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CHAPTER ONE





WHEN I STEPPED OFF American Flight 9601 at Sea-Tac, I could hold the sum total of my personal possessions in my one good hand. Passport. Travel warrant. Cash and cards and my army tabs and ID, all held together with a large paper clip. My cell phone. A red rubber ball that the physical therapist at Landstuhl had given me.


And a single folded sheet of yellow notepaper. A letter from my grandfather.




Tar abhaile, más féidir leat.


—Dono





Irish Gaelic. My grandfather’s English was just fine after forty years in the States. But he used the language of his childhood in County Antrim when he wanted to keep our conversations private. Which was most of the time.


Translated, the words written in the old man’s bold cursive scrawl said:




Come home, if you can.





It was 0430. None of the rental-car agencies had customers waiting. I stepped up to the first counter, where a woman stood and stared blankly down at a computer screen.


“I want something with horsepower. Full-sized,” I said.


“Are you a member of our Platinum Club?” She didn’t lift her gaze from the screen.


I was not. I gave her my ID and driver’s license and credit card. She glanced up to compare the photographs on the cards to my face and got her first look at me.


It woke her right up. Her eyes flickered to the thick, white scars that furrowed my left cheek and jawline, then up to the slimmer line that bisected my eyebrow on the same side.


I’d carried the facial scars for more than eight years, since my first rotation overseas. I was used to people’s reactions. The marks on my face were nothing important, not like a lost limb or a blinded eye. But they were always the first things anyone noticed.


The rental agent was polite. Her welcoming expression slid quickly back into place.


“If … you’ll just fill this out, please, Mr. Shaw.” She passed a legal-size form across the counter and placed a pen beside it before turning her eyes away.


Come home, if you can.


Home had been anywhere the army had sent me, for the last decade. Fort Lewis, Fort Benning, Baghdad, and a dozen forward operating bases in Afghanistan. A few other side trips between rotations. Home wasn’t the old house on Roy Street. Not anymore.


If Dono’s letter had stopped at the comma, I would have tossed it in the trash and gone back to squeezing the cursed red rubber ball. My left hand felt strong enough. There had been two intricate surgeries to correct the recent damage to the muscles and tendons of my forearm, when I’d caught some random shrapnel a few weeks before. But the arm still ached half the time, and I had been going crazy after a month of desk duty, waiting for the doctors to clear me for a rotation back to my unit. When Dono’s letter arrived, it gave me an excuse to apply for immediate leave.


Even so, I would have mentally told the old man to stick it, if it hadn’t been for the last three words. If you can. That passed for “please” in my grandfather’s way of talking. Made it an entreaty instead of a command.


If you can scared me a little, coming from that immovable son of a bitch.


The captain running the travel assignments at Landstuhl had told me that the next available flight left out of Frankfurt to New York in two hours. I didn’t even pack a bag.


The rental agent took the completed form and started copying all the information into the computer. “How long will you need the car, Mr. Shaw?”


“Ten days,” I said. “Maybe less.”


She handed me the completed contracts and directed me to where I would take a shuttle out to the agency’s garage. I reached to put the papers into the breast pocket of my ACUs before I remembered that I was wearing civilian clothes. Jeans and a T-shirt and a gray wool zip-front coat, all purchased the day before in Frankfurt while I was killing time before my first flight. Only my tan combat boots were regulation. I had considered taking the uniform with me, but it was threadbare after too many industrial washings. Instead I tore off the Velcroed-on Ranger Scroll and Third Battalion tabs and other insignia and left the jacket and trousers in storage.


I chose a new black Charger off the rental lot and made it roar up the ramp and onto Interstate 5. North, into Seattle.


Ten years had done more than just change a few freeway signs. There was a train now, a light-rail running parallel to the freeway. When I reached the southern tip of the city proper, I saw the football stadium, as shiny and colorful as a giant music box against the dark background of the skyline. It had been brand-new the last time I’d passed this spot on I-5, heading in the opposite direction to Fort Lewis and a new life.


Land and sky were turning different shades of black by the time I turned off the freeway. I drove over Capitol Hill, east toward the hesitant dawn.


Dono might be up before sunrise, waiting for me. My grandfather’s schedule had always been unpredictable. Some nights he would be in a mood and stay at a bar until dawn, lost in his own thoughts. Usually he drank at the same bar he owned, the Morgen, but sometimes he picked a different watering hole. A few places knew enough to just leave the big man alone with the bottle and ask him to lock up when he left.


I parked the Charger in the first available space, halfway down the block from the house. Roy Street was steep, like every other street running east-west this side of the hill. Before I got out, I turned the wheel so that the tires were wedged against the curb on the steep grade. Habit.


I looked at my old neighborhood for the first time in over a decade. Unlike downtown, it didn’t seem to have changed much. Two-story homes packed close together on small lots. Most of the cars were a few years old, but none of them showed signs of being permanent fixtures along the curb.


It was cold enough that the dew had turned to frost on the thicker lawns, and condensation formed on my lips and jaw as I walked up the hill. Damp leaves made the sidewalk slick.


I stopped at the top of the block to stare at my childhood home. The streetlamps around the house had always been weak, and their glow didn’t encroach far onto Dono’s property. No lights were on inside either. In the dimness, the old house loomed almost a full story above its nearest neighbors, on a lot half again as wide—a massive dark block that faced the cold and seemed to radiate it right back.


The foundation of the original house had been laid well over a century ago, when most of the eastern side of the big hill and the smaller slopes beyond had been pastureland. The years had been cruel to the house. By the time my grandfather came to own it—“bought” might not be the right word—the roof and walls sagged against the tough skeleton of the place. Dono had spent years razing and rebuilding what needed doing. The patchwork quilt of rooms he made of the once-grand home would not have pleased either a building inspector or a historical society, but since neither of those would ever be allowed inside, what was the worry? It suited Dono and his young daughter, my mother, well enough.


At least until she left him, just before I was born.


I walked up the long set of wide stone steps to the porch. The porch wrapped around the house, with the front door around the side, so that the street saw only windows with their lace curtains. After ten years away, I was ready to knock on the wide oak door and to see Donovan Shaw. I was his namesake.


The porch light was out.


The door was wide open.


My scalp prickled. The inside of the house was completely dark—and silent. The doorway made a gaping ebony rectangle in the middle of the dark blue siding.


