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FOR MATT AND TRINA







ONE


That night the wind came hard off the Pacific, an El Niào event that would blow three inches of rain onto the roofs of San Diego. It was the first big storm of the season, early January and overdue. Palm fronds lifted with a plastic hiss and slapped against the windows of McMichael’s apartment. The digitized chirp of his phone sounded ridiculous against the steady wind outside.


“Somebody killed Pete Braga about an hour ago,” said McMichael’s lieutenant. “You’re up on the wheel of fortune, but I’ll give it to Team Two if you want.”


It was a question McMichael could think about for a long time but didn’t.


“We’ll take it.”


“Somebody bludgeoned Pete in his house, Tommy,” said the lieutenant. “Blood and brains all over the place. Patrol’s holding the cleaning lady or some such thing.”


It took McMichael a moment to transfer Pete Braga from the roster of the living to the ranks of the dead. Murder was always a surprise. Especially if it was someone like Pete, who seemed like he’d live forever.


“We’ll take it,” he said again.


A brief pause. “You’re sure about this, Tom?”


“I’m sure.”


“The Irish are a stubborn people. About as stubborn as the Portuguese. Okay, then. Pete Braga’s yours.”


Eighty-something years old, thought McMichael. It wouldn’t take a gladiator to crush the old man’s skull. A local badass hero, done in by the cleaning lady.


“I’ll make the calls, Tommy. You get moving. Need the address?”


“I know it.”


Pete Braga’s estate was on the bay side of Point Loma, right down on the water. Three levels of weathered redwood and plate glass descended to the sand. The glass caught the wind-fractured lights of Shelter Island and the city across the bay.


The driveway gate was open and McMichael could see three San Diego PD patrol cars, two slick-back Fords, a paramedic truck and a red Beetle parked in the sweeping brick drive. A small crowd had gathered at the crime scene tape that ran across the driveway. They looked like carolers between songs, McMichael thought, uncertain and self-conscious, coats and scarves and hair riled by the wind. He lowered a window and badged a uniform. The officer untied one end of the tape and it shot from his hand toward the water.


McMichael followed the walkway to the front door. The path was lined with bronze light fixtures shaped like leaping tuna. Behind the lights a stand of Norfolk Island pines swayed against a faint moon wrapped in clouds.


At the front door an officer T. Sterling handed McMichael an entry log. Before looking at it McMichael studied the outside doorknob, the jamb and frame.


“Shoot,” he said, scanning down the log.


“We were first on scene, sir,” said the officer. “Slow night, maybe because of the storm coming in. Then the watch commander dropped a possible one-eighty-seven on us. We got here in seven minutes. The nurse who made the nine-one-one call let us in. I noticed substantial amounts of blood on her hands, face and clothing. The old man was in his trophy room, or whatever you’d call it, by the fireplace. His head was caved in. The nurse was upset and not really cooperative, so Traynor took her into the dining room. I ran a warrants check on her and she came back clean.”


McMichael signed the log and looked into T. Sterling’s eager gray eyes.


“A nurse, not a cleaning lady.”


“That’s what she said.”


McMichael gave the log back to Sterling. “The blood on her clothes, was it smears or spatters?”


“I’m not sure. Mostly smears, I believe.”


“What about her face?”


“I think smears too.”


“You didn’t let her wash up, did you?”


“I don’t think Traynor was going to.”


Another officer led the detective to the scene. The trophy room was down a long hallway, then to the right. McMichael felt the coldness of the house in his shins. The hall was wide and well lit by recessed ceiling lights. There were paintings hung museum style, with individual viewing lights fastened above the frames: all ocean scenes—ships and waves in violent moments, the grandeur of catastrophe at sea. One light was trained on nothing, just blank wall with a hanger still nailed to the plaster.


He stepped down into the trophy room, smelling blood and feces and cigar smoke. Two small bundles of firewood lay at his feet. Above him was a cavernous cross-beam ceiling with heavy-duty shop lamps hung in two rows of six. The lamps washed the room in a strong incandescent glow.


McMichael pulled the little tape recorder from the pocket of his bomber’s jacket, checked the tape and turned it on. He spoke into it, setting the time and date and location, then narrating what he saw.


Ahead of him was a wall of glass facing the water and the city. Beyond the glass, windblown leaves swirled through the deck lights and a quick blizzard of sand rose toward San Diego Bay. A navy destroyer sat moored to the east, irrationally large amidst the tenders and pleasure craft.


To McMichael’s right was a cedar-paneled wall festooned with Pacific trophy fish—tuna, yellowtail, dorado, swordfish, sailfish and sharks. In the lower right corner of the wall hung some of the gear used to catch them—rods, reels, gaffs and fighting belts.


His eye went to the two empty hangers, like he’d seen in the hallway. One amidst the fish, one in the gear.


The main attraction was a white shark that looked to be three times the length of a man. It was obscenely thick. Rows of teeth glistening, its huge head swung outward in the posture of attack. McMichael noted that the taxidermist had gotten the eyes right, rolled back into the head for protection. He remembered that Pete Braga had made TV and the papers with that one.


To his left was a large fireplace with no fire and two handsome leather chairs facing it. On either side of the hearth stood enormous saltwater aquariums teeming with tropical fish. McMichael stepped past the bundled firewood. Between the chairs was a small table and a lamp with two shades, two bulbs and two brass pull chains. Both bulbs were on. Two half-filled glasses of what looked like red wine sat on the table.


He walked over and looked down on the body of Pete Braga, slouched almost out of the right-hand chair. Braga was wearing a smoke-gray satin robe. He had slid down, legs buckling on the floor, his back and head flat on the chair seat. His arms dangled over the rests, hands relaxed. His head was bathed in blood and the top crushed in the middle—skin and hair and bone seeming to fall in upon themselves. His face was a bloody mask of surprise and confusion, eyes open and still reflecting light. On the hardwood floor to the left of the chair stood a pond of blood littered with pale debris and a short club with a leather loop at the end of the handle. McMichael felt the hair on his neck stand up.


Requiescat in pace, he thought, thirty-plus years of Catholic funeral Latin imprinted in his mind. What a way to get your last ticket punched.


