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This one’s for my brother, Daniel—friend, mentor, and cellist extraordinaire









A good man can be stupid and still be good. But a bad man must have brains.


—Maxim Gorky










PROLOGUE


The U-Haul truck was parked alone at the back corner of the big lot.


A pair of California Highway Patrol officers regarded the confident, blocky lettering and energetic orange paint. A vehicle suggestive of all kinds of new starts and exciting futures, good things to come, uncharted horizons, reset lives, the limitless possibilities of a move from one place to a better place.


There was no sign of any driver. The engine was off, the cab locked and empty, a brass padlock fastening the rear roll-up door. Early morning, sky the color of dishwater, cars already trickling into the Walmart parking lot, employees readying the huge store for the coming swarm, customers eager for the best deals, the lowest prices, ready to get started on their weekend shopping.


The two men watching the truck exchanged a questioning glance.


Something was off. Something was wrong.


The younger CHP guy had a buzz cut and round blue eyes that gave him an earnest Boy Scout look. He got a pair of bolt cutters from their cruiser while his partner, twenty years older and forty pounds heavier, walked a careful circle around the truck.


By that point they had both smelled death inside.


The Boy Scout worked the bolt cutters and the cheap padlock fell away. He slid the door up. The carrion smell rushed out, putrid and overwhelming.


They climbed into the open truck, flashlights lancing into the depths, each with one hand pressed over his nose and mouth. The two beams of light probed, glancing off walls, bodies, still limbs, scattered possessions.


Six bodies. All women. All of them young.


Without hope, they checked the bodies for vital signs. A terrible odor, vomit and perspiration and decay, mixed with a cloying sweetness that was explained by a shattered perfume bottle near one outstretched hand. Dying sailors, frantic, try to drink the very ocean that is killing them. In the desperation of the final hours, gripped by heat stroke, the body’s temperature rising lethally, any liquid would have been irresistible. Abruptly, the Boy Scout jumped down and retched onto the pavement. His partner followed, speaking into a radio, mouth grim, set, eyes tired. The younger one stood with his back to the U-Haul, clenching and unclenching his hands.


As the day brightened, the two men were joined by a small army of cars and trucks and vans bearing a galaxy of official seals. Yellow plastic tape was unspooled into a perimeter. A two-man team began taking pictures as another group of techs emerged from a panel van. A pair of ambulances sat idle. There would be no hospitals. Early morning shoppers gaped at the intense hive of activity.


The bodies were zipped into plastic bags. Six of them, lined up on the asphalt, sad white cocoons split lengthwise by a zipper’s seam. The sun rose higher. Barely nine o’clock and almost eighty degrees, the whole of California seized by a ferocious September heat streak.


Along with the bodies were six small suitcases. Clothes, shoes, toothbrushes and hairbrushes, magazines and cosmetics. A one-way trip: somewhere to somewhere else. No identification. No cell phones.


Several news crews arrived in white vans bristling with satellites and sprouting telescoping poles twined with thick cables. Cameramen and production teams swarmed out, unpacked equipment, ran wires, opened laptops. Reporters did hasty makeup, gulping coffee before assuming somber expressions and placing themselves to ensure background shots of yellow tape and stretchers.


The sun rose higher. As soon as the reporters were off camera, they wiped away sweat and gulped bottled water in the shade.


By noon the activity had diminished. The bodies had been taken away by the medical examiner and a big municipal tow truck came for the U-Haul. The news vans were off in search of new material. A last, local sheriff bundled up the yellow crime scene tape, taking his time in the midday heat. Now the shoppers didn’t give the scene a second look. There was nothing to see. No candles or wreaths or crosses. No plaques or pictures. Nothing marking the fact that the world contained six fewer lives.


A passerby would never have known that anything at all had taken place.
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When about to hand over the keys to something important, seeing doubt is never reassuring.


I raised my helmet visor. “You don’t park motorcycles, do you?”


The young valet eyed my red Aprilia like it might rear back and kick him. “I can try,” he offered. “I have a bicycle. Two wheels. That’s kind of the same.”


“I think I’ll pass.”


“There’s street parking down the block,” he suggested. In answer I pulled up next to the row of polished brass luggage carts, the motorcycle’s big engine echoing under the confines of the covered entrance. I cut the engine, used my bootheel to flip the kickstand down, swung a leg over, and pulled my helmet off.


“I’m not sure if you’re allowed to leave it there,” the valet said, watching me with mild interest.


I headed for the revolving door. “Call me an optimist.”


It was my first time at the Grand Peninsula in Nob Hill. A storied San Francisco hotel, white stone, colonnaded like a palace, partially rebuilt after catching fire in the 1906 quake. Presidents and movie stars had stayed here; weighty matters discussed by important people in tomb-silent suites. My motorcycle boots clicked through a marble lobby of soft peaches and grays, chandeliers spilling golden light. Whoever handled decorations had a healthy flower budget. Vases of careful arrangements spurted like bright fountains. The clientele seemed to be largely what someone had once described to me as WORMs: white, old, rich men. If there were other five-foot-eight women in leather bomber jackets and motorcycle boots, I wasn’t seeing them.


A bony manager type in a funeral-black suit approached. “Can I help you find something?”


“I could use an elevator. Got one?”


He didn’t smile. “Are you a guest?”


“In the next life, I hope.”


“In that case, who are you here to see?” he prodded.


“I thought that was my concern,” I said.


“If you’re sticking to the lobby. But the hotel’s concern—if you’re going up.”


I smoothed hair that had been mussed by my helmet. “Martin Johannessen asked me to meet him here. He should be expecting me.”


The manager took a deferential step back, as though a scowling, ten-foot-tall Johannessen might pop up in front of him. “My apologies.”


Apparently, the person I was about to meet could open doors. About five seconds later, I was in a very nice elevator, headed up to the penthouse level. The gilded door and ornamental bars made me feel like a bird in the world’s most expensive cage.





“Nikki Griffin. Thank you for coming on short notice.”