There were no signs of forced entry. And your average B&E man couldn’t beat the heavy dead bolt and strike plate that I could just make out on the door, much less whatever custom alarm system my grandfather surely had these days.


I could have beaten the lock. But then I had been Dono’s protégé.


A sound from deep inside the house. A soft thump, like an old refrigerator kicking on. Or maybe a footstep.


“Dono?” I said.


No answer.


I edged inside. There was no sign anything was wrong, other than the door.


Still. Bad news and blasphemy, the old man would have said.


Three more steps until I could see into the front room. The sky outside the broad picture window had turned the color of a pale rose.


Just enough light for me to clearly see the body.


He was lying facedown, feet toward me, tall and rangy and dressed in dark brown trousers and a thick blue chambray shirt. The hair was more gray than black, different from the last time I’d seen it.


Dono.


I ran to him, and as I knelt down, there was a crash from the rear of the house. The kitchen door, slamming open. Then footsteps, running off the back porch.


But I couldn’t chase after. There was blood on Dono’s head. A lot of blood.



















CHAPTER TWO





I HAD THE HORRIBLE FEELING of coming full circle. My last sight of Dono before I’d left Seattle, when I was eighteen, had been in the kitchen of this same house. He’d been lying on the floor then, too. His face dark with rage. I’d been aiming a gun at his heart.


But any blood Dono and I had spilled back then could be measured in drops. Not like this.


The running footsteps outside were gone.


Dono was still warm. I leaned down and put my ear near his cheek. One breath. Two. Light as a spiderweb.


“Dono!” I shouted in his face. “It’s Van.” No response. Not even a twitch behind the closed eyelid.


More blood was pooling on the floor under his head. My knees slipped in the wet. Then I caught the smell of singed hair and burned powder. Gunshot.


I tore off my jacket and my T-shirt, wadding up the shirt and pressing it against the oozing hole behind his left ear. His hair was sticky.


“Dono!” I shouted again. “Hang on!” With my other hand, I felt for a pulse at his carotid. It was there. Barely.


Come on, you tough old bastard. Stay with me.


I kept one hand on Dono’s head and reached out with the other to my jacket. His blood was seeping through the wadded layers of T-shirt cotton. I was fumbling to unbutton the pocket and reach my cell phone when I heard a creak of wood on the porch outside.


Had the guy who ran out circled back to finish the job? I didn’t have a gun. Dono and I would both be easy.


I heard many quick and muffled footsteps outside, coming toward the door. Then silence.


Cops. Had to be. Coming in quiet, until they got in position.


“Here!” I yelled. “In the front room! He’s been shot!”


“Police! Who’s inside?” shouted a male voice.


“Me and my grandfather,” I said. “Somebody ran out the back door a minute ago.”


“Come out of the house, sir. Now.”


“He’s bleeding out, goddamn it. I’ve got pressure on it.”


Ten long seconds passed before silhouettes appeared at the edge of the door. Stick formation. Single file.


“Here,” I said again.


“Let me see your hands,” the cop in front ordered. He had a shotgun leveled at me.


I raised one red-stained hand up high. “I’ll step away. But somebody has to take over, fast. His skull might be fractured.”


“Do it,” the cop said. I put the other hand in the air and stood up. Blood dribbled down from my palms onto my forearms and bare shoulders. “Turn around,” he said. I did a one-eighty so he could see there was no weapon tucked in my jeans.


“Now back slowly toward the door,” he said.


I backed up. One of the cops ran around me to kneel by Dono. His partner covered me as I edged out toward the one holding the shotgun.


They let me come all the way out onto the porch, backing up to keep some distance between us. The second cop in the line was big, maybe six-three with an extra layer of padding in the face and belly. He spun me around so that my nose was three inches from the dark blue paint. Shotgun was on the other side of the doorway, watching the entry and the hall beyond.


The big cop reached for his shoulder radio. “We’re inside. Detaining one male at gunpoint. Victim down. Need rescue.”


“I’ve got combat medical training,” I said to the cop. “Let me help.” I willed Dono to keep breathing.


“The officer there is an EMT. We’ll take care of him. Is anybody else in the house?” he said.


“I don’t know,” I said. “I got here two minutes before you did. The door was open. My grandfather was on the floor. Somebody ran out the back when I came in.”


And someone must have called 911, before I’d even arrived. A neighbor? Or the same guy who’d shot Dono?


“What’s your name?” Shotgun said to me.


“Van Shaw. My ID is in the jacket on the floor by my grandfather.”


“You live here, sir?”


“No. I flew in to Sea-Tac about an hour ago. All right if I turn around?” I wanted to see if the cop working on Dono had the wound stanched.


“Go ahead.”


I edged sidewise to look through the entryway. The EMT cop had pressure on Dono’s head, and with his free hand he was checking for pupil dilation.


More cops were moving around upstairs, sweeping the place. I’d cleared my share of houses and other structures. Their team knew how to do it. They moved fast and quiet, checking every room and closet and anywhere else a human might hide.


“Gun,” said the partner of the guy kneeling by Dono. He was pointing at the floor of the front room. In the low light and with the rush to help my grandfather, I hadn’t seen what had been there. A tumbler glass had fallen and broken near Dono’s ancient leather wing-back chair. Lying behind it was a snubnose .38 revolver.


“Yours?” the big cop said to me. His name tag read OLSSEN.


“No.” And whatever gun had made that hole in Dono, it wasn’t as big as a .38. Maybe the revolver belonged to Dono himself. Had he been carrying it? And had he been too slow on the draw to save himself?


Two paramedics came running down the porch and past us into the house. They had a pressure bandage on Dono’s skull in under a minute and a ventilator down his throat one minute after that. I was trembling slightly. A little from the cold air, mostly from adrenaline. Tiny droplets of half-dried blood quivered off the ends of my fingers.


Fight harder, Dono. You have to wake up.


Every time the EMT squeezed the bulb and forced air into Dono’s lungs, I exhaled as if to push a little more life into him. The medics counted three and lifted him onto the stretcher and carried him to the door.


“Harborview?” I said. Too loud. One of them flinched.


“Yes,” he said.


“Sir, I’m gonna need you to stay here,” said Shotgun. R. VOH. “You said your identification is in the room there?”