He remembered Braga as a tuna fleet captain, way back in ’70. McMichael had been five years old. He remembered him as a Ford and Lincoln Mercury dealer a few years after the tuna industry collapsed—Pete’s robust, gray-haired face smiling down at you from freeway billboards on the 5 and the 8, and the 163 and along Clairemont Mesa Boulevard. Remembered him as a mayor and a port commissioner and a city booster, always tossing out the first pitch at a Padres game, smiling while a champagne bottle cracked against a hull, touring the latest opening or disaster.


But easiest of all McMichael remembered Pete as the grandfather of Patricia Braga, the first girl he’d fallen in love with. They were children then, back before they fully understood that the McMichaels and Bragas had spilled each other’s blood and that they were supposed to hate each other.


Forensic specialists Bob Harley and Erik Fiore stepped down into the room, toting their bags of tricks. Behind them was the Team Three sergeant Mark Hatter and Detective Barbara Givens.


“Jesus,” said Givens.


“Woah,” said Harley. “Reminds me of that guy—what, Appleby or something? With the pipe.”


Erik whistled low, the sound falling off at the end like something going over a cliff. “Cool aquaria.”


Sergeant Hatter said nothing. He was in charge of Homicide Team Three by rank, but McMichael was up for lead on this one, purely a matter of rotation and chance. Wheel of fortune, thought McMichael—whose fortune?


Harley set down his forensic case and brought out a digital still camera, which he looped around his neck, and a Polaroid, which he checked for film.


McMichael told Erik to shoot the video, then start the measurements and sketches. “Get the club first,” he said. “Then fish it out of the blood. I want Polaroids of those firewood bundles, close up as you can get. Barbara, do a quick-and-dirty theft check on the rest of the house—see if anything obvious has been lifted. Look for forced entry.”


“Got it.”


“Then take a look at the VW Beetle out there, but don’t go into it yet. After that, I’d like you to handle the press and media. Tell them what we know.”


A moment later the medical examiner’s team quietly entered. Then Hector Paz, McMichael’s closest partner within the team, barreled in behind them like a wrecking ball.


McMichael nodded to Paz and backed away from what used to be Pete Braga and was now San Diego PD case #03-114-M. He checked the trophy wall where the fishing equipment was displayed and found the empty hook between a large gaff and a fighting belt.


“Shoot this hook, Bob.”


“There’s nothing on it.”


“Looks like a good place to hang a club.”




TWO


The nurse was young, dirty blonde and tall. She turned from a dining room window when McMichael and Paz walked in: hair up in a loose nest, a blood-smeared cream turtleneck, a blood-smeared fuchsia cardigan, bloody jeans and short-heeled black boots. McMichael studied her as he approached—blood on her face, neck and hands. Her eyes were very dark brown.


“I’m Detective Tom McMichael. This is Hector Paz.”


“I want to wash up.”


He looked down at her boots and saw the dark drops in relief against the leather. “Do you mind if we take a few pictures of you first?”


“I mind.”


The nurse stared at Paz with a sullen blankness.


“What’s your name?” asked McMichael.


“Sally Rainwater.”


“What’s in the pockets?” asked Paz.


Sally Rainwater looked down and extracted one black leather glove from each of the cardigan’s side pockets.


“You can just set them on the table,” said McMichael. “And the cardigan, too, if you don’t mind.”


She dropped the gloves on the dining table, then unbuttoned the sweater. She dropped it on the table, too, and fixed her dark brown eyes on him. Her pupils looked normal and her eyes were primitively wild, set off by her face and the blood.


“You can wash up,” said McMichael. “I’m going to have a female investigator accompany you.”


She strode out and McMichael nodded to Traynor. “Get Barbara.”


Hector watched them go. “You going to ask her for the boots?”


“I will.”


Hector looked at McMichael with his typical expression of suspicion and latent good humor. “She’ll clean up nicely.”


“I think so.”


McMichael then briefed Paz on what Sterling had told him. Paz was a stocky, muscular man about McMichael’s age. Like McMichael, he was only three years in Homicide. They were placed on Team Three because of different temperaments. Tom McMichael was tall and quiet and sometimes sly, Hector Paz bullish and aggressive. The homicide captain called them Calm and Heckle. The Team Three case cancellation rate was highest in the unit.


McMichael pulled out two of the dining set chairs, then turned the chandelier lights over the table all the way up. He took the bay view for himself, not for the scenery but to make the nurse look at him while she talked. He used a pen to nudge her gloves a little closer to where she would sit. The blood on them gave off a duller reflection than the leather and left a faint smudge on the cherrywood lacquer.


“Just hover,” said McMichael. “Break in when you want to.”


“I can hover. Should we Mirandize her?”


“Let’s wait. It looked like transfer blood on her. No mist or droplets, except on her boots.”


“Except on her boots.”


Five minutes later Sally Rainwater walked back in. Barbara looked in at McMichael, shrugged with an undecided arch of eyebrows, then headed back down the hall.


McMichael was writing in a small notebook, which he closed and placed on the table next to his tape recorder. Hector stood in front of a bronze sculpture of a leaping tuna that dominated one corner of the room.


“Please sit down,” said McMichael.


She looked at the ready chair, the gloves, then at him. Her face and hands were clean now, her hair in a strict ponytail. No jewelry, no ring. Her clothes were the same blood-splattered mess. She turned the chair toward the picture window and sat so she wouldn’t be facing either of them, so all McMichael could see was profile. He studied the high curve of forehead, straight small nose, her good chin and lips.


“You don’t mind talking to us, do you, Ms. Rainwater?”


“I’ll talk.”


“Thank you. I’m going to tape-record this.”


She said nothing as McMichael flipped the tape over and turned the machine on. He had her spell her name and give her home address and phone number.


“Tell me what you saw tonight.”


“I went out at about nine-twenty for firewood. I came back a few minutes after ten. I went into the fish room and saw Pete dangling over the side of his chair. The sliding door was open and the wind was coming in. Someone was running across the sand toward the bay. He jumped the wall and disappeared. I saw Pete’s head and the blood and the Fish Whack’r and called nine-one-one, then tried to bring him back. I couldn’t.”


Sally Rainwater turned and looked at him, then back to the bay. Hector faced them now, leaning against the picture window.


“Fish Whack’r?” he asked.