Martin Johannessen was in his mid-fifties, clean-shaven and fastidious, dressed in a navy suit. I didn’t know much about men’s fashion, but he didn’t seem to shop in the clearance bins. I followed him into a spacious living area scattered with plush couches and polished furniture. Floor-to-ceiling windows showed off the San Francisco Bay. It was a mirror-clear day and I could see Alcatraz Island and, beyond that, the Golden Gate.


“Coffee? Tea?” he offered.


“Coffee, please.”


Martin pressed a button on the wall. “They’ll bring some. Come, sit.”


We sat. I crossed my legs and got comfortable. “What’s the problem?” I asked him.


He frowned. “How do you know there’s a problem?”


“People don’t hire me for wedding planning.”


“True enough, I suppose.” He seemed to be thinking about where to start. A distracted man who, even in the midst of his distraction, meant to be careful about what any speech might cost him. “There is, as you surmise, a problem,” he finally admitted. “Rather a substantial one, in fact. It has to do with Mother.”


He fell silent as a waiter rang and entered, pushing a linen-covered service cart. The waiter poured coffee for us out of a silver urn, then set the urn down and left. Johannessen fiddled with the creamer as he continued. “Mother is quite elderly, at eighty-one, but still insists on staying in the same Russian Hill duplex she’s occupied for the past twenty-five years, since my father passed. She can be quite fixed in her ways. It was only after she backed into a gas station attendant last year that we got her to finally agree to a chauffeur.”


“Better late than never,” I observed, since he seemed to expect me to say something.


“That’s quintessential Mother,” he went on. “As her son, I feel I can use the word ‘stubborn’ with both affection and accuracy. And Mother insists on maintaining a rather high degree of control over her affairs.”


“I like her already.”


Johannessen gave me a thin smile. “Many people like Mother. She is undeniably vivacious. She is also undeniably wealthy.” He offered a meaningful look. “Some people like that, too.”


I didn’t say anything. He wasn’t done.


“After my father passed, she never remarried, but she continued to see a series of… well, gentleman friends, for lack of a better term. Dalliances, affairs of the heart, whatever you want to call it. Which is fine, of course. She should be free to see whomever she likes.” He added sugar to his coffee, sipped, then added more.


I had already lapped him. I helped myself to another cup. Seeing he had fallen quiet, I prompted, “Except.”


As I had hoped, the word seemed to wind the music box back up. “Recently, this past year, she began seeing a younger man,” Martin resumed. “A much younger man. An Englishman, an Oxford-educated psychologist in town for a lecture series. Mother became quite… enamored of this fellow. Not that she shared a great deal of this with us, God forbid. She plays her cards close, Mother does.”


“Us?”


He looked surprised at the question. “Myself and my three siblings. William and Ron—my two older brothers—and Susan, my younger sister.”


I took advantage of the moment to ask, “Are you close with them?”


Martin stirred his coffee. “Maybe close is the wrong word. My sister maintains a certain remove from our family. As for my brother William, he was in a rather awful accident almost a month ago. It left him in a less than communicative state.”


“And Ron?”


“Ron?” He seemed to be thinking how to phrase something. “At no time in my life would I have called us especially close.” Family was not a topic that Martin seemed to relish discussing.


“So, Dr. Oxford, on the lecture circuit,” I said.


Martin nodded. “Except it turns out that the fellow is neither a doctor nor an Oxford man.”


As the saying went, a stitch in time saved nine. “How much?”


He stared. “How much?”


“How much has he taken? Isn’t that why I’m here?”


“You certainly have a way of cutting to the chase, Nikki.” He sipped his coffee, different emotions playing over his narrow face. “Mother, as I said, demands a high degree of autonomy over her affairs, but I’ve managed to get my hands on a few of her financial statements. As best we can tell, over the last year she has transferred at least one point five million dollars to Dr. Geoffrey Tyler Coombs. Needless to say, the man does his banking offshore.”


“One and a half million. No wonder you want to get it back.”


“Yes, indeed,” Martin agreed. “A lot of money. And that’s not counting several hundred thousand dollars’ worth of luxury watches, hotel stays, and some extraordinarily sizable department store bills. And a Porsche.”


I tried to think of something cheerful to say. “Boxster?”


“No such luck. A 911.” His face drooped. “Fully loaded.”


I poured myself a third cup of coffee. “How bad a dent did that leave?”


“Well, the money is obviously significant, but truth be told, Mother will be fine.”


“Just to be clear, he’s not actually stealing this?”


Martin shook his head. “I wish he was, believe me. Things would be a lot less complicated. But no, Mother has been duped into giving all this freely enough, from a legal standpoint.”


“Then what’s bugging you, the morality?”


He didn’t answer directly. “May I ask, Nikki, what you know about our family?”


I shrugged. “Same as most people, probably. You oversee a pharmaceutical fortune over a century old, you give money to every worthy cause between here and Pluto, and you pop up on the Forbes lists as fast as they can print them.”


“True enough.” He nodded in assent. “But there’s a reason you don’t read much about our family in the papers. Despite our considerable holdings and fairly prominent place in San Francisco society, we have always prized discretion. No messy tabloid fodder, no melodramatic suicides or scandals. There’s the well-known saying that all press is good press. Members of our family are taught from a young age to believe the reverse. With the exception of our charitable works and foundation, we try to avoid publicity.”


There didn’t seem to be anything for me to say, so I kept quiet.


Johannessen poured more coffee for himself. “My mother is elderly. She hasn’t been in perfect health. I loathe the idea of her being taken advantage of—conned, to call a spade a spade.”


“Does she feel that way?” I wondered.


“Does anyone who’s being conned?” he returned. “By the time they understand the truth, it’s too late. In the meantime, for all I know, maybe it feels like the most exciting thing in the world. As her son, I want to intervene before things reach a point of real harm. The man is a thief and deserves consequences, but I am also motivated by a more practical concern. If word gets out that our family is an easy target, every swindler in the world will show up with a bouquet of roses and sweet words for Mother.”


“Why not go to the police?”


“He’s done nothing illegal. Not yet, anyway.”


“So what do you want me to do?” There were a few reasons people liked to avoid police. My prospective client had named only one of them.