We stepped inside, Voh and Olssen keeping me between them. I pointed at my jacket on the floor. Voh stepped carefully into the front room, around the spatters of blood and bloody footprints. He fished out the contents of the jacket’s pockets without moving it from where it lay.


He glanced through my papers. “You’re deployed overseas, Mr. Shaw? Or Sergeant Shaw?”


“Yes.” On the wall of the foyer was a shallow metal panel, the size of a paperback book. Dono’s house alarm. Homemade. I reached out and flipped the panel door open.


“Hey,” said Olssen. “Sir, don’t touch anything, all right?”


Dono had upgraded the system since I’d lived here. It was plain-looking, just flat stainless steel and a ten-digit keypad with a single light to show when it was armed. The light was off.


So maybe somebody knocks and Dono wakes up and turns off the alarm to open the door. Or maybe the shooter was here already and the alarm never got turned on because the old man never went to bed last night.


Either way, odds were damn good that Dono knew the person. Hard to imagine a stranger getting close enough to put a gun to his head at five-thirty in the morning.


Two men came in through the front door. Detective badges clipped to their belts.


The first was forty-something, with prematurely white hair. His blue suit was pressed and clean. The second detective was closer to my age, a thin guy in a brown sport coat and a shiny shirt with matching tie. He took in the scene in the front room and let out a low whistle. His partner frowned.


The white-haired cop took my identification and papers from Voh and looked at me for a moment. “I’m Detective Guerin,” he said. “This is Detective Kanellis.”


“Van Shaw.”


“Would you excuse us for a moment, Mr. Shaw?” He motioned to Voh, who followed the two detectives out onto the porch. Before he stepped outside, the thin cop looked me up and down.


“Keep an eye on things here, Bob,” he said to Olssen.


Olssen and I were left in the foyer. He shifted his feet.


“You in the war?” he said.


“Yeah.”


I had been on base in Germany, fourteen hours ago. Less than a day before that, I’d made the decision to come back to Seattle.


Damn it, Dono. I’d been ready. I’d been locked and loaded to actually talk to you again. I know you, old man. That letter had not been easy for you to write.


I felt a cold breeze across my chest, coming down the hallway. The shooter must have left the back door open when he ran out. Christ. If the cops had been quicker getting here, they might have caught the fucker.


And if I’d taken a cab instead of renting a car, I might have kept Dono from getting shot entirely.


The detectives and Voh came back in, and behind them I heard more footsteps tramping along the porch. A parade of four tired-looking men in blue SPD Windbreakers and carrying tackle boxes followed. Guerin pointed, and they carefully edged into the front room. Crime-scene crew.


Guerin motioned to me. “Let’s talk in the back, where it’s a little quieter.”


The two detectives followed me down the hallway. Voh and Olssen stayed with the techs.


Dono’s kitchen was small and crowded with cabinets and appliances. There was almost no counter space, so he kept a butcher’s block in the center of the tiled floor. A fat man would have trouble squeezing between it and the refrigerator. Next to the kitchen was a dining alcove with a circular pine table and three rickety wooden chairs, the same old set that had been there when I was a kid. The breeze coming through the house was stronger here, icy across my face and bare chest.


Guerin motioned to a chair. I stayed standing. Kanellis sat.


“I’m sorry about your grandfather, Mr. Shaw,” Guerin said. “Or do you prefer ‘Sergeant’?”


“‘Mr.’ is fine.”


“Okay. Tell me what happened,” he said.


I recapped what I knew. From receiving Dono’s letter all the way to finding him on the floor. It didn’t take long. The detectives listened and nodded. Kanellis fidgeted in his seat.


“Do you know of anybody who might have wanted to hurt your grandfather? Or any arguments he might have had with anyone?” Detective Guerin said.


“No.”


“The front door isn’t broken open. Did anyone else have access to the house? A girlfriend, maybe?”


“I don’t know.” Christ, Dono might even be married. There wasn’t any sign down here that a woman now lived in the house, but I’d only seen three rooms and the hallway.


“Do you have a key to the place?” Kanellis said.


“No.”


One of the crime-scene guys came into the room. He said, “Excuse me,” and began to put adhesive strips on my hands and wrists. Testing for gunshot residue. When he peeled the strips off, the dried blood came up with them, leaving rectangular tiger stripes of pink. I walked past Kanellis to the kitchen sink and began to scrub my hands half raw with Dono’s scouring sponge.


There was a clock with a picture of a bull on it hung over the window. Another new addition. By the little hands shaped like matador’s swords, it had been forty minutes since the medics had taken Dono out.


He’d be through triage by now. The hospital would be able to tell me something.


I looked at Guerin. “I need to follow him to Harborview.”


He thought about it. I knew he was going to check out my story from stem to stern and back again before he crossed me off as his primary suspect. If he ever did.


“Do you have a cell phone?” Guerin said. I gave him the number. I saw that the phone had one of my fingerprints on it, in Dono’s blood, from when I’d started to dial 911.


“Who called for help?” I said.


Kanellis nodded. “A neighbor heard a gunshot. They called 911.” He was careful to avoid mentioning the sex of the neighbor. Which meant it was probably a woman.


“But I didn’t hear the shot,” I said. “Even though I parked and walked almost halfway up the block to get to the house. So the shooting happened at least a couple of minutes before I came through the door.”


Guerin considered it. “All right,” he said.


I glanced at the open back door. “The guy was still inside when I came in. Why stay in the house that long? What was he doing?”


“Tossing the place?” Kanellis said. “Looking for cash? Or something to sell?”


I didn’t answer. Guerin didn’t either. Maybe he was thinking the same thing I was. The shooter would have to be batshit crazy if he were searching the house after shooting Dono, with the front door still wide open. Or he was one ice-veined son of a bitch.


“I’ll be at Harborview,” I said.


“We’ll meet you there,” said Guerin, “after our team is finished with the scene.”


“Don’t leave town,” Kanellis said. His partner exhaled, almost a sigh.


The lab rats had taped off the front room. One was taking photographs, and the rest were spreading fingerprint dust on everything. I grabbed an old barn jacket from a hook in the foyer and walked out.


Out on the street, clumps of people stood around the cluster of police cruisers and unmarked vehicles. Neighbors, holding their coffees. Early-morning joggers, pausing to watch the show.


