on the wooden steps leading down from the porch, his back to me, apparently staring at the lawn and the bushes. Which were so overgrown and weedy now it was hard to tell where one became the other.

            I stopped to watch. He didn’t seem to be looking for anything. He wasn’t smoking. He didn’t really smoke, not since I was real small, but when he had smoked Granddad would hang out in the same place on the porch, which made me think of it. Tonight he just stood there, a big dark shadow blocking other big dark shadows behind him. 

            “I have to go out,” he said. Knowing all along I was there behind him. Jeez. Wait, what?

            “We just got here,” I said.

            He didn’t reply. I dropped the laundry on the floor and went out to join him on the porch. He’d left the back door wide open, so I did too.

            “Where are you going?” I said.

            “It won’t be long.”

            “But we need to clean.”

            “You know how to run the machines. I’ll be home before the sheets are dry.”

            “We just got here.”

            “A mhaicín,” he said, fixing me with a stare. Boy. He calls me that, and I know the next thing coming is trouble.

            “Fine.” I walked back into the house and grabbed the wad of laundry and went to stuff it all into the washing machine. Fuck the different colors. The powdered soap had crusted solid. I banged the box on the washer until a chunk of it came loose and tumbled to explode into granules against the center post. I let the lid fall with a clang—much louder than the slamming phone had been—and twisted the start knob so hard that it popped off and I had to force it back on.

            Granddad walked out through the front door. I heard his boots clomp down the stone steps to the street, before the washer kicked in.

            Was he working? This soon? He’d told me earlier tonight he was going to take it easy. Nothing big or risky, so we could stay together. Did he have to start now?

            Had he taken a gun?

            I ran to the pantry. Paula or somebody must have tossed all the food before it spoiled. I didn’t have to move any cans or flour sacks aside to twist the support and move the bracket and open up the little hidden door cut in the drywall. 

            No gun. Some ID cards and a cheap cell phone still in its plastic blister pack, but no gun. Granddad must have taken it.

            He promised.

            Wait. There weren’t any boxes of ammunition, either. There would have to be some bullets left around if there had been a gun, right? Maybe Granddad had played it safe and had Paula remove every gun in the house, even the hidden ones, in case the cops came through with a metal detector or a gun-sniffing dog or something. I didn’t know what they could do.

            Okay. Granddad was angry, and it was for sure he wasn’t just going out to buy beer. But he wasn’t carrying. That was good.

            I had asked him, over the burgers at Beth’s—the first meal we’d shared since my tenth birthday—if we could work together. Told him that I’d been training myself with locks, which was true. I’d have to learn more.

            The green light on the alarm panel blinked. That was tempting. I could try bypassing it; I’d seen Granddad do that with other systems, and this one couldn’t be too different, right? No matter what improvements he’d made?

            Of course, if I did it wrong, the whole neighborhood would suddenly learn that we’d come home.

            I checked that the washer wasn’t overflowing and went upstairs. To my room. Sat at my table, with my things. Picked up one of the stripped padlocks. It was an older Yale, five pins, springs a little soft from use. Easy for me now. The Brinks discus lock would be tougher.

            The picks I had crafted last year out of hacksaw blades were still under my shirt, in their cloth eyeglasses case. I’d kept the case taped behind a drawer at the Rolfssons’. While packing my stuff earlier tonight, I’d stuck the little packet to my ribs. Just in case anybody checked my bag.

            I laid all the lockpicks out in one neat row on my table and started practicing. 

         

      

   


   
      

         
            FOUR

         

         I SPENT THURSDAY NIGHT IN my studio apartment off Broadway. The apartment wasn’t cheap, but it looked it. It had three bare walls and a sliver of a kitchen and a three-quarter bathroom. Twice as much space as I needed to hold a couple of stacks of clothes, a minimum of thrift-store furniture, and enough tools to build or break damn near anything. The tools filled the shelves I had built in the single closet.

         I’d cooked pork chops and rice for dinner, leaving half my plate untouched. Drank a bottle of Georgetown Porter without tasting it. I sat on the edge of my bed and gazed out the window, as the waning sunlight leached color from the brick wall of the third-floor yoga studio next door. From outside, I heard the occasional snaps and whistles of tiny explosions on the street. People eager for the holiday to come. The question of O’Hasson and his gold turned over in my mind so many times that it might have been bit of paper from one of those burst firecrackers, spinning in the wind.

         Taxes were due, if I wanted to keep the house. Or I could sell the scorched land and pay off the county and be free of the whole mess. Near thirty years old, starting from scratch. I could handle that. But if I helped O’Hasson find his pot of gold, I’d have the land and plenty of cash to rebuild.