As if confirming my thought, Martin steepled his hands and stared at his intertwined fingers. “I overheard a conversation between them. Very recently, this was, last week. I have reason to believe that my mother is being blackmailed by this man.”


“What makes you think that?” I asked.


“They were talking quite frankly about money—but a much larger amount, in the millions. I heard him tell her that she needed to decide soon—something to that effect. Or the genie would be out of the bottle—that was the phrase he used.”


“Do you know what it’s about? The blackmail?”


He shook his head. “I have no idea. That’s what I need you to learn.”


“Did you try asking your mother? That seems easiest.”


Martin’s face soured. “My mother can be quite private. My whole life, she has always made it clear that she will come to us if seeking our advice. I tried to talk to her and got nowhere.”


“What do you want me to do after I find out? If I can find out.”


Martin had clearly thought about this. “Then we offer Coombs a choice. Either lay off and buy a one-way ticket out of town, or face immediate arrest.” He turned the cup in his hands. “Can I count on you, Nikki? Will you help?”


“I can try.” I poured myself more coffee. I’d gone through three cups already, and had every intention of continuing right through to the end of the pot or the end of the meeting, whichever came first. I drank my coffee black. Cream and sugar were distractions. The Grand Peninsula did a good job with their coffee. Fancy hotels didn’t always guarantee good coffee. Kind of like family money didn’t always guarantee good sense.


“You’ll be working on an expense account, naturally,” added Martin. “Spare no cost whatsoever.”


I nodded, hoping he wouldn’t add that I should leave no stone unturned. It was astounding how many new clients felt the need to drop that in.


He pulled a wallet-size photograph from his pocket. “Take this. You can keep it.”


I put my cup down and took the picture, seeing a broad-shouldered, good-looking man in a tailored pearl-gray suit, sitting at an outdoor café. Gold flashed from a cuff link, and his eyes were piercing blue. I looked closely. There was something about his face. Even here, through the small photograph. As though his eyes seemed to promise interesting things.


“Anything else you need?” Martin wondered.


“What are your siblings’ addresses? And your mother’s?” I asked.


His face tightened. “Why?”


“To go talk to them.” I had been going to add of course but decided that wasn’t polite.


He seemed suspicious. “My siblings, sure, I suppose, if you can be discreet, but why is Mother necessary? As I told you, she hasn’t been in perfect health. She’s frail, and she’s not quite as keen as she once was. Besides which, she values her privacy.”


“I understand, but this whole thing is about her. I have to speak to her.”


Martin thought this over. He nodded reluctantly. “Very well. She’s in Scottsdale until next week, I believe—we have property there. When she’s back, I’ll set up a meeting.”


He gave me a card with his number and wrote me a check for a retainer, signing his name with a meticulous swirl.


I took the check and started toward the door. “I’ll be in touch soon.”


“Oh, and Nikki?”


I looked back. “Yes?”


“This is very important, this job. I’m counting on you to leave no stone unturned.”


“Right.” I left the suite and stepped back into the elevator.


As the polished door slid shut, I was thinking again about a cage door closing.
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I rode down Telegraph Avenue and parked in my usual spot just outside the BRIMSTONE MAGPIE bookstore. Telegraph was the usual jumble, dirty curbs and creeping buses, students in blue and yellow Cal gear, street vendors selling handmade jewelry, scruffy panhandlers lounging in clouds of marijuana smoke with dogs and guitars.


The bookstore was busy. We were holding a monthly book drive and a steady stream of people and books had been coming in all day. Books piled everywhere, overflowing the counters, rising in crooked stacks from the floor like stalagmites across a cave. Bartleby, the bookstore’s normally social resident cat, had retreated behind the front counter. I could just make out a gray paw. A potted plant craned toward the daylight coming in from the door. It was a croton, green leaves threaded with sunset veins. I’d bought the plant after being assured it would flourish without demanding a lot of care. Many things in my life required a lot of attention. I didn’t want my houseplants to be one of them.


“Quite a crowd,” I said to Jess. I had hired Jess as a manager soon after opening the store, almost a decade ago. She had become not just a business partner but a close friend.


She glanced up from sorting through a box of books, cobalt glasses and raven bangs framing her fair skin. “Hey, Nikki.”


I joined her in the sorting, smelling dry pages and cardboard. “How are the wedding plans?”


“Have I told you I hate weddings?”


I laughed. “Don’t tell Linda that.”


“We spent over two hours on the phone this week discussing flower arrangements. Two hours. Flowers.”


“Remind me not to get married.”


It was her turn to laugh. “Don’t tell Ethan that. It would break his heart.”


I slid a pile of books out of a box. “I think I have enough stress in my life without flower arrangements.”


“You know we’ve been together five years and our parents haven’t met?”


Still stacking, I gave her a look. “That bad?”


She nodded. “My parents own a holistic medicine shop in Oregon. They go off on spiritual trips to Joshua Tree every Christmas, where I strongly suspect they take psychedelics. Her parents live in Newport Beach in an eight-bedroom house, and every few years they ask her if she’s absolutely, completely sure that her lesbianism isn’t a phase.”


“I say lock ’em all in a room together and see who comes out.”


Jess didn’t look amused. “Forget Lord of the Flies. I’m praying we make it through the rehearsal dinner.”


I unpacked another stack of books. The bookstore had begun with unintentional good timing. A lump sum of inheritance money; a building purchased just before the East Bay became unaffordable; a tenant breaking a lease in the midst of the Great Recession. And me owning too many books. Everything else—sales, shelves, more books, eventually employees and insurance and distribution and all the million details involved in running a bookstore—had happened in sporadic succession. To my continued surprise, the bookstore even turned a profit. Despite Silicon Valley’s best efforts, Berkeley remained a city that loved to read.


A freckled blond girl of ten or eleven came over. “Excuse me, do you work here?”


I smiled, still sorting. “I do. Are you looking for a job?”


“I can’t,” she answered with the special gravitas of small children. “I have to go to school. Do you have A Wrinkle in Time?”


“Sure,” I said, standing. “Let me show you.” Spotting a paperback in the stack I was sorting, I handed it to her. “Have you read this one?”