“Hey!” one of them yelled as I ran back to the Charger. “What’s going on?”


I wished to hell I knew.



















CHAPTER THREE





THE WORST INJURIES IN Seattle, and usually the western half of the state, headed straight for Harborview’s trauma center. If Harborview couldn’t help you, the next option was the morgue.


The admitting-desk receptionist told me Dono was in surgery. No, there wasn’t any news of his condition. He was Patient ID 918. She said they’d let the doctors know I was there, once they came out.


The waiting room had a few dozen black-and-gray plastic chairs, arranged around low tables with stacks of donated magazines. People had pulled the chairs together to huddle in close groups, like prayer circles. Nobody was reading the magazines. There was a flat-screen monitor on the wall that told where patients were. I waited until the display cycled through to read “918—Surgery Begun.”


I claimed a chair and sat. And stared at the cream-colored wall.


I’d spent a lot of time in hospitals. Twice from my own bad spins of the wheel. The first had been at Walter Reed when I was twenty years old, after my face had been redecorated. The second bought me that desk duty during the last two months, when my forearm caught a whirring piece of shrapnel right as our platoon was being lifted out of the extraction point in Kandahar.


In between those two visits, I’d logged a few hundred hours in waiting  rooms, while buddies or my own men were under the knife. Sitting silently with the rest of our unit, none of us daring to tempt fate by saying it was going to be okay. Those hours were a hell of a lot worse than being in a hospital bed myself.


The very worst time, the reigning King of Bad, was the one I hardly remembered. I was six years old. I didn’t know how I’d come to be there, in the ER. I stood in a room a lot like this one while people I didn’t know whispered and cried around me. And then my grandfather was standing there.


I had only met him a few times. He was always a little scary. He leaned down and spoke to me, saying the same thing a few times before I got it. He was telling me that I couldn’t see my mom right now. That we’d be going home for a while. His home, not the apartment Mom and I shared.


I’d asked why. When he finally answered, there was a stone solidity to his words that I knew the truth behind it, even if I couldn’t understand.


“She’ll be here,” he had said.


And there she stayed. Even after she died and was buried and long gone, I felt she was still in the hospital, somewhere just out of sight. The six-year-old me would feel that forever.


If Dono died here, would he occupy the same corner in my mind? I didn’t want to find out.


The big automated glass doors leading from the street slid open. Guerin and Kanellis came in. Kanellis spotted me first. Something was different about their vibe, just from their walk. Kanellis stood up straighter. Guerin looked grim.


“Sergeant Shaw,” Guerin said, “you’ve been keeping things from us.”


They sat in chairs on either side of me. Guerin left a seat in between us. Kanellis sat close. Guerin was carrying a blue manila folder. It was thick, maybe thirty or more pages.


Kanellis smirked. “Your grandpa is a very bad guy.”


“I know Dono’s got a record,” I said.


Guerin opened the folder and looked at the first page.


“Your grandfather has a business license as a general contractor and electrician,” he said. “He’s held that for twenty-three years. And there’s a stack of building permits and a number of other public records that have his name on them.”


I sat, waiting for what I knew would come next. Guerin turned the pages, reading from the top of each one.


“Arrested on suspicion, armed robbery. Suspicion, breaking and entering. Conviction, armed robbery. Conviction, grand larceny.” Guerin looked up at me. “He served four and a half years on McNeil Island for those last two, since it was a federal currency depository.”


“Your granddaddy must have really pissed off the judge,” said Kanellis. “McNeil was hard shit, back in the day.”


“Before my time,” I said.


Guerin turned once more to his pages. “Arrested on suspicion, burglary. Twice on that. Suspicion, aggravated assault. Suspicion, grand larceny again. And one last count, for possession of an unregistered firearm. Fourteen months in King County.”


The detective showed me the top sheet on the stack. It must have been Dono’s first arrest record, or at least his first in the United States. His face—young, handsome, and mocking—both front view and profile, in a mug shot over a reader board with his name and booking date in 1973 spelled out in uneven white plastic letters. The reader board said POLICE—ALLSTON MA. Sometime before Dono and my grandmother and my mother, just a toddler then, had moved across the country to Seattle.


I was fascinated. Dono hadn’t kept any photos around the house. I’d never seen him as a young man before.


He looked a little like me.


Guerin raised his eyes from the page. “And speaking of guns, the pistol on the floor had your grandfather’s prints on it. We also found another .38 Special upstairs, and a shotgun hanging by a strap under the coats in the kitchen. The pistols were registered to a man who passed away at age ninety-three, eight years ago.”


Guerin closed the blue folder and put it on the chair next to him. “You didn’t say a damn thing about any of this. Which makes me wonder if you’re mixed up in his work. Maybe all the way.”


It was almost nostalgic. Cops asking me what I knew about my grandfather’s night work. I hadn’t had to play this game since I started middle school.


“How old is the last charge on that list?” I said.


He didn’t have to look. “Eighteen years.”


“Right.”


“Just because he hasn’t been busted again, that doesn’t make him clean,” Kanellis said. “Clean guys don’t keep guns hidden behind the laundry soap.”


I said, “Dono was always a little paranoid. Guns in the house don’t mean he’s robbing liquor stores either.”


“You must have known about his rap sheet, growing up,” Guerin said. “You were living with him when he was arrested the last time.”


“I was. Dono told me that bust was a case of mistaken identity.” I shrugged. “I was a kid, I believed it.”


Kanellis pointed a finger at me. “You went into the system then, right?” he said. “Foster care. That couldn’t have been a shitload of fun.”


The detectives had done some fast digging. I’d been a ward of the state for a year and a half, assigned to foster homes during Dono’s trial and while he served his stretch in County.


“If you checked my record,” I said, “then you also know I went into the army right after high-school graduation. I haven’t been back. I don’t know anything about Dono’s life nowadays.”


“You said you didn’t know if he had any enemies now. What about back then? Any old grudges? Anybody who seemed like bad types, coming to the house?”


“He never talked about anything but his construction work,” I said. “Sorry.”


Guerin stared at me. Kanellis did, too, although he kept flicking his gaze back to his partner to check for approval.


“I need you to level with us,” Guerin said finally. “You’re not doing your grandfather any good by keeping his life a closed book. I don’t think you shot him. I spoke to your company’s executive officer. You’ve served your country well.”