         And his kid, Cyndra, might get a better shot in life. She’d been shuffled through four homes in six years. She’d probably see a few more, before they kicked her out of the system at eighteen. If she made it that far. Half the kids I’d known when I had been a ward of the state ran off, or wound up in Juvie, or both. I could improve her odds.

         Call a thing by its name, Dono’s voice said, or don’t expect it to answer.

         I wanted the money.

         That was enough.

         I picked up my phone and yanked Jimmy Corcoran away from his television to give him a shopping list. Then I called O’Hasson with the news. He whooped and started to ask questions. I told him the time and place to pick me up the following night, and ended the call before he could say another word.

         
            *

         

         O’HASSON MET ME AT the corner of 5th and Bell in a rattletrap blue Honda he had boosted from a long-term Park ’n Fly. His seat was as far forward as it would go, so he could reach the pedals.

         A sharp crackle echoing off the downtown buildings made him jump. “What was that?”

         “Fireworks,” I said. “Up at Lake Union.” As if in confirmation, a deep bang made the Honda’s loose windows tremble.

         “Shit, I forgot. At least everybody’s having as much fun as us, right?”

         We drove south on Highway 99 into lower King County, enjoying plenty of distance from the scattering of other late-night drivers. That was for the best. O’Hasson fidgeted so much, it was a small miracle that the Honda stayed between the white lines.

         I directed us to a Target that was open until midnight even on the holiday, where I handed him cash to buy a car battery. He stuffed the bills into the pocket of his jean jacket and wedged a rigidly new Seahawks cap on his head to hide the surgical scar.

         “Twelve-volt,” I reminded him.

         He chuckled. “After tonight, you can buy the rest of the Maserati to go with it.”

         While he was inside, I opened the duffel bag O’Hasson had tossed into the backseat. He’d brought basic tools, along with a few of the same electronics I would want for a break-in, and a large bundle of what looked like cheap glow sticks, if we needed extra light.

         No gun. Good.

         Back on the road and off the highway, O’Hasson took a long circuitous route into a commercial neighborhood. The area grew progressively lower in rent the farther we drove, until it was clear that hardly anyone was renting at all. Vacant lots and shuttered businesses lined the streets. A jetliner coming off a SeaTac runway thundered overhead as it fought for altitude.

         “There. There,” he said, pointing with a gloved finger. A six-story tower loomed over the closed teriyaki joints and nail salons filling the rest of the block. Stuck on the outside of the building was a big wooden NOTICE OF PROPOSED LAND USE ACTION sign. The few words on the sign not obscured by graffiti mentioned a mixed-retail commercial usage property, whatever the hell that was. At the bottom of the sign, the date of demolition was filled in with thick black marker, the last day of August.

         “See? The place is ready for the wrecking ball,” O’Hasson said.

         “It’ll still be here tomorrow. Stop for a second.”

         He squirmed impatiently. There were no lights on inside the building, on any floor. Through the scarred glass of the entrance doors I could make out the first few yards of lobby. The space was completely barren of furniture. Bare patches where reception desks had recently stood showed as clean white rectangles on the old tile. Shiny exposed bolts poked out like stubby fingers from the walls of the entryway, marking where security cameras had once been mounted.

         “Looks good, right?” said O’Hasson.

         It looked stripped to the bones. An unlikely home for a petty cash box, much less a safe full of gold.

         “Let’s see the back,” I said. He touched the gas and we drifted around the block. A large portion of the building’s empty ground floor had been occupied by an urgent care clinic. The clinic’s sign had survived the purge, though its red cross had faded to pink.

         The rear entrance was a mirror image of the front. O’Hasson craned his neck to see out my window. A few shops still survived on this road, but without so much as a neon sign glowing behind their steel gates.

         “Look at this.” O’Hasson grinned at the street like it was an amusement park. “We could blast our way in with a cannon and nobody would hear.”

         He was right. No signs of life nearby. Not even tents of homeless camps in the alleys. I pointed to the curb. O’Hasson pulled over and the engine ticked weakly into silence.

         “Let’s go,” I said, stepping out of the car.

         O’Hasson scrambled to catch up. “Sweet sugar.”

         I opened the Honda’s trunk. The backpack I’d stashed inside was so heavy that I had to lift it with two hands.

         “You catch the utility box?” I said.

         He nodded. “On the corner. I got it.” He snatched his duffel from the backseat and scurried off to the green metal housing with its PSE logo.