She took the paperback. “A Wizard of Earthsea?”


“Ursula Le Guin. I loved her when I was your age. It’s yours. If you like it, you can give it to a friend after you finish.” My favorite part about used books was the idea of their unpredictable motion. Maybe ten, twenty years in a basement, forgotten, then suddenly halfway around the world, passed, hand to hand.


A middle-aged man in khakis joined us. “Julie, are you bothering the lady?”


“Not at all,” I said, noticing how his daughter held the paperback in both hands. At her age, I had held books like that. Marvelous objects, full of life, things that could shatter or leap away if not held tight. The age when there was nothing more compelling than a story on a page. When staying up with a flashlight under the bedcovers felt more thrilling than any emotion daylight might bring.


Fifth grade. My life in fifth grade had been normal. I had been normal.


Then two men had knocked at my family’s door.


My life had stopped being normal.





I worked into the early afternoon and then walked north on Telegraph in the direction of campus. I stopped at Café Strada, a coffee shop always crowded with Cal students, and waited in line to buy two iced coffees. I put cream and sugar in one, crossed Bancroft, and walked over to Wheeler Hall, a stately white building housing the English Department. Afternoon classes were getting out and the campus was full of students.


I waited, the twin coffees dripping chilly condensation, until I saw the person I was looking for walk out of Wheeler in animated conversation with two undergrads. As they finished, I sneaked up behind him, pressing one of the coffee cups against the back of his neck. “Been looking for you.”


He spun around. “Jesus, that’s cold!”


My boyfriend, Ethan, wore a fraying sports coat over a chambray shirt, a leather messenger bag slung across his body. I patted down a stray curl of brown hair and handed him the coffee with cream and sugar. “Looked like an exciting conversation.”


Ice cubes rattled as he sucked coffee through the straw. “Can you believe they hadn’t read A Dance to the Music of Time? These poor kids. I don’t know what they do in high school. Analyze ‘Little Bo Peep’?”


“I think that’s a nursery rhyme.”


“Whatever. The point is—”


I laughed as we started walking. “Twelve books, what, three thousand pages? Such slackers.”


“What’ve you been up to?” Ethan asked.


“Bookstore, plus another thing.”


“I think you hit on the title of your memoir.”


“Know any ghostwriters?”


It was his turn to laugh. “I’ll write up an ad. Candidates should be able to deal with mulish stubbornness, constant obfuscation, and CIA-level secrecy.”


“Perfect,” I agreed. “Just add, Candidate should also be prepared to deal with an incredibly charming, witty, and beautiful—OWW!” I rubbed my cheek where an ice cube had just bounced off it.


“Sorry, I don’t know anyone who fits that description,” Ethan said, readying another ice cube.


I laughed, ducked, and threw one back at him. “You’re welcome for the coffee.”


We passed under the green oxidized copper of Sather Gate to Sproul Plaza. Tables were lined up on either side, student groups advocating for a kaleidoscope of issues. The system the two of us had developed was rough and unwritten, but it seemed to work. Me sharing small pieces of what I did. Up to a point. Certain things I couldn’t share. I didn’t want my boyfriend traumatized. I also didn’t want him subpoenaed on a witness stand.


“How was class?” I asked. After getting his Ph.D. in English from Berkeley the year before, Ethan had been hired by Cal as an assistant professor on tenure track.


“I think I’m getting the hang of this whole teaching thing.” His pride was evident.


“Lucky students,” I said, meaning it. Ethan was one of the very few people I had ever met who loved books as much as I did. “You have to be anywhere?” I asked. “There’s a new Thai place on Shattuck I’ve been wanting to try.”


He made an elaborate show of checking his watch. “I’ve always wanted to be the couple that finishes dinner by five-thirty. Maybe afterwards we could do something really crazy. Shuffleboard, or even Boggle?”


“Whatever. I have to be up early to go into the city.”


“What for?”


“There’s someone I have to see.”
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I woke up wanting to do two things: to learn more about the man I had been hired to follow, and about the client who had hired me to follow him. Martin Johannessen had told me where Coombs was residing. I didn’t mind work being easy once in a while. He was at the InterContinental on Howard Street, a blue glass rectangle that speared the sky just south of Union Square. I took BART from North Berkeley to Powell Street and walked from there. Finding any guest was easy enough with a name and a face. Coombs wasn’t a celebrity or some visiting head of state; he wouldn’t be rushed into the parking garage in a tinted SUV and ushered up in some back elevator. He was just a guy staying in a room. And everyone left their room sooner or later.


The InterContinental had a stack of newspapers in the lobby. Even better, free coffee. No one seemed to mind when I helped myself to a cup and a copy of the Chronicle. Sufficiently armed, I settled in to wait.





I made it through three cups of coffee and most of the newspaper. The lead story was ghoulish; police had found a padlocked U-Haul full of dead women in a Walmart parking lot south of Monterey. Heatstroke. No suspects, no leads, no motives. I read the long piece, feeling anger burn its way through my stomach. How could people do things like that? And yet they did, every day. I had learned that in sixth grade. I finished the article and moved on. A record heat wave, San Francisco’s homeless crisis, a new ferry route planned. I drank coffee and flipped pages.


It was easy to tell when Coombs appeared. The lobby lit up.


I kept my face buried in the paper, every sense screaming that the man I was watching wasn’t the sort to ignore details. I glimpsed a confident walk, a crisp checked suit, cuffed pants, dress shoes that clicked against the floor. I saw him throw a cheerful wave to the front desk clerks and get a row of smiles in return. He passed a bellhop, slipped the kid a whispered joke and a folded bill, nodded to a manager with a pleasant word that drew an appreciative chuckle. A popular guest. Affable, witty, courteous, charming. And affluent.


The kind of guest every hotel dreamed of having.


Coombs’s first stop of the morning was the shoeshine stand. He sat on the high seat with his own newspaper in front of him, his feet resting on the little pedals. The shoeshine guy rolled up Coombs’s cuffs and went to work on a beautiful pair of brown leather brogues that gleamed like a pricey bourbon, even before the shine began. When it was over, Coombs stood and handed the guy a bill that made him nod in vigorous thanks. He crossed the lobby to the restaurant, newspaper under his arm, full of purpose and energy and goodwill. Everything had the feel of well-established routine.