He leaned forward. “But it’s too damn big a coincidence. Dono getting shot the same day you come back to town.”


The detective was right. The same morning. Almost the same hour.


I hadn’t told anyone other than Dono that I was coming. Had he?


I looked at Guerin. “If I knew anything that would help you catch this guy, I’d tell you. I want him nailed more than you do.”


A slight man in fresh green hospital scrubs walked over from where he’d been talking to the receptionist at the admitting desk. He had a full beard of black hair and wore a burgundy turban that looked like an autumn leaf above the walnut color of his tired face.


“Which of you is with Mr. Shaw?” he said.


“I am,” I said. Guerin opened his jacket to show his badge.


“I’m Dr. Singh, Mr. Shaw’s surgeon. Mr. Shaw is coming out of the postoperative ward now. He should be placed in a room before very long.”


“So he’s alive?” My pulse jumped. I hadn’t allowed myself the idea.


“He is. The bullet fractured his skull. It also did considerable damage to his left temporal lobe underneath. His heartbeat is steady, but his breathing still requires assistance.”


“When can we talk to him?” said Kanellis.


Singh tilted his head. “That’s very difficult to predict. His anesthesia will wear off in two or three more hours, but—” The doctor made an almost imperceptible shrug.


“How bad is he?” I said.


“I’ll be direct. In cases of brain damage like this, consciousness is not always regained. And when it is, the patient is not often lucid.”


“Did he say anything on the table?” Guerin pressed. “Anything that might identify who shot him?”


“No. I’m sorry,” said Singh. “And I must ask that you not disturb him. If he wakes, we can call you immediately.”


“I’ll post someone here,” said Guerin.


Not only to hear what Dono might say, if he woke up and started talking. The shooter might learn that the old man was still alive and try again.


Singh turned to me. “If you will excuse me, did your … father …?”


“Grandfather.”


“Oh? Your grandfather, then.” Singh’s surprise wasn’t uncommon. Dono and I were only thirty-six years apart in age. “Did he have any sort of living will or advance directive? Something that might indicate his preference of care?”


“I don’t know. I’ll check with his lawyer, but I doubt it,” I said.


“I see.”


“You saying he might be like this for a long time?”


“Again, I am sorry. If you would like to see him, he should be prepared now.”


Prepared. Like a corpse for viewing. We followed Singh to the elevators and up to a ward on the third floor, where he checked a computer screen at the front desk and led us down a long hallway. The room had two beds, but only one was occupied.


Dono lay with his upper body slightly elevated by the articulated bed. A mass of gauze and tape made a small pillow across the back of his head. Electrodes to monitor his pulse were stuck to his wrist and shoulder. IV needles in his arm, hidden by tape. The bulb of a plastic ventilator tube perched obscenely on his lips like a thick soap bubble.


“Leave me alone with him,” I said. “All of you.”


Guerin and Kanellis glanced at each other.


“I’m a suspect or I’m not,” I said. “Either way, I’m not going to unplug him with you standing outside the door.”


Guerin frowned at that, but they left, with Singh following.


I took a chair from against the wall and set it by Dono’s bed. For a few minutes, I just watched him, trying to see past the medical apparatus. People at death’s door are supposed to look smaller, shrunken. But the old man was as sizable as I remembered. A shot glass over six feet, and rangy. His hair had turned from salt and pepper to iron gray in the last decade and receded a little more. There were a few extra creases around the eyes. He still had the knuckled hands of a stonemason. I rested my own hand on the bedsheet. A tanned version of his paler one.


He had asked me to come back home, without any hint as to why. And I hadn’t made it here in time. By ten minutes.


“Christ, Dono,” I said. “One of us really fucked up.”


I had lied to the cops about one thing. My grandfather hadn’t straightened out when I was a kid. He’d just gotten better at his job.


Dono Shaw was a thief. He’d been a career criminal since his teens. Robberies mostly, wild cowboy shit. After that approach had earned him the sorry record that Guerin had shared with me, Dono smartened up and changed his methods.


And he had taught me. About stealing cars and forgery and security alarms. And money. How to find it, how to take it, how to hide it. At twelve I could use a thermite mini-lance well enough to beat the relocking safety on most commercial safes. By fifteen I probably knew more about police interrogation tricks than Kanellis did now. I had been hot shit.


I doubted that Dono had changed in the ten years I’d been gone. Either my grandfather had made a score recently or he was planning one soon. He didn’t take vacations.


I’d lied to Guerin about Dono’s work. But not about his shooting. If I knew anything that might catch the motherfucker who did it, I’d happily hand it over. The detectives had the resources to follow every lead.


But I could find other sources. Better ones. Guys who would rather cut off their own toes with a penknife than help the cops.


This was assuming that any of those old bastards would still talk to me. I’d been gone a long time.


Dono had known the shooter. I felt that in my gut. Had he been a partner?


On those infrequent occasions when Dono had worked with partners, he never double-crossed them. He thought it was bad business. So I couldn’t buy that anyone had shot Dono in the back of the head because the old man had cheated him.


Which meant it had been an ambush. Were Dono and his shooter meeting to hand over somebody’s share of a score? Dono’s .38 had been on the floor. Had he been too slow when the shooter reached for his gun?


“You asked me to come back,” I said to Dono. “I’m here. It’s your turn, goddamn it.”


The accordion pump of the ventilator eased up and down with a soft wheeze each time it pushed air into his slack lungs.


I stood and put the chair back against the wall. “I’ll be around,” I said.


Out in the hall, I saw Guerin down near the ward desk, talking on his cell phone. I turned and went the other way, a few yards to the door of the stairwell.


It was Sunday afternoon. There was only light traffic as I drove through the streets and over the hill, back toward the house. A couple of the streets had become one-way since the last time I’d seen them, and I had to backtrack once or twice. I concentrated on each step, like a student driver. Pressing the accelerator gently. Clicking the turn signals.


He might be like this for a long time? I’d said the words to Singh, and the surgeon hadn’t given me an answer. Which had been answer enough.


What if this was the last of it for the old man? What if he didn’t open his eyes and tell me who’d shot him?


What if I never learned why?


The curb in front of the house was empty again, and I parked the Charger and went up the stone steps to the porch. I stopped at the door. The forensic crew had attached a padlock to the jamb. They hadn’t wanted to use the regular lock, in case they needed access again.