         I shouldered the pack and clipped the straps of its aluminum frame around my chest. The frame would support at least a hundred pounds, about as much weight as my old combat gear plus a ruck, once I ditched the equipment I’d bought from Corcoran. If O’Hasson’s miracle treasure really existed, we couldn’t walk away with gold kilobars stuffed in our pants pockets.

         An emergency exit door on the side of the building had a deadbolt that might be an imitation Schlage. Two minutes’ work, so long as we didn’t have to deal with an alarm.

         I grabbed our new car battery and joined O’Hasson at the utility box. He had cut open the plastic housing of the main cable and was methodically stripping and testing each power line with a multimeter. His work was clean, and his fingers moved rapidly. The cancer hadn’t eaten away his skill.

         “It’s cherry,” he said. “The power’s completely off on this side of the block.”

         “But no phone lines in this box.” On the narrow chance the building still had a working alarm system, it might run through telecom jacks.

         He shrugged. “You want to search for them?” I knew what O’Hasson’s vote would be. He shifted his weight excitedly from foot to foot, like a kid on hot sand. I wondered what medication he was on for the tumor. And what he might be taking on top of it.

         The block was quiet enough that I half expected a tumbleweed to blow through. We could burn half an hour finding the city box that held the fiber optics for the building, and another half to check every line. It was nearly midnight. I wanted to be gone within four hours. One glance at the safe would tell me if that timeline was possible.

         “We go,” I said. “You’ll watch the street.”

         He brightened and eased the metal lid of the PSE box shut.

         I used Dono’s old set of lockpicks on the emergency exit deadbolt. A pick gun might have been a little faster, but call me nostalgic. It was a way of having the old man along for the ride.

         The bolt drew back with a click and the door swung open. To silence.

         “Good start,” O’Hasson said.

         The door led to a long interior corridor. Once we had slipped inside and shut the door behind us, the blackness was complete. I turned on my small flashlight. Its halogen beam petered out before we could see where the corridor ended.

         “Find the stairs,” said O’Hasson. “Office 501.”

         I put a hand on his shoulder, stopping his forward rush.

         “You said the safe was under the floor,” I said. I shone the flashlight upward. “Ceiling looks like drop tile and plaster. That’s not going to hold any weight.”

         “Hey, I don’t know every detail. The senile geezer said his office was number five-oh-one. Like the denim jeans.”

         I let O’Hasson take point, following the narrow ray from his own penlight. The nearest stairwell was halfway down the hall. Dust coated the railings and grit crunched underfoot on every step. The air was muggy. I guessed no one had been inside in weeks, maybe since the building had been stripped. O’Hasson sneezed. The sound echoed up and down the stairwell shaft. We pressed onward and upward, through the stifling black.

         “Here we go,” O’Hasson managed to say as we neared the fifth landing. He was wheezing.

         “You all right?”

         “Don’ worry ’bout it.”

         There was no Office 501 on the fifth floor. There were no offices at all. Every wall and door had been torn out, leaving only a huge empty space with exposed vents and a patchwork of carpet and wood flooring where rooms had once existed. It felt as wide as a football field. An uninterrupted span of windows glowed faintly at the far edge of each horizon. The rest was a dark void.

         “Jesus,” said O’Hasson. The shadows cast by my flashlight beam made his distraught expression grotesque. “What happened to the office?”

         I unclipped the backpack and set it down. The thump released a stink of mildew into the stale air. From the pack’s depths I removed a thick black tube that looked like an overfed nightstick.

         “What the hell is that?” O’Hasson said.

         “Metal detector.” It was a variation on the handheld wands TSA agents used in airports. This one had been enhanced—courtesy of Jimmy Corcoran—to focus its magnetic field to a narrow range that could pierce walls.

         I guessed that 501 would have been at one end of the building or the other. Maybe an executive suite. I flipped a mental coin and started with the east corner. O’Hasson followed me so closely I might as well have been carrying him piggyback. I bent low to sweep the tip of the detector above the carpet.

         “Can’t believe you thought to bring that,” he said.

         “You told me the safe was hidden. Did you want to pull up the whole floor?”

         “Look,” he said, poking his nose in front of the gauge as it wavered. The shine from his jittering penlight put spots in my eyes.

         “Any heating vent could make it tick. Go check the street.”

         He sulked but didn’t argue. The little burglar had been surprisingly agreeable to any task I gave him. Maybe that was why he and Dono had gotten along. My grandfather had never brooked much argument about who was in charge. O’Hasson retreated to the windows and split his attention between me and the road below as he paced.
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