I watched a hostess seat him at a choice corner table. A handsome and confident man with the look of someone happy with his place in life. I watched him eat a bowl of fruit, and eggs over easy with toast. He dined slowly, reading his newspaper with apparent interest, twice accepting more coffee from an attentive waitress. A man who had all the time in the world, but none of its cares.


I watched him say something to the waitress, watched her face break into a laugh. Not a polite waiting-to-be-tipped laugh, but a real one. His good humor seemed infectious. He finished his coffee, signed for his bill, rose. I saw the waitress’s admiring eyes on him as he walked toward the front doors.


A bellhop sprang to open them.


Graceful as a magician, Coombs slipped another bill into another hand.


He stepped outside.


He was gone.





My meeting with William Johannessen was neither long nor fruitful. A muscular nurse with a big body and round face led me into a Potrero Hill apartment that made me think of words like cavernous and cadaverous all at once. The windows were curtained with heavy drapes that allowed in almost no light. Our feet were soundless on sponge-like carpet. Glancing back, I could see our footsteps disappearing from the carpet, like snow melting in reverse.


William sat in a wheelchair in the parlor. A television showed scrolling stock prices, a talking head shouting soundlessly on mute. William didn’t seem to be watching much of anything. If I hadn’t known he was in his fifties, I might have guessed him to be ten years older. I was looking down at a face that might have been classically handsome at one point in the past. Now, in a red cashmere sweater and wide-wale corduroys, his skin was blotchy and he was too thin. His eyes seemed empty of interest, and of most other things as well.


“He hit his head in the accident,” the nurse whispered. “The poor guy used to be a real lion, had the energy of a guy half his age. Now it’s a good day if he can eat his oatmeal.”


I perched on a neighboring ottoman and tried to make eye contact. “Hi, William. My name’s Nikki.”


He gave no indication that he’d heard or understood. His head tilted slightly to the side, but whether that had anything to do with my words was a mere guess.


I tried again. “Can I ask you a couple of questions, William?”


When William finally answered, he did so with his head bent toward his lap like something defective. “Questions,” he repeated. His voice was hoarse and low, a lawnmower engine being primed after spending a winter in a garden shed.


“Do you remember Dr. Coombs? You met him, right?”


William’s head stayed bent at the same odd angle, as though the bones in his neck had softened. “Questions,” he said again. “Questions.”


I looked up at the nurse. “Is this normal?”


“Define normal.” The nurse shrugged. “Normal enough, I suppose.”


“How long has he been like this?”


The nurse thought. “The accident was, let’s see, about three weeks ago.”


“You’ve been caring for him since then?”


The nurse nodded. “Since the day he left the hospital.”


“Just you?”


“We work as a team. Three of us, eight-hour shifts. Twenty-four-seven care.” The nurse grinned for the first time, allowing himself to step out of his somber caretaker’s role for just a moment. “If you got money, you can get most other things, too.”


“Except a working brain,” I said. “What happened, exactly? With the accident?”


The nurse’s smile was gone, as if he’d been chastised. “A hit-and-run, right outside. From what they told me, the poor guy was crossing the street for coffee and a croissant, same as every morning.”


“Did they catch the driver?”


The nurse shook his head. “Never did. They say they’re still looking, but in this city, who knows?”


I was mildly surprised. “No cameras?”


“None pointing the right way.”


I nodded at William, lolling in the wheelchair, a splotchy island rising out of a pristine white sea. “What were the injuries, exactly?”


“Banged up, cuts and bruises, cracked a rib—that’s the less important part. He also suffered a traumatic brain injury. Bleeding and swelling of the brain. The doctors say he could be like this in ten years, or he could be back to his old self next week.”


“Who are his doctors?”


“UCSF Neurology. The best in the city.”


The injury explained the darkened apartment—a heightened sensitivity to light was not uncommon with brain injuries. I tried one more time, kneeling in front of the wheelchair. “William. Can you hear me?”


This time, his neck raised a few inches. He looked at me, or through me, his expression vague as pudding. “Questions, pensions, mentions, tensions,” he mumbled, and then his head lowered again.


I looked up at the nurse. “What do you think that means?”


“I think it means it’s time for his nap.”


The nurse walked me to the door, our footsteps tracking and fading behind us like a wake.





Outside, I walked up and down the block. A leafy, pleasant, residential street. Mostly tall, fancy doorman buildings that surely had cameras pointing streetward. Up maybe fifty feet I could see a small bakery at the end of the block. The coffee and croissants. Not much else. A dry cleaner and, down at the other end, a little grocer. Basic needs. Opposite the bakery was a construction site, torn-up earth and temporary fencing, creating a camera-free pocket in the street. Abreast of the bakery, I crossed as I imagined William would have crossed. Familiar, routine, maybe a cursory glance in each direction. I pictured a car ripping down the quiet street, too fast, distracted, the driver maybe texting or late for work, looking up too late. And just like that—life different forever.


I knew that feeling.


William wouldn’t be giving me much.


I decided to talk to his sister next.
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Susan Johannessen’s gallery was in Hayes Valley, on Grove Street, a neighborhood that was the heart of the city for music and performing arts. The gallery took up the bottom half of a two-story building, a condo or apartment above it. It was in between a sleek wine bar and a Ritual coffee shop marked by the distinctive white star against a red background. I went inside. The displayed work seemed mostly contemporary painting with a bit of sculpture thrown in. I tried to make sense of a vivid, three-dimensional orange spiral popping out against a six-by-eight-foot sea of brilliant turquoise. The work was priced at about my annual income. A model-thin guy in black, skintight jeans and wavy bleached hair smiled automatically, sized me up as unlikely to be a serious buyer, and went back to his laptop.


The only other person in the gallery was a woman sitting at a desk in the back. She was clicking away on a laptop, too, and hadn’t looked up. I recognized her at once. Despite their professed distaste for publicity, photographs of the Johannessen family were easy enough to find online.