I stared at the padlock for a moment. Then I raised my boot and stomped the door above the knob. The wood cracked and bent, but the lock held. I reared back and kicked it again, harder. Splinters exploded from the jamb as the padlock and hasp flew through the swinging door.


Yellow crime-scene tape was stretched wide over the entrance to the front room. Ivory fingerprint dust was everywhere. And red across the floor, like a demon’s blanket.


The rest of the room looked pretty much as I remembered it. Overstuffed bookshelves. Lamps made of heavy brass. The same old painting of the rocky landscape of County Clare hanging above the mantel of the fireplace. The television was newer, a flat-screen plasma, but sitting on the same built-in cabinet where the old one had been. Dono’s leather chair was also in the same spot. The old man spent most of his time in this room. Had spent.


I walked down the hall and into the kitchen. Dono had always kept his liquor in the cabinet above the refrigerator. He still did. I grabbed the first bottle I saw, Kentucky bourbon, and took a long pull from it. Then another. It helped my mood about as much as pissing on a bonfire.


I threw the bottle across the room, and it shattered against the counter. That was more like it. I snatched up one of the wooden chairs and smashed it down on the breakfast table, once, twice. Music. On the third swing, the chair fell to pieces, and I threw the fragments aside.


I was looking around for something else to break when someone knocked on the open front door.



















CHAPTER FOUR





OVER THE POUNDING IN my ears, I heard another knock. A dog started barking. A big dog, from the low rumbling sound of it.


“Hey,” a woman’s voice called. “Everything all right in there?”


I took a couple of long, slow breaths to steady my pulse before I left the kitchen. My boots made wet bourbon footprints on the hardwood of the hall.


A woman stood in the open doorway, only half visible in the ambient light coming from the back of the house. She was old, as short and stout as a mailbox, with spiky white hair. The dog was white, too. Some sort of mutt, maybe pit bull and water buffalo.


I stopped in the hall, well away from the door and the dog. It barked again at me and shifted its muscular weight onto its front paws, straining at the leash.


“Stanley,” the woman said to the dog. It stopped barking but whined and tugged to be free. I wasn’t sure if it wanted to play or to eat me. The woman leaned back to hold the animal in place. In her other hand, she carried a baking tray covered in Saran Wrap.


“Help you?” I said.


“You must be the grandson,” she said. “I’m Addy Proctor.” She didn’t sound alarmed, even though I was still wearing Dono’s old barn jacket, with no shirt and bloodstained jeans. The dog growled.


“You one of Dono’s neighbors, Ms. Proctor?” If she knew I was related to Dono, she must have heard it from the cops at some point this morning. She’d probably seen the whole show, complete with lights and sirens.


“Addy,” she corrected. “I’m down the street, in the bright yellow house.”


I remembered the place, from my walk up the block when I’d first arrived. The image stuck because of the big blue NEIGHBORHOOD WATCH sign on her lawn.


She hefted the baking tray. “I’ve brought you something.”


I was too damn tired to entertain the local snoop. I reached over to flip on the hallway light. She wore an ivory cable-knit turtleneck sweater and black pants, with clunky slip-on black shoes. Thick black glasses with square frames. I put her age somewhere north of seventy.


“That’s real nice of you, but—”


“It’s no trouble,” she said. “Hot-link casserole. Hope you eat meat.”


“It’s just that—”


“I’ll pop it in the oven. Is the kitchen back here?” And she marched in, dog leading the way. I had no choice but to retreat. We made a clumsy parade, me shuffling backward and Stanley barking eagerly.


In the kitchen, shards from the bottle of bourbon covered half the tiled floor. The fumes stung my nostrils. Stanley snuffed in protest. Pieces of the broken chair were strewn around the room. The breakfast table had fresh gouges exposing raw wood beneath. A glass salt-and-pepper set had fallen off and shattered. The spilled contents soaked up the whiskey.


Addy Proctor took it all in and tugged Stanley back from the broken glass. “Redecorating?” she said.


Christ. If I let the old woman start cleaning, she’d be here all night.


I grabbed a broom from the narrow space between the fridge and the wall and began to sweep the worst of the mess out from underfoot. I’d just reached automatically for where Dono and I had always kept the brooms and mops.


“I’m not up for visitors tonight, Ms.—Addy,” I said.


“No need to entertain me,” she said. “I just saw you come back a few minutes ago and wanted to drop this off for you. And ask how your grandfather is doing.”


Right. Of course. Give her a nugget of gossip to spread around, and she and her dog would be out the door.


“He’s alive,” I said. “But beyond that they don’t know.”


She frowned. “You don’t sound hopeful.”


“His surgeon had a hard time putting a positive spin on it. Nothing to do but wait.”


“Damn,” she said. “The doctors never are encouraging, are they? Just in case they’re proven wrong. They drive you mad.” She watched me dump a dustpan full of glass into the trash. “Is that what all this was about?”


“Yeah.”


She nodded and looped the end of Stanley’s leash around the doorknob. He whined. “Hush,” Addy said. “Sit. Sit.” The dog did, reluctantly, and sniffed in the direction of the casserole. Addy opened the oven door and removed the plastic wrap from the tray. “Twenty minutes,” she said, setting the dial.


“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll have some before I sack out.”


“I’ve already done a phone tree.” She straightened up. Her eyes were green and bright behind the mannish black glasses. “Nobody on the block saw anyone around your house this morning. Except me. And I only saw you, when you first arrived.”


“You’re the one who heard the gunshot.”


“I heard something. I was out on my front porch.” She grimaced. “Smoking. I can’t quite seem to give up that first cigarette of the day. Sixty damn years. I wake up earlier and earlier now, and I still can’t beat it.” She shook her head. “I was in my robe, standing just outside my door looking at the fog, and that’s when I heard the … well, I didn’t really know it was a gun. Kind of a snapping sound. Not like on TV.”


“Small caliber.”


“I’ll take your word for it. Guns aren’t my favorite thing in this world. I wasn’t even sure where the sound had come from.”


“But you called the cops.”


“Dono’s house here was the only one with lights on. From my porch you can see up the hill and through your window, just a piece of that room.” She pointed back down the hall.


“The front room.”