“That’s what the club is called,” she said.


“Describe the person you saw,” said McMichael.


“Black running suit, and a dark cap pulled down. It could have been a man or a woman, but it ran like a man. Average build and height. He blended in with the darkness, just jumped the wall and disappeared.”


“Just disappeared,” said Paz.


McMichael looked at him, then out to where the sand blew across the beach.


Hector found a light switch and hit the outside floodlights. All three of them watched as the wind softened the scores of footprints going all directions in the public sand. McMichael thought of beachcombers, joggers, walkers, swimmers, kayakers, paddleboarders, you name it. Even in winter, San Diegans loved their beaches.


“Was Pete dead when you found him?”


“Yes. I did CPR anyway, until the cops and paramedics got here.”


“Did you kill him?” asked Hector.


“No,” she said quietly.


McMichael watched her and let the seconds stretch. “Did you move him?”


“Yes.” Her voice was soft but clear and, McMichael thought, a little distant now. “He was hanging over the left side when I walked in. I wrestled him up straight and he slid down like that. I figured that was as good a place as any, so I started the CPR.”


“But nothing.”


“Nothing but blood all over me.”


“What work did you do here?”


“I’m a registered nursing aid, but for Pete, most of what I did was just domestic. Cooking, laundry, light cleaning. Some shopping. Sometimes I’d drive him.”


“Where?” asked McMichael.


“Errands. He liked to ride.”


“How come he didn’t go with you for the firewood?” asked Hector.


“The cold weather made him stiff. He liked the fish room when it was cold. Because of the fireplace. But we didn’t have any wood.”


“We,” said Hector. “You two get along pretty good?”


“Yes. Sure. Seven months, I got to like him.”


“So you were like, friends.”


“We were friends.”


“Friends,” said Hector with a smile.


McMichael watched her watch Paz. “How was Pete tonight?”


“Fine. He was always fine. Alert. Strong for his age. Healthy.”


“Pete ever talk about being in danger, having enemies?”


“He disliked a lot of people. And a lot of people disliked him. I’m sure you know that.”


“Any recent threats that you know of?”


“No.”


McMichael watched her reflection in the picture window and saw that she was watching his. The first small drops of rain skidded down the glass. “Did that club come from the wall?”


“I think so. It looked like the one that used to be there.”


“We’ll get prints off the handle,” said Paz. “Unless the creep was wearing gloves, or wiped it down.”


She stared out at the storm-swept bay, but said nothing.


“Did you wear your gloves when you tried to revive him?” McMichael asked.


She looked at him again and shook her head, a minor motion that seemed intended mostly for herself. “No. Well, at first I touched his head, the sides of his face, to see his eyes. The gloves were on when I did that. Then I went to the phone and took them off to dial. When I straightened him in the chair and tried the CPR, no, I didn’t have them on.”


“Did you touch the club tonight?”


“No.”


“Did you touch it recently?”


“No. Why?” She turned and looked at him, and for the first time he saw confusion in her unhappy brown eyes.


“In case we find two sets of prints on it.”


“And what if you find just one?”


“That person is in deep shit,” said Hector.


When she turned to look at Paz her ponytail shifted and McMichael saw the tattoo high on her neck, an inch below the hairline, right side, a small red flame with two points lapping at her pale skin. Or maybe it was a red tulip.


“It would help us quite a lot if we could have your boots for blood samples,” he said.


“You can take the gloves and sweater, but I’m not walking around tonight in my socks.”


“Ms. Rainwater, do you plan to be in town for the next few days?”


She answered yes without looking at him.


“Can I see your driver’s license?”


“My purse is in the kitchen. I’ll go—”


“I’ll get it,” said Hector. He was already moving toward the French doors. “Stay put, Ms. Rainwater. You’ve had a hard night.”


Paz came back into the room with a black purse in one hand and a stainless steel derringer in the other. He held the gun between thumb and forefinger, at the bottom of the grip, the short barrel dangling down.


“Sorry, Ms. Rainwater, but the strap snagged, the purse tipped over, and out came your piece. I’ll just put it back in. It’s yours, isn’t it?”


“It’s mine and it’s registered.”


“You got a permit to go with it?”


“Yes. Give me my purse.”


She set the purse on the table, dug out a wallet from which she handed McMichael a CDL and a San Diego County Concealed Carry Permit.


He took out his notebook and wrote down her date of birth and the license and CCP numbers.


Hector had glommed Fiore’s camera during his purse retrieval, and now used it to shoot pictures of Sally Rainwater’s boots.


She took back her documents, slung the purse over her shoulder and started out.


“Ms. Rainwater,” said McMichael. “Where did you go for the firewood? Which store?”


“Ralph’s on Rosecrans,” she said, and kept on walking.


“Did you lock the door when you left?”


“Yes. And it was locked when I came back.”


They watched her go, McMichael unable to keep from checking her shape in the jeans. Excellent indeed.


When she was gone, Hector smiled at McMichael and shook his head. “Odds?”


McMichael switched off his tape recorder, hit rewind. “Ninety-ten no. So far, I believe her. And if she did it, she’d bash, grab what she wanted and drive away. She wouldn’t call us.”


“I got sixty-forty yes. She bashes, stashes the goods in her Beetle out there, calls us, gives a story and sticks to it. Fucking gloves, man. Convenient. And she knows the name of that club, but she’s never touched it? Come on.”


“So she’s driving away with stolen property right now?”


“Sixty-forty she is,” said Hector.


“Pull her over and ask her if you can look in her car.”


“She’d say no. She’s not dumb.”


“Then beat her home and see what she unloads.”


McMichael hit the play button on his little tape recorder, wrote Sally Rainwater’s address in his notebook, snapped the sheet out and handed it to Paz.




THREE


It took McMichael three calls to get Patricia Hansen’s home phone number and tell her what had happened to her grandfather. She’d been sleeping and her voice was thick and dull but McMichael recognized it immediately. He could hear her husband, Garland, interrogatively grumbling in the background. She said thirty minutes and hung up.


Besides the painting missing from the hallway, Detective Barbara Givens had found for McMichael two more blank spots—with the lights illuminating nothing—in an upstairs bedroom. And another painting gone from the dining room. Another from one of the downstairs baths.