“Susan?”


She looked over for the first time, then stood. Susan Johannessen was a slight woman with the same sharp cheekbones and narrow, anxious face as her brothers. Gold Cartier bangles jingled on a thin wrist as she took in my scuffed motorcycle boots.


“Who are you?” In spite of the question’s directness there was something diffident in her manner.


“My name is Nikki. I was hired by your brother Martin. Do you have a few minutes?”


At the mention of her brother she gave me a closer look. Her brown eyes weren’t unfriendly, but they contained no warmth. “Hired…” she repeated. “Such a specific word, and yet so vague. I’m guessing you’re not his new personal assistant?”


It was a good guess. I told her as much.


“Then what do you do for him?”


“You deal with art. I deal with people.”


Her voice still gave nothing away. “And does someone need dealing with?”


“That’s what I was hoping to talk to you about.”


She frowned and shook her head. “Right now isn’t good at all. It’s a very busy time for me; we have a major show coming up next month.” She named an artist I had never heard of. “A wonderful British painter, if you’re unfamiliar. I’ve been practically living here, trying to prepare.”


“Just five minutes?”


She dusted invisible dirt from a corner of a frame. “Nikki, did my brother happen to mention anything to you about my relationship to my family?”


“I understand that you don’t call each other up asking what you had for breakfast.”


“That’s one way to put it.” She smiled in spite of herself.


“What’s another?”


Susan regarded a blue metal sculpture of a huge bird, rising almost to my height. The beak was ferocious and its talons were wrapped around what I realized was a prostrate man, frozen in his wiggling. A placard identified the piece as EARLY BIRD. “Do you know, Nikki, much about the metaphor of an albatross?”


In answer I quoted Coleridge: “ ‘Instead of the cross, the Albatross across my neck was hung.’ ”


Susan nodded. “My personal albatross has always been my family—my surname, my siblings, the expectations placed on us since birth. Laugh if you will—the bratty whining of a trust-fund kid—but I mean that as honestly as anything you’ll ever hear from me.”


I didn’t say anything.


“Long ago,” she continued, “I determined that the only realistic way for me to lead a life of my own was to distance myself from them. And so that’s what I did.”


“You didn’t seem to get all that far,” I felt compelled to point out. “Your mother lives pretty much right up the street. Your brothers, too. And you’re across the Bay in Tiburon.”


If being contradicted annoyed her, she did a good job of hiding it. “Distance can be many things besides literal feet and inches. It’s true that I live in Marin and work in this city. But I mean that I make my own money. I have a career, my own life, my own friends. I do my best to remain out of the fray, you might say.”


“I just visited William. He didn’t seem to be in much of a fray. That was a hit-and-run, right?”


Her face grew somber. “Poor William. He was the golden boy, you know, growing up. That was so terrible, what happened to him.”


“They never caught the person?”


“Not yet, anyway. The police are searching for whoever it was.” She thought of something. “That’s why you’re here—my brother hired you to help them?” Her brown eyes showed irritation, but maybe a bit of amusement, too. “You have a way of getting your five minutes without it being given. Are you always like that?”


“I saw there’s a coffee shop next door,” I answered.


“Your point being?”


“Let me buy you a cup. Espresso, if you want. That way you can drink it fast.”





Once she made the decision to step outside, Susan seemed to relax. It was a nice day and we took our coffee to go, strolling along Hayes Street in the direction of Alamo Square. Back in the ’80s no sane person would have walked Hayes Street by herself, day or night. It had been an unforgiving neighborhood, people bolting in and out for the symphony or opera. Now Hayes Valley was one of the trendiest in San Francisco, full of upscale clothing boutiques and tempting brasseries. Where San Francisco would stop was anyone’s guess. They were even developing the badlands of Hunter’s Point. Soon there wouldn’t be anywhere to go but up.


“So, William,” I prompted Susan. “The golden boy?”


She nodded assent. “When we were kids he was always the most charming, the handsomest, the one who could get away with anything. Star tennis player, good grades…” She smiled, remembering. “I mean, he was a choirboy. Literally—he was in a choir. A tenor. Not a bad one, either.”


“Better than your brother Ron?”


She laughed. “Ron was the literal opposite of a choirboy. In every way.”


“What do you mean?”


Susan smoothed a strand of hair and considered. “Ron was a little devil. He was handsome and clever, like William, and that doubtless helped him to extricate himself out of most situations, as a boy. It caught up to him eventually—I think he was nearly suspended from Princeton—but he managed to make it through unscathed.”


“Suspended for what?” I asked.


Her face clouded. “I don’t really know. Not exactly. I overheard our father talking about it—I was still in high school.”


“You don’t sound that enamored with your brother.”


Her face shifted and I felt I could almost glimpse the nervous girl she must have been, growing up, forever a middle sister, timorous in the shadows of her elder brothers. “Ron could be quite cruel to me when we were children,” she said matter-of-factly. “He’s not the nicest fellow, even now. If you need me to tell you that, you’re not much of a detective.”


“And how about your relationship with William?”


Her voice softened. “William was different. He could be very judgmental—I was his younger sister, I was desperate for his approval—but he was never mean. He protected me from Ron when we were children—he was the only one Ron would back down from.”


“Is William married?” I asked.


“He was. He married young—right out of college.”


“Was? What happened?”


Susan sipped her coffee. “I liked his wife. Later—after the cancer—well, that changed my brother. He developed a sadness, a kind of gloom. I’ve noticed that, from certain people. The golden ones, so to speak. Things go so well, so easily; then, when they don’t, they don’t have the same armor, the same protective calluses.”


“And Martin? Tell me about him.”


She glanced at me. “Your client, you mean? Doesn’t that make him off limits?”


“I’m not asking for skeletons,” I replied. “I’m trying to understand your family.”


We had reached Alamo Square and the Painted Ladies, a cheerful hilltop row of ornate Victorians painted in bright colors. We found a bench and sat. I watched a leashed dog stare at a gray squirrel as though astonished at its audacity. Braced on its hind legs, the squirrel looked back, bright eyes gleaming, tail quivering. Then the squirrel leapt up a tree trunk, breaking the standoff.