“Yes. I looked up here toward the light and saw shadows moving around, moving quickly. And I had a very bad feeling. I told myself that if it turned out to be nothing, I’d feel like a fool, but if it were something serious, then I’d be a fool, and that’s much worse. So I picked up the phone.”


“You did right.”


“Still. I wish I’d have walked out and looked. Maybe I’d have seen who did it.”


I wished that, too. That Addy Proctor had rushed recklessly to the scene and gotten a glimpse of the shooter before he went out the back. But what she wanted was reassurance.


“You made the smart choice,” I said. “Dono needed the paramedics more than anything else. All I had was bare hands and a T-shirt.”


Addy exhaled. “Thank you. I’ve been kicking myself all damn day about it. That’s why I’ve been keeping half an eye on your house today. Sometimes you have to do something. Or go nuts.”


I shook my head. “I owe you one, Addy. No. I owe you two.” I went to the other side of the kitchen and brought over a big red leather barstool that Dono had owned since before I was born, and I put it down so she could take a seat. “One for calling for help, fast. It saved Dono’s life. And two for seeing me and telling the cops about it. Otherwise they might have me locked up for Dono’s shooting right now.”


I took two glasses out of the cabinet and used the sink filter to pour water for both of us. There was a loaf of Van de Kamp’s wheat bread on the counter. I opened the plastic bag, balled up a slice of bread, and tossed it on the floor for Stanley. He wolfed it down in two chews.


The chair was too tall for Addy. Her chunky shoes barely touched the metal ring around the legs meant as a footrest. “Do the police have any leads?” she said.


“Not that they’re sharing.” I didn’t think they would find anything at all, not if Guerin and Kanellis stuck to standard operating bullshit. Phone records and last known associates weren’t going to cut it.


“You’re Neighborhood Watch,” I said. “What’s the recent history around here? Any break-ins?”


“There was a burglary a couple of years ago, on the next block over. A few of the usual stereo thefts out of parked cars. Nothing like this,” she said.


“I should let people know what’s happened,” I said. “Did Dono ever mention any friends to you? Maybe a girlfriend?”


She shook her head. “He and I only said hello on the street, that sort of thing. He was pleasant, but … well …”


I nodded understanding. Dono had always kept the neighbors at a cordial but firm distance. On those occasions when some especially sociable people moved onto the block, he would politely decline any invitations to join them for dinner or a beer until they took the hint.


We hadn’t ignored them completely, of course. Dono would run a background check on their names, along with any of their family who lived in the city. He’d try to verify occupations and former addresses. Find out if any of them had arrest records. Just in case the new arrivals turned out to be cops, or were the sort of people who attracted attention from cops. The old man believed that good fences and a traceable history made for good neighbors.


I looked at Addy. What had Dono’s check on her told him?


“Have you lived here long?” I said.


“I moved in three years ago. Magnus and I had owned the house forever. When he passed on … well, it made sense to stop renting it out and just use it myself.” She pointed at my boots. “Are you in the service?”


Apparently we were trading fact for fact. “The army.”


“Magnus was in the army, too. Sweden’s.”


“You see anybody else around here recently? Any visitors?”


She considered it, taking off her glasses and wiping them on her sweater. There was a fine web of lines on her round face.


“I did see someone. A man, and I’d seen him here before. A friend of your grandfather’s?”


“When was this?”


“Most recently? Last week, I think.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. The days get blended together. I haven’t been retired that long, and it’s like vacation, when you suddenly realize you’ve lost track of what day of the week it is.”


“But about a week ago. There was a man with Dono? What did he look like?”


“Yes. Out at the curb. I was driving past, I remember that now. He was kind of large. Not tall, but barrel-chested?”


“Okay. Keep going.”


“Maybe your grandfather’s age, sixtyish. His hair might have been lighter. Like orange or red.”


A burly redhead. I knew a man like that.


“You said they were at the curb. By Dono’s pickup? Or the other man’s car?”


“Must have been the other fellow’s. I know your grandfather’s big blue truck—it wasn’t that.”


“Was it something like a Caddy? A soft top?”


“Yes. Yes.” She widened her eyes, excited. “Damn if it wasn’t. A big American gas guzzler. With black paint, I think.”


Hollis Brant. He always went for those old boats, with the bench seats that gave his wide frame a little more elbow room.


So Hollis was back in Seattle now. Just like me.


“He’s a friend of Dono’s,” I said to Addy. “I’ll call him.”


“I can’t believe that car of his didn’t come to mind right away. So few convertibles in Seattle.”


I stretched. “It’s been a hell of a day.” How fast could I reach Hollis?


Addy took the hint and put down her half-finished water glass. “I imagine.” She dropped off the high stool. “I’m very sorry about Dono. You’ll let me know what I can do to help.”


It wasn’t a request. I had to smile. “I will.”


“I’m glad you’re here for him. I’ll be back for the dish. Don’t forget to eat.” She tugged on Stanley’s leash. As he passed me, he nosed my hand with his huge head, looking to get his ears scratched or maybe just hoping for another piece of bread. They went down the hallway and out the open door. After a moment I followed. I could hear Addy’s shoes thunking against the pavement as she made her steady way down the hill. Odd old bird.




*





MY GRANDFATHER HAD MADE a few changes on the second floor. The master bath had been remodeled, and there was new carpeting in the same shade of dusty brown as before. A small TV was on the wall in his bedroom.


Wound around the lamp on the nightstand were the only two religious items I’d ever seen in the house. Both family relics. A string of rosary beads, which had belonged to Dono’s late sister. And a St. Christopher medal. Dono had told me once that my grandmother, his wife, had left the medal to my mother. It found its way back to Dono again when she died.


He’d added more bookshelves, which were crowded with nonfiction books on boats and naval battles and, most of all, about pirates. Dono probably knew as much about crime in the seventeenth century as he did about the twenty-first. He had told me once, when he was drunk and rambling a little, that he’d wanted to name my mother Grace, after the Irish pirate Grace O’Malley. My grandmother had prevailed, and Mom was named Moira instead.


The biggest difference to the upstairs was in my old room, which was nearly empty now, save for a few file boxes, an old rolltop desk, and a leather couch. Not that any of it had value, sentimental or otherwise.


I went back downstairs.


The pantry had once been a boiler closet. It was large enough to lie down in, if you were short. I moved a few cans of tomato soup out of the way to allow access to the back wall. Where Dono had built one of his little tricks.