“Nothing else obvious,” she said. “We could use someone who knows the house.”


“The granddaughter’s coming over.”


“Good. The press is out in force. Local celebrity hour.”


“Tell them no arrests. I let the nurse go home, Barbara. Leave her out of your statements if you can.”


“They already know she made the call,” said Givens. She was stout and broad-shouldered, with short blonde hair and quick blue eyes that often noticed what others missed. McMichael thought of her as optimistic and he trusted her completely. “Her car looked fine from the outside, Tom. Nothing interesting. Wouldn’t mind lifting that trunk, though. And I listened to both the messages on the answering machine in the kitchen—a health insurance solicitation and a call from a man named Victor. No last name and no message.”


Victor Braga, thought McMichael: Pete’s son. A sixty-three year-old man with the mind of a ten-year-old. Living proof of the hatred between the McMichaels and the Bragas.


“Try the neighbors on each side, and across the street,” he said.


“My next stop. What do you make of the nurse?”


McMichael had to think about that. There was a lot to see but not much to conclude. “Scared, angry. I don’t think she did it.”


“I’d feel that way, too. Whether I’d bashed him or not.”


Back in the trophy room he watched the coroner’s team zip Pete Braga into a body bag, one of them cradling the old man’s head with a plastic sheet so the pieces wouldn’t slide to the floor. McMichael felt bile in his throat and disgust in his heart. But he also felt a confirmation that pleased him in a way he couldn’t deny, though he certainly wouldn’t confess it to Father Shea.


Because Pete Braga had shot Franklin McMichael, his grandfather, dead in the summer of 1952.


Because Pete Braga said it was self-defense and the district attorney had not filed charges.


Because, in McMichael’s book, murder was unforgivable and it always caught up with you in the end, which was part of why he had become a cop in the first place.


Patricia Hansen blew through the front door at twelve-forty in a red hooded raincoat, two steps ahead of Garland. She finished cursing an officer outside, shook out of the coat and hung it on a rack by the door while her husband battled the umbrellas.


McMichael had seen her eight times in the last twenty years, only because they lived in the same city.


“Goddamn Tommy, it’s not good to see you but it is.”


Flummoxed again, as he had been through the decades by Patricia Braga, McMichael defaulted to a nod. “I’m sorry about this.”


“Where is he?”


“They took him to the morgue.”


Patricia bit her lip, and for just a moment, standing there in a too-big reindeer sweater and jeans and rubber boots with fur around the top and her riot of dark hair, she looked like the girl he’d first stared at in the fifth grade, which was the moment he had first discovered Planet Female.


McMichael shook Garland’s hand and led husband and wife into Grandpa Braga’s dining room. He put them at the other end of the table from where he and Sally Rainwater had sat, protecting the latent fingerprints she’d left on her chair and the polished tabletop.


He told the Hansens some of what Sally Rainwater had told him, but not all of it. He left out the man—probably a man—running across the sand into the gathering storm because he wanted the Hansens’ unfettered take on the nurse’s aid.


“What do you know about the caretaker?” McMichael asked.


“I never liked her,” said Garland. “Pete ran an ad in the Union-Tribune, said he interviewed half a dozen.”


Garland Hansen was a tall, slender man with a chiseled face and hard blue eyes. His Nordic white hair was cut short and brushed back to an appearance of velocity. He was forty-eight, ten years older than his wife and McMichael, an accountant and a former U.S. America’s Cup first mate. He was now in middle management at a troubled surf-and-snow sports retail empire known as Shred!


“She was probably the prettiest one who applied,” said Patricia.


Garland shrugged insincerely.


“Did he check her background?” asked McMichael.


“Of course,” said Garland. “She had good enough recommendations. Supposedly putting herself through school, UCSD—biology, I think. Wants to be a surgeon. Pat and I figured if she was smart enough to do that, she could probably handle Pete.”


“Handle him?”


Garland looked at Patricia, the silent handoff that married couples perfect.


“He’d fallen several times,” she said. “His eyes were going. He kept driving without a license and you guys kept catching him. He hated to cook and clean. And he was lonely. Three children—one almost senseless, as you might remember, and two living out of state. Six grandchildren, including me, but they’re hardly around except when they want money.”


“What did he pay her?”


“I think it was five hundred a week,” said Garland.


“Did she do it?” asked Patricia. Her voice wavered so she punched up the volume, and in this McMichael thought he heard the end of her toughness and the beginning of her grief.


“I don’t know.”


“Well, is she under arrest?” asked Garland.


“No.”


“You didn’t let her just walk away, did you?”


“She drove away.”


Garland looked to his wife.


“Pretty goddamned funny,” said Garland, standing and holding McMichael in his cool blue stare. “Someone murders Pete Braga, and a McMichael is supposed to solve it.”


“Drop it,” said Patricia.


“I’m afraid that’s what he’ll do,” said Garland.


“Mr. and Mrs. Hansen,” said McMichael. “Walk this house with me and help me figure out what’s been stolen, besides some paintings off the walls.”


An hour later McMichael’s neatly hand-printed list read:




5 oil paintings by 19th cent. artists—10 to 30K each (hall, bedroom 2nd floor, dining, 1st floor bath #2)


18th century Chinese vase—5K (TV room)


4 a’graphed books by Joseph Conrad—5K per (all books from library, 2nd flr)


a’graphed b’ball gloves: Ruth, Gehrig, Hodges, Williams, Mays, Mantle, Koufax, Rose, Gwynn, etc.—1K to 3K each (office, 2nd flr)


one mounted fish (small to medium)—$100???! (trophy room)


Items named and values estimated by Patricia & Garland, unsure of painter names, book titles, ballplayers, type of fish.





An interesting list, thought McMichael. And almost as interesting were the things not taken: $245 cash still in Pete Braga’s wallet on the nightstand, a very good watch, a box full of jewelry in the top drawer of Anna Braga’s dresser.


McMichael stood again in the master bedroom and watched the rain pour down on the outside deck, a large wooden platform enclosed for privacy by a waist-high railing but open to the sky. He remembered that Pete had liked to sleep out there, years ago. He remembered the fire pit. He remembered that the bay breeze cooled your skin after making love then the fire warmed you back up and the faint taste of salt and wood smoke on Patricia Braga’s neck.