“My younger brother,” explained Susan, “was more of an introvert. He never fit in quite as well. Our father was rather old-fashioned—he prized activity, energy, athleticism, maybe just raw competitiveness—what was popularly known as manhood. Martin never excelled in any of the areas our father felt mattered most.”


“Was he close to your mother?”


She shrugged. “As close as anyone could get to my mother.”


“What does that mean?”


“Our mother kept everyone at a certain distance—my father included. That was her nature. That is her nature.”


I used the opportunity to shift the conversation. “What about Dr. Coombs? Did she keep him at a distance?”


Susan looked startled at this. “I’m just trying to get a sense of things,” I repeated.


“From what I understand, my mother has a certain… faith in Dr. Coombs.”


“Did you ever meet him?”


She nodded. “Several times, all brief. Although I strive to keep distance from my family, there are certain events, fundraisers and benefits, where my presence is required.”


“What did you think of him?”


She drank coffee. “He seems a perfect gentleman. Charming, witty, urbane, educated, handsome. Everything. The whole package, as that dreadful saying goes. The subject of art came up and I could have mistaken him for a collector, he was so knowledgeable. The kind of man that everyone probably wishes she could go around town with.”


“Were you upset seeing him going around town with your own mother?”


The warm afternoon light made the Painted Ladies, with their pastel tones of green and yellow and blue, look even more stately and beautiful. Susan finished her coffee and watched a sparrow forage in the grass. “I wasn’t upset. Why would I be?”


“Isn’t it obvious? Martin certainly was.”


She laughed. “Of course, poor Martin was! He spent his whole life trying to be close to our mother. Then some strange man waltzes along and does it effortlessly. I can’t imagine how that made him feel.”


“But not you?”


Susan paused, as though marshaling her words. “Like I said, I’ve spent my whole life trying to put distance between us—my family, and most certainly my mother. Besides, I’ve developed a certain laissez-faire when it comes to my attitude toward what people should or should not be doing—my family included. Let people try to be happy. It’s easy enough not to be, God knows. If it made my mother happy to run around with Coombs, who am I to get in the way? Besides,” she added, “Martin is a man. They’re always bound to be more jealous of that sort of thing.”


“Jealous, or protective? You must have known she was being awfully generous—and that Coombs wasn’t exactly saying No thanks.”


She shrugged. “Mother has sufficient money.” Her face showed no sign that she was probably making the understatement of the year. “And our family has a million-man army of financial advisors and bankers looking after our interests. If there was anything truly outrageous, anything that could really hurt, I’m confident that they would alert us.” Susan seemed to be finished, then added, “She’s in her eighties, Mother. Let her spend her money the way she wants. Assuming I reach that age, the last thing I want is nosy people looking over my shoulder telling me what I can and cannot buy.”


“Can I ask you something personal?”


Her eyes grew distrustful. “Maybe?”


“When your mother dies… how does the inheritance work?”


“That is personal. A bit too much for my liking.”


“Sorry.” I didn’t withdraw the question.


She thought about it, then shrugged. “I suppose I don’t see the harm in answering. The bulk of the estate will be split evenly between myself and my brothers. Nothing very exciting.” Susan turned to face me square. “Now I have a question. What exactly did my brother hire you to do?”


I had been trying to decide how to answer this. I settled for a degree of honesty. “He has a few concerns. One of them is that Coombs might try to blackmail your mother.”


The word seemed to frighten her. “Blackmail? What could he possibly know?”


“You tell me. Is there anything in your family he could use?”


She considered this for quite a long time before she spoke. “As is probably the case with any family like ours, I can’t claim the origin of our wealth is perfectly pristine. I know, for example, that during the Second World War, our family firm manufactured pharmaceuticals used by the German army and, probably, the SS—but that’s hardly revelatory, and some journalist dug it up years ago.”


“I see. Nothing else?”


She thought some more. “Nothing comes to mind. I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful.”


The conversation seemed to have ended naturally. Susan consulted a delicate rose gold watch, not bothering to hide the action, and stood. “It was nice to meet you, Nikki. Please do keep me informed if you learn anything. I would appreciate that.”


I said I would, and said goodbye.





My meeting with Ron Johannessen turned out to be both the shortest and least pleasant. I caught up to him in his driveway on Lombard Street. Behind a high row of hedges, I glimpsed an enormous Spanish Revival home, all stucco walls and marmalade roof tiles. Ron seemed to be just leaving. He was in a two-seater Aston Martin convertible. A good-looking man in the prime of his life, his looks were marred by an arrogance that dripped off him like syrup. There was a woman in the passenger seat of the sculpted silver car. To calculate her age, a mathematical formula might have divided Ron’s age by two, and then subtracted five. Even seated, she looked as thin and sleek as a gazelle. Her hair shone, and gold glinted against her skin.


Ron looked up as I called his name, my voice raised over the noise of the V12 engine. He wore a leather jacket and designer sunglasses that he didn’t bother to remove as he stared up at me. “Who are you and what are you doing in my driveway?”


“My name’s Nikki. Your brother wanted me to help him with—”


That was as far as I got. “Do me a favor, Nikki, okay?”


“Yeah?”


“Fuck off,” he said, with no change in his expression. “Now, immediately, and forever. And don’t try to talk to me again. I don’t want to buy whatever crap you’re selling, and you can tell my brother I said so.”


Before I could respond, he threw the car into reverse and was gone.


If I learned anything from the meeting, it was that Aston Martin exhaust fumes smelled just as bad as those put out by any other, cheaper engine.





There was one last stop before I headed back to East Bay. A fancy doorman building in Russian Hill. “Delivery,” I said. “For Mrs. Johannessen.” I held a bouquet of flowers that I had picked up from a florist down the street.


The uniformed doorman crossed the lobby toward me. “I can take them for her.”


“Can’t I just run them up? That’s what I usually do.”


The doorman shook his head and held his hand out. “I’ll make sure she gets them.”


“Today? They need to get to a vase, you know.”