It worked on the same principle as a Chinese puzzle box. Twist a shelf support one half turn, move a bracket to the side, and presto. The drywall between the studs swung up with a gentle push against a spring hinge, revealing a foot-square hole.


There were a few things squirreled away in the small hollow. A lockpick gun and a more basic set of picks fashioned from dental tools. False driver’s licenses with Dono’s photo, in three names and three states. A mismatched pair of handguns—a little .32 and a newer, meaner nine-millimeter Browning. All useful in an emergency.


Each of these, or similar items, I remembered being in Dono’s hiding place the last time I’d seen it. He also used to keep cash on hand, maybe nine or ten grand in twenties and fifties. Nothing like that now. Maybe he’d switched to cash cards.


There were two sets of keys as well. The bigger set looked like its keys would fit the house and truck and other things around the place.


The second set was more unusual. Two pairs of keys. The first pair was silver and pistol-shaped, with the shaft of the key coming off the rounded head at a ninety-degree angle. Keys for an engine. Maybe a generator. The second pair was small and brass-colored. The four keys were attached to a small, rough chunk of reddish wood. Someone had drilled a hole in the wood, to thread the key chain through it. Odd. Not Dono’s usual style.


There were also three cell phones, the cheap kind you could buy at any drugstore and use with a prepaid SIM card. Two were still sealed in their plastic packages. I tried turning the other one on. Its battery had a couple bars. I took the phone and pocketed both sets of keys before closing the compartment and putting the soup cans back in place.


The phone’s log showed only one call, placed the day before to a Seattle number. A 206 area code, one of the old ones. There was no name assigned to the number. I checked the phone’s contact list. Empty. No saved names or numbers at all. I counted myself lucky just to find the single number in the log. The Dono I knew would have made sure to wipe the log after every call. Maybe he was slipping.


I went back to the Seattle number and pressed CALL. There were two rings, and then a female voice came on the line:


 “You have reached the law offices of Ephraim Ganz. Our office hours are Monday through Friday, eight A.M. to five P.M. Pacific time. If this call is urgent or if you need to post bail, please contact Martone Bail Bonds at—”


I hung up. Ephraim Ganz had been Dono’s criminal attorney for as long as I could remember. And apparently still was. Was Dono in trouble with the cops again? Detective Guerin hadn’t mentioned any recent arrests, but maybe he was keeping that little fact to himself.


What Dr. Singh had asked me earlier that day came flooding back. Did my grandfather have a living will? Christ, was that why Dono had called Ganz? Had he known that trouble was coming?


My fingers gripped the phone, as if testing the limit of strength in my healed arm. Tomorrow was Monday. Ganz’s office would be open. Or I could find Hollis.


Addy Proctor had summed it up for me: You have to do something. Or go nuts.


I was halfway to crazy already. It was time to start pushing in the other direction.



















AGE NINE


Granddad had told me that the cabin we were looking for was only fifteen minutes from the town of Gold Bar. I guess he was thinking about regular streets, because the rest of the drive took at least half an hour. It got even slower the farther we went, winding our way up into the hills. The roads changed from paving to gravel to hard-packed dirt. Granddad kept glancing at the directions he’d written down on a notepad, checking the odometer on the Cordoba’s dashboard to know when to turn.


He was mad. Maybe at how long it was taking us to get there. At least a little at me. He’d told me on the hour’s drive from Seattle that he was going to talk to a man about some guns. Not the sort you could buy in any shop, he’d said. I thought it was awesome. I asked a lot of questions. Granddad eventually told me to shut it.


So I read my X-Men comic books. Tried to read them. They had been building up to this big fight with Sabretooth for like a year, and I wanted to read it so much I’d brought the new issue along, and I never read stuff in the car. But now I couldn’t think about it. I wondered who sold guns way out here in the woods.


Finally the road widened into a clearing, and we pulled up to the cabin.


It was a dump. It looked as if a gigantic crooked woodpile had been quickly covered with tree sap and olive paint all mixed together. Its roof, if it had a roof, was hidden under layers of fallen leaves and millions of pine needles.


A guy was standing in the doorway, watching us. He was a grown-up, but short, and his face had baby fat. His brown hair stuck up in tufts. The face of a taller woman appeared over his shoulder, peering at us through thick glasses. She was stout, dressed in brown overalls with a flannel shirt underneath. The man idly wiped some black grease off his fingers onto his purple Huskies sweatshirt.


“That’s Hazeldine. And Becky,” Granddad said, opening his door. “I’ll talk with them for a few minutes, and then he and I will head out.”


Granddad stepped from the car and zipped up his green parka. I stayed put, and after a moment he leaned in to look at me. “I should be back here before long,” he said.


I kept my eyes on the floor of the car. “Can’t I come?”


“I’ve answered that question enough times today.” He swept an arm wide, toward the line of giant pine and scrub brush. “You do what kids are supposed to do for once. Play in the damned woods.”


“There’s no trails here.” We’d brought my Giant mountain bike. Thinking that maybe I’d use it on an actual mountain, or at least something more than steep city streets.


Granddad’s jaw tightened. “So leave it on the back of the car and use your feet.”


I didn’t want to play in the damned woods. Granddad read my expression and shook his head angrily. “There’s no effing TV inside, and if there is, you’re not going in there anyway. Take some air. And take your coat.” He shut the door and walked toward the cabin.


I unlocked my bike from its rack on the back bumper and wheeled it into the forest. I left my coat in the car.


The constant shade had let moss spread over every surface, carpeting the dirt and making baseball-size clumps on the boulders. Gold Bar was at the western side of the Cascades. The first big foothills of the mountain range weren’t far away. I could feel them more than I could really see them. It was gloomy.


There was no way to ride my bike more than a few yards without having to carry it over a boulder or a fallen tree. I left it lying on the ground and spent half an hour hunting for rocks and throwing them at tree branches, seeing how far back I could get and still knock off a chunk of bark.


The branches on the pine trees were too high and too far apart to climb. I clambered up onto the tallest boulder to see if I could see anything, but the forest was thick. Just more trees, everywhere I looked. I tried two more boulders before I gave up and sat down on top of the last rock. I wished I had my coat. The damp moss made my jeans wet, and I tore up clumps of it and made a pile while listening to crows squabble over their territories.
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