“I spent some good hours on that deck,” she said. “Kid stuff.”


Garland looked at it, then to his wife. “Looks cold.”


“Grandpa slept out there practically every summer night. He used to, anyway.”


Garland shook his head. Whether at Pete’s sleeping habits or at Patricia was not clear to McMichael.


“What about a safe?” McMichael asked.


“Back to the library,” said Patricia.


“You know the combination?”


“He gave it to me when Anna died.”


The library was a classic gentleman’s room, with floor-to-ceiling walnut bookshelves, ladders to access the volumes, paneled walnut walls, heavy furniture, hunter green carpet. There was a fireplace and a walk-in humidor behind glass doors.


McMichael stepped into the humidor, smelled the sharp sweet scent of tobacco and cedar, felt the air damp on his face. It was about the size of a closet, with shelves on two sides and a humidifier built into the other. He noted Pete Braga’s cache: mostly Cuban maduros—Romeo & Julieta, Partagas, and Rey del Mundo. But some Dominicans thrown in, and two wooden boxes marked Libertados, which McMichael knew well because his sister owned the cigar bar and factory in San Diego’s Gaslamp Quarter where they were made. He wondered if the old man went there himself to buy them. And if he’d known his money was going to a McMichael. They were No. 7 pyramids, with dark brown wrappers.


The floor safe was hidden under a brown, brass-nail leather couch. Patricia knelt down and spun the dial.


“I don’t know what’s in here,” she said. “I’ve never had a reason to open it.”


McMichael knelt down beside her. It was a cylinder-type safe, ten inches across and a foot deep.


“Go ahead,” he said.


Patricia reached in and lifted a handful of small boxes, which she placed on the carpet. Then another. Some black, some red, some tan, some white. She opened them and lined them up in front of McMichael.


“Grandma Anna’s,” said Patricia. “This isn’t costume jewelry.”


McMichael watched her hand as it gently moved across the jewels and gold and silver. He’d always loved the shade of Patricia’s Portuguese fingers, especially where the rich dark of the top blended into the paler underside. They were thirty-eight-year-old hands now, leaner and stronger than they had been when McMichael knew her.


“She had a pair of diamond earrings that aren’t here,” she said. “Big two-carat things Grandpa got in South Africa. But there’s got to be some other explanation. I mean—if somebody took them, he’d take all this, too. I mean, if they were even in here to start with. Right?”


“What else?” asked McMichael.


Patricia sighed, picked up a string of pearls, settled it back into the case.


“There’s a species of hummingbird named the Anna’s hummingbird, so Grandpa had one made for her,” said Patricia. “It was life-sized, and there was a stand for it. Wings out, like it was flying. But the feathers were gemstones. It was beautiful, this big splash of red rubies on the throat and neck. Emeralds and diamonds. God knows what he paid for it. That would have been back in ’seventy-five, ’seventy-six. It’s not here. It wasn’t anywhere else that I saw. I guess you should add it to the list.”


“I don’t get it,” said Garland. “How much do you need to arrest the nurse? Blood all over her? Valuables missing?”


McMichael suppressed an urge to flatten Garland.


“Pete have a will?” he asked.


“Sure. Talk to Hank Grothke.”


“Junior or Senior?”


“I think Junior handles the will,” said Patricia.


Garland sighed like he’d heard enough. “So, Detective. Someone ripped him off. Someone killed him. My money’s on the nurse.”


“Noted,” said McMichael.


Patricia studied him with her steady dark eyes. “Grandpa was giving her things,” she said.


“What things?”


“Paintings and jewelry, I think. I’m not sure, but he let us know—plenty of times—how great she was.”


“Maybe he gave her the diamond earrings and the hummingbird,” said McMichael.


“No,” said Patricia. “He wouldn’t give away those things. Those things were Anna.”


“The nurse took him for a fucking ride, Detective,” said Garland.


“Get out of here,” said McMichael. “Sign the log on your way out.”


He stood in the trophy room, behind the leather chairs in front of the fireplace, taking in details. Erik was dusting the handle of the sliding glass door for prints. There were yellow stick-ems posted everywhere, numbered to correspond to the lifts. And pink ones identifying the wineglasses, which would be emptied and bagged for the cyanoacrylate chamber back at the lab. Samples of the liquid would travel back to the lab, also, to be worked over by Flagler’s forensics people.


Harley stooped over the club, which had been fished from the pool of blood and laid out on a sheet of opaque plastic.


“Superglue for this,” he said. “I can feel the latents. Flagler will need the hair and brains and whatever else is stuck to it. Here’s your firewood portrait.”


He slipped the Polaroid from his pocket and handed it to the detective.


“Good,” said McMichael, gazing at a potted plant hung near the far corner. Even from here it looked plastic. Its clay pot was supported by a cutesy wooden wall sconce. The top of the sconce flared into a heart shape with what looked like a homily printed on it in chipper, childlike handwriting. Gift from a child or grandchild, he thought—something that might not mean anything to anyone anymore.


“Yesss!” said Erik, standing back from the slider. “Whoppin’ fingerprints on the handle here, and it looks like blood to me. This joker’s toast.”


McMichael stood in front of the trophy wall. He looked at the nail from which the club had possibly hung, noting the black fingerprint dust and the yellow tag. He counted twenty-two trophies, not including the missing fish, represented now by a blank space and a small hole. Who’d steal a mounted fish? Up close, he saw the red lip of a plastic screw seat, set in the drywall to keep the screw from pulling out. Something small hung here, he figured, from the size of the space and the single hole.


He looked over at the kitschy potted plant again, then went to one of the two huge aquariums. The tropical fish flitted and swirled through the blue, making their rounds amidst the clams and grass. There was a rock archway, bright yellow and red corals, even a decorative anchor. A tan and black wrasse with neon blue pinstriping glided past. Hermit crabs scurried, their shells impossibly beautiful, their antennae waving.


Lightning cracked through the sky outside and the fish flinched.


He loved his ocean, McMichael thought. And his baseball. And his Fords and his politics and his power. Clobbered dead by a thief for some paintings and baseball mitts and books? How much money is your common creep going to get for things like that? Two cents on the dollar? The guy would need Braga’s gate code to pull his car into the driveway, load the loot, get out before the nurse came back with the firewood. It didn’t line up as that kind of robbery.


Which left the guy running from the trophy room. Or Sally Rainwater. Or maybe a team, with Sally conveniently out of the picture for the fatal forty minutes and the runner not a runner at all but a guy with a van. He went that way.


He looked over again at the potted plastic plant. It had become a brain thorn, which was McMichael’s name for something that got into your mind on its own, bothered you, and you couldn’t get it out. They were usually innocent and mildly annoying, like the names of actors whose shows you never watched, snippets of pop songs you’ve never really listened to, coaches whose sports you didn’t follow. To imagine Joey Fatone humming the latest *NSYNC hit to Bobby Knight over and over again—that was a brain thorn.


So McMichael scratched his itch, walking over to see the plant up close. It was in fact a plastic creeping charlie. The pot was plastic, too; even the heart shape at the top was plastic, molded to look like painted wood. The childlike writing said:




A Happy Plant
Is a Smile
From
Heaven!





A grandchild’s present, thought McMichael, touching the letters, which were raised and painted. Until his fingertip passed over the slick convex center of the O in From.


Odd. And no such thing as a brain thorn at a crime scene, he thought.


Gently, he pried at the sconce. It resisted, then clicked decisively, then swung out on two hinges. A video camera was fit into brackets on the back, allowing it to fit back into a rectangular hole in the wallboard. The lens was aligned with the cutout center of the letter O. The mike had a hole of its own, hidden behind the curve of the pot. A small motion detector was affixed beneath the camera and hard-wired into the “record” relay, its sensor partially concealed behind the leaves of the plastic plant. A 120 volt power cord twisted back into the hole and out of sight.


“Hey, guys.”


The CSIs crowded in behind him. McMichael swung the hide-a-camera sconce open and shut then open again.


Harley couldn’t believe he hadn’t noticed it. Erik asked how you tell if a plant is truly happy.


McMichael’s heart took a funny little dive when he pushed the eject button and found no cassette inside.


“So much for good luck, serendipity or the existence of God,” said Erik.


McMichael concurred on two of the three, good Catholic that he was. He also wondered where the tapes were.


“This crime scene looks like that one two years ago,” said Harley. “Applethorpe or something. You remember that, Tom, older guy up in Hillcrest?”


“It’s still open. Team One.”


“Unusual MO.”


McMichael’s phone vibrated.


“I’m down in Imperial Beach,” said Hector. “Outside a pub called Ye Olde Plank. I really like these little binoculars. I can almost read the bartender’s watch. It’s about time for last call in there.”


“Where’s the nurse?”


“Third seat from the end of the bar, drinking at high speed. And yapping on her cell. She’s made three calls in less than an hour, and downed five greyhounds. Least they look like greyhounds.”


“She went straight there?”


“No, man. First home, then here.”


“Did she take any loot out of her car?”


“Just her purse. But get this—I went around to her front porch, it’s right there on the sand, you know? Had a look through the blinds to make sure she was okay. She was sitting on her couch. And over the couch is one of those paintings like Pete had. An old boat in a storm. Same kind of fancy gold frame. It looked like the last painting in the world a babe would hang in her apartment.”


“There are five paintings missing from Pete’s walls, according to Patricia,” said McMichael. “She also said Pete was giving things to the nurse.”


“Well, looks like Nurse Sally got at least one painting off the old man,” said Hector.


“What did she do while she was home?”


“Cried.”


“We’ll knock on her door tomorrow morning,” said McMichael. “Ask for a tour.”


“She’ll turn us down flat. But let’s get her early, while she’s still good and hungover.”


“I’ve got IAD at eight.”


Hector was quiet for a beat. “Good luck, man. I forgot about that.”


“Wish I could.”


Internal Affairs Department was no San Diego cop’s idea of a good time. Especially one who liked his job and thought he could make a good captain someday. Especially one who’d worked with Jimmy Thigpen in Metro/Vice, back before Jimmy got caught in a very expensive hotel room with a prostitute, a Sheriff’s Department deputy posing as a prostitute, a big bag of Oaxacan weed and $324,000 in cash.


“Maybe you could run Miss Sally through NCIC while I’m getting grilled about Jimmy.”


“Glad to.”




FOUR


McMichael made the IAD hearing on three hours’ sleep and half a pot of coffee. Being tired strained his patience for men and women he didn’t care for anyway. Cops who thought they were better than cops is how McMichael thought of them. And IAD was the incubator of the ambitious, the self-righteous and the power driven, because that was where you could protect the career of a friend or destroy the career of an enemy.


McMichael sat at one end of a long table in a headquarters conference room. No windows. There was a plastic pitcher of water and one glass at his place. At the almost comically faraway other end of the table were Assistant Chief Jerry Bland, IAD director Lieutenant Mitch Huzara, and IAD special investigator Sergeant Andrea Robb. McMichael saw his Human Resources file, positioned squarely in front of Robb. On top of that, a yellow legal pad.


He crossed his hands on the table and stared at his knuckles and thought about Sally Rainwater. He’d seen her face in a dream. What if she were telling it straight, that she’d come home and tried to resuscitate the old man? He wasn’t optimistic about this, human nature being full of mostly disappointing surprises.


Bland and Huzara greeted him when he sat down. Robb positioned a microphone, glancing at him to get the angle right, but not bothering to acknowledge him. Then she fiddled with the recorder controls.


On her way up the ladder, he thought: files handy, blinders in place, ready to cream the opposition. What happened to the idea that cops liked busting dirtbags instead of each other?


“Voice check, McMichael,” she said. “Say something.”


“It’s great to be here this morning.”


“Again?”


“It’s great to be here this morning.”


She played it back. “Fine. It even picks up your sarcasm.”


She was tall and red-haired and attractive, too, though it rankled him to admit it.


“We may as well get started,” said Huzara. He was slight, big-headed and balding, with a neat gray mustache. “Sergeant McMichael, just to let you know how it works around here, Jerry’s representing the chief’s office but he’s not a part of the IAD. Andrea’s going to lead the questions, but Jerry and I will have some, too. You’re not being deposed or you’d have counsel here. That may be the next step. Or a polygraph. That’s what we’re here to determine. This meeting is called an Informal Hearing of Fact and that’s exactly what it is. Give us facts, tell us the truth and we can all get to more important things in our lives. Got it?”


“Got it.”


Andrea Robb clicked on the recorder and established date, time, participants and purpose of the hearing.


“Sergeant McMichael,” she continued, “you worked in our Metro/Vice detail between nineteen ninety-eight and two thousand one, correct?”


“That’s right.”


“And James Thigpen was on that detail for how many of those years?”


“All of them.”


“Did you work directly with him?”


“Yes, it’s a small detail.”


“What did you think of him?” she asked.


“Smart. High energy. Trustworthy.”


“What else?”


“I worried about him because he was young and undercover. We all did.”


“You and Officer Thigpen teamed up for a call-girl sting one summer, didn’t you—they were working the convention center and the downtown hotels?”


“Yes. We made ten good arrests. Word got out and the rest of them beat it for a while.”


“You and Thigpen made ten?” asked Robb.


“Working together. He was mostly trolling. When he got the right approach I’d come out from next door with the cuffs.”


“Fun police work?” she asked.


“Humiliating for everybody is more like it.”


“You didn’t care for Metro/Vice?” she asked.


“Not really.”


“Did Thigpen?”


McMichael poured some water and drank. He’d thought about this question almost every day for four weeks, since Jimmy Thigpen had been arrested. Chief Kerr, furious at the arrest, had issued a strict gag on all personnel, so not much was said about Jimmy Thigpen at the Fourteenth Street Headquarters. But that’s all you heard in the cop bars—where’d he score the money, who else might have been in on it. Jimmy’s lawyers and the district attorney’s office had been negotiating for the better part of two weeks. Rumor had it that heads—cops’ heads—would roll. Thigpen had been denied bail as a flight risk.


So it was all eyes on Metro/Vice Unit—past and present—and McMichael felt cornered. He couldn’t say anything good about Jimmy because Jimmy looked rotten. He couldn’t call too loud for Jimmy’s head because it might look like he was eager to save his own.


So he went with the truth.


“Jimmy loved Metro/Vice.”


“On what do you base that opinion?” asked Andrea Robb, pen poised above her notepad.


“Long hours. Good attitude. Little things, you know. Like he’d use his own car, so the girls wouldn’t smell out one of our plainwraps. Or he’d put the wires on everybody if we were taping. Then he’d double- and triple-check them. He was our electronics guy when he was staying back. He took a lot of pride in hiding the wires, on getting good reception. You can tell when somebody likes what they’re doing.”


Robb looked at him doubtfully. “What about when he was undercover? Same good attitude?”


“Yeah. He played our young-and-innocent john and our desperate junkie or our yuppie businessman if he was out front.”


“Played them well?” she asked.


“Jimmy only got blown once. That was his first year.”


“Did you notice a change in him the last few months?”


Another question that McMichael had known was coming. This was where they moved their crosshairs from Thigpen to himself.


“No.”


“Right up to the night the sheriff’s undercover team took him down in that suite at the Hyatt?” asked Robb, with more than a trace of disbelief in her voice.


“Right up until then.”


McMichael watched the silent flourish of eyebrows, glances, shaken heads.


Fuck you all, he thought, if you can’t hack the truth.


“So, the new Porsche didn’t make you wonder,” said Huzara.


“I never saw it.”


“And Thigpen’s trips to Maui and Aspen and Key West—they didn’t make you wonder?”


“I didn’t know where he went. He never said.”


“What about his moonlighting for Pete Braga?” asked Huzara.


McMichael hated being caught with his pants down. “I didn’t know. Tell me.”


“Yeah,” said Huzara. “Jimmy trucked the new cars down to TJ for budget leather interiors, trucked them back up when they were finished. Saved Pete lots of money. Made some pretty good money himself.”


McMichael thought about this, couldn’t figure it into what had happened the night before.


“Though a part-time job might not account for over three hundred grand in cash,” said Robb.


McMichael sat back and waited.


“Okay,” said Huzara. “With all the things that Thigpen never said, didn’t that make you wonder about him? Most guys, they’d talk about a new car, or a vacation or some easy money on the side.”


“He was private. I never suspected a sixty-thousand-dollar car in his garage or those trips you found out about. Or working for Braga. He’s a good actor. That’s why you put him out there undercover at the age of twenty-one.”


Jerry Bland sat back. He was thick, rounded without being fat, and had a face like a steer watching you from a pasture. McMichael knew him to be an accomplished bowler. “So it’s our fault Thigpen went bad?”


“I’ve got no opinion on that, sir,” said McMichael. “But I know he had peach fuzz. Literally. And I know he did his six months at the Sheriff’s Academy, but almost nothing else before we put him on the street. What, two months at the jail? No patrol. Nothing. On his twenty-second birthday he was behind the Las Flores Hotel getting beaten by four Arellano Felix cartel heavies. That was the one time he got blown. They kicked his balls halfway up his stomach. We had to use a towel to unhook his lips off his front teeth.”


“Sure, we know about all that,” said Huzara, taking off his glasses to inspect a lens.


“You saw no change in him at all, then?” asked Bland.


“None.”


“Tom,” said Bland, “did Jimmy ever tell you about any of this? Personal business with the working girls, maybe—dope and cash?”


“No, sir. Not one word.”


“Did you ever overhear him say anything about those things?” asked Robb.


“No, Andrea.”


“Overhear anyone talking about those things?”


“Never.”


“Ever hear anything about a little group of cops, maybe thought they were extra special, extra cool?”


“Just IAD.” Everybody smiled except for Robb.


“You’re a funny guy, McMichael.”


Silence, then, while Robb checked her tape recorder, Bland leaned back and crossed his hands behind his head, Huzara stared at McMichael.


“I hope Thigpen doesn’t start naming other cops,” said Bland. “Then we’d have a shitstorm like L.A.’s.”


“This isn’t L.A.,” said Huzara.


There was nothing McMichael could say to that.


“I’m finished for now,” said Robb.


“Over and out for me,” said Bland, yawning.


“Not for me,” said Huzara. “Sergeant, I saw Thigpen last night. He asked me to say hello to you.”


“Say hello back when you see him.”


“You guys pretty good friends?”


“I already told you we aren’t.”


“And he never told you about all the money and dope he was stealing?” asked Huzara.


“How many ways can I say no?” asked McMichael.


Robb looked at him, then at the still-running recorder, then back to McMichael. “Anything else, Sergeant McMichael?”


“Nothing.”


“Do you realize that your statements here are binding, if not evidentiary?” asked Huzara.


“They’re just the truth.”


Robb clicked the machine with finality and McMichael stood. There was a long moment when all four of the cops became cops again—McMichael could feel the change in the air.


“So you got Pete Braga?” asked Bland. He often appeared to be chewing on something, then not to be. Department gossips had never been able to figure out what.


McMichael nodded. “Eighty-four, sitting by his fireplace. Bad scene.”


“Eighty-four and still pulling strings on the Port Commission. Still selling cars by the million,” said Bland.


“Thirty-something years of politics and Fords,” said McMichael. “That was news to me about Jimmy working for him.”


“I hear things,” said Bland. “So, you walked right back into old bad blood.”


“That was a long time ago, sir.”


“Does it ever really go away?” Bland offered a Wattsaver smile.


“Some of it does.”


“I heard there was a nurse involved. Worked for him,” said Huzara.


“She says she was out buying firewood when it happened. Ralph’s on Rosecrans. I’ll check her alibi tonight with the night shift.”


McMichael started out.


“So how do you like Homicide compared to Metro/Vice?” asked Robb. She stood and faced him. Her voice was chipper and she had offered McMichael his first smile. It was really something. The whole package was.


“Dead people are honest. You can really turn off your tape recorder now, Andrea.”


Andrea Robb colored a little and the smile melted. She reached down as McMichael walked by on his way to the door.


A moment later she caught up with him by the elevator and tugged him into an empty hallway. McMichael was looking forward to her apology.


“Detective,” she said, “I’ve lived on Point Loma for twenty years and there is no Ralph’s on Rosecrans. Might save you a lot of driving around.”


“Thank you.”


“I’m a cop first, no matter who thinks what.”


“Good to know.”


She nodded and turned the corner for the elevator. McMichael let her go while he dialed the law offices of Grothke, Steiner & Grothke—Pete Braga’s counsel.




FIVE


Hector drove to Sally Rainwater’s, looping onto Interstate 5 for the short run south. The second storm front had moved in behind the first, holding the city in a noisy gray torrent. The wipers couldn’t keep up with the water. McMichael heard the rush of the tires and the roar on the roof and the metal shriek of a minivan that dreamily planed into the guardrail.


Hector finished his briefing on last night’s possibilities—a couple of blonde beauties looking for love at the Sevilla bar. He’d gotten one phone number before the captain called him. “How’d IAD go?”


“They can’t figure out why I didn’t see it coming.”


“Maybe because Jimmy’s a sneaky little creep. You put somebody that green on the street, put him in with the dope and the girls, you’re asking for it. They got to blame somebody. Bland Jerry—he’ll pick you.”


“How’d NCIC go?”


Hector shrugged. “Eight years ago, Sally Rainwater’s boyfriend tried to kill her. Shot her in the throat with a twenty-two but it didn’t hit anything too important. This was back in Miami. The boyfriend got out last month, skipped on his P.O. and dropped out. They don’t know where he is and he’s not supposed to know where she is. Dylan Feder, thirty-five—formerly employed as a lifeguard, model, actor, waiter and batterer. Beat her up in ’ninety-four but she didn’t press. Stalked and shot her in ’ninety-five. She was twenty.”


“Get mugs?”


Hector slipped a twice-folded sheet of paper from the pocket of his coat and handed it to McMichael. Feder was crybaby handsome: curly dark hair, pouty lips, bedroom eyes. Six three, two fifteen.


“I don’t understand women like her,” said Hector. “Could have any guy she wants, but she connects up with this loser, lets him beat her up. I’ll never get that.”


“It has to do with a low opinion of yourself.”


“I don’t get that, either. Total babe like her.”


“It’s not how you look.”


“Yeah, yeah. All right. Mr. Female Insight understands what makes ’em tick but not the savage Hector.”


“I’ve just known a few, they get hurt and think they deserve it. And they always think the guy’s going to change. My sister’s that way.”


“Raegan? Really?”


“Somewhat.”


“Whatever. I find that guy in San Diego I’ll wrap his balls around his fuckin’ neck.”


Hector pulled onto the Imperial Beach Pier because he wanted to see the waves. They rolled along, the railings coming slowly past the windows and the rain shooting off the wooden deck in front of them. There were fishermen out, bundled in slickers and hats, staring at their rods. Hector drove halfway to the end and put the car in Park. The waves were huge and disorderly, looming in at competing angles, building on each other. And fast, with big plumes hissing backward off the tops. Walls of pale green water rose up and thundered in at them then passed out of sight under the car, and McMichael felt them explode through the pier caissons and the cement deck and the car tires and into the bones of his feet. Hector didn’t surf but he liked the waves, the bigger the better, never drove past a pier in a storm that he didn’t roll out and watch. McMichael did surf but not in anything like this. The savage power before him was hypnotic. It miniaturized you. He watched the storm but he thought of Johnny and Steff and wondered how he’d managed to lose so much so fast. Seven years of marriage and a perfect son—one gone forever, the other down to Wednesday nights and weekends.


A different kind of storm.


“McMichael and Paz, Ms. Rainwater. May we come in?”


It was ten-fifteen and the sky was almost black now. A river of water poured from the eaves of the cottage, forcing McMichael and Paz to pick a side or get drenched.


They had moved up close to the barely opened door.


“Go away.”


“We’ll just be back in an hour with a search warrant.”


“Based on what?”


“Missing paintings.”


She pulled the door open and stepped back. She was wearing loose quilted Chinese pajamas, black with birds-of-paradise on it. And black Chinese slippers with plastic soles. Her face was pale and puffy and McMichael’s eye went straight to the tattoo low and right on her neck. A copy of the one on the other side. He saw that it was neither a flame nor a tulip, but a bird taking flight. The center of its breast almost hid the bullet scar.

OEBPS/OEBPS/images/9781401397692_L01.png









OEBPS/OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/9781401397692_cvi.png
CHAL D

PURSUIT