He snatched the bouquet, shaking his head in exasperation. “Of course, today. I’ve been doing this job close to twenty years, lady. You think our tenants like wilted flowers?”


I left the apartment building, wondering why Martin had told me his mother was in Arizona. Something that only made me more curious about my new client.










WEDNESDAY
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Wednesday morning, I stopped for breakfast at the Golden Eagle Diner in Emeryville. Several freeways connected almost within sight of a billboard sign that towered over the diner, and thanks to a shrewd owner who’d built out a huge, tempting swath of parking lot, the Golden Eagle drew a lot of the trucker traffic that churned up and down the coast. Guys with ten, twelve hours of driving in front of them, wanting to tuck into a big plate of potatoes and eggs and plenty of coffee before hitting the road. The sky was parchment pale when I pulled in, the early morning filled with sounds of groaning semi transmissions and idling motors and passing traffic. Inside, the diner was bustling with a mix of truckers and off-to-workers.


I found one of the few free stools and a waitress splashed steaming coffee in my mug without bothering to ask. Ignoring the proffered menu, I ordered eggs over easy, crispy bacon, and home fries as the waitress scribbled on her pad. The short-order cook’s back was to me, so I raised my voice to make sure he’d hear. “If that goddamn bacon isn’t crispy, I’m going to jump over this counter and—”


“And what, give me a hug?”


My brother Brandon turned, laughing, handsome even in his white apron and grease-stained T-shirt. In the past year he had put on much-needed weight, and his green eyes were alive and vital under mussed hair. He threatened me with a battered spatula. “Don’t forget, I’m armed.”


I looked at him fondly. “If I was a potato, I’d be running for the woods.”


“You’re not supposed to taunt the chef if you want your breakfast on time.” He turned back to the grill as he spoke, cracking eggs one-handed onto the sizzling metal and flipping a couple of sausage patties before turning back to me. Most of our morning conversations at the Golden Eagle went this way. Him cooking, me eating, a few words here and there. A year ago, my brother had been a different person. A thin, malnourished wreck, days and nights filled by heroin, bad company, and not much else. More at home holding a syringe than a spatula. Bad days, many of them. Bad years. Wondering when my phone would ring with the worst news in the world.


He had been sober for almost a year, now. I was proud of him. After what he had witnessed as a boy, what he had been through, him standing here—healthy, employed, smiling—was, if not a miracle, at least somewhere on the spectrum of highly improbable events.


“Whatcha up to?” he said, stirring a pile of home fries and scooping an omelet onto a plate for a waiting server.


“Same as you—work.” I watched him crack more eggs, again one-handed and flashy. “Show-off,” I muttered.


Brandon cracked another egg and deposited it onto the grill with an elaborate swoop of his arm. “I’ve never believed in hiding talent. You at the bookstore later? I’m off at two. Want to get lunch? Your treat?”


I shook my head, trying not to smile. “As much as I love buying you lunch, I can’t today. I have to be in the city.”


He half-turned from the grill, raising an eyebrow. “Work work.”


“Yeah. Work work.”


“Who’s the lucky guy?”


I laughed. “It’s nothing exciting.”


He handed me a hot plate, two eggs over easy, a pile of fragrant home fries, and perfectly crisped bacon. “Not sure if he’ll agree with that. Whoever he is.”


Like Ethan, my brother didn’t know the exact details of what I did when not at the bookstore, but he had a better sense by far. That was my fault. A year ago, men with guns had visited him in his apartment, intending to use him as a bargaining chip to get to me. It had been the worst night of my life, and very nearly the last. But we were here, and they weren’t.


That night, after everything happened, I’d sent my brother away and then dragged their bodies—three of them, one by one—down the stairs with the help of a very strong friend who had been born without the squeamish gene. A friend who also happened to know a thing or two about where to put a body. Or three of them. As far as I knew, the three men had been last seen in a landfill outside of Sacramento.


And here we were, eating breakfast. Life could be funny.


I picked up a piece of perfectly crisped bacon and bit into it, feeling a satisfying crunch. “What’s new with you?”


“Things are good.” The spatula flashed like a wand, seemingly everywhere at once. “Got a hot date tomorrow night.”


“Oh, yeah?”


Brandon grinned mischievously over his shoulder. “Well, now that you’re boring and settled down, at least one of us has to have some fun.”


“I’m not boring. I’m just not single,” I protested.


“Nik, please. I love you both—but you guys are the most incredibly boring couple in the world. Like, nursing home boring. The two of you spend Friday nights sitting in your living room watching old movies on TCM. When was the last time you were up past midnight?”


“I’m up past twelve all the time!”


“I called your place last week and literally woke you. It was eleven thirty.”


“I was tired! That was one time!” I changed the subject back. “So, who is she? Let’s hear some details.”


His grin grew. “A doctor. And hot. A hot doctor.”


I chewed a potato. “How the hell did you convince her to give you a shot? And stop sounding so damn satisfied with yourself,” I added.


Brandon’s voice tottered with a gleeful excess of dignity. “You know, many women find me extremely charming, although tragically, my big sister isn’t one of them.”


“Charming. You. Right.”


“And in fact, I’ve been told more than a few times that I’m not so bad on the eyes, either.” He shook his spatula at me. “What do you think about that revelatory information?”


“How many drinks do you have to buy these poor girls before they say that?”


“I’m telling you, Nik, online dating has opened up a whole exciting world. If you had a cell phone you’d know what I’m talking about.”


“I think I’ll let you enjoy the pleasures of Tinder all on your own.”


We bantered on while I finished breakfast. It made me happy being around my brother, getting to see him like this. Dating, working, laughing. Happy. He’d been talking recently about wanting to one day have his own restaurant. Regardless of my teasing, Brandon had become an undeniably skilled cook in the last year. And responsible. No unexplained disappearances or shady friends. In the last few months I had been checking leases near my bookstore, and had recently learned that the noodle place next door was closing down and would be on the market. I’d talked to Jess to ask if the idea was totally crazy, but to my relief, she hadn’t shot me down. I was considering it. It would be good to have my brother in the neighborhood.